Theoretical and practical aspects of studying intra-language intonational variation

This paper will deal not with Arabic but with the general issues that arise in describing and comparing intonational variation within a language. It will draw heavily on experience gained in a major project studying variation in English intonation, and it will make reference to projects with similar comparative goals carried out on the dialects of other languages.

One type of problem concerns the collection of data, a task which is subject to the classic tension in empirical work between control and verisimilitude. The experimental phonetician needs to control the utterances recorded as much as possible (in terms of, for instance, phonetic content, length, stress patterns) in order to obtain replications of the same intonational pattern and variants of it occurring under known contextual conditions. The reading of carefully constructed sentences is one obvious way to achieve this;  but such an exercise is not compatible with the desire of the discourse analyst to obtain conversational speech which is as true to real life as possible. Data elicitation techniques will be discussed which go some way towards solving this dilemma, although it remains one of the main challenges for work on dialect intonation – more so than for comparisons across different ‘standard’ languages, because so often the formality of a task such as reading will predispose dialect speakers to adopt more formal (and hence often less dialectal) ways of speaking.

The other issues that I will discuss in this paper concern the descriptive apparatus needed for intonational comparison. Intonational researchers, over the past quarter century, have converged on a broadly ‘autosegmental-metrical’ framework, in which H and L elements (sometimes in combination) are associated with metrical events such as stressed syllables and structural positions such as phrase boundaries. In detail, however, there are many variants of this framework, differentiated by parameters such as whether there is a role for a distinction between ‘underlying’ and ‘surface’ autosegmental representations, whether bi-tonal pitch combinations such as H+L can be right or left headed, or can be constrained to be only one of these, and whether boundaries can be left unspecified for tone without threatening the binary nature of the framework. The talk will present cases bearing on these issues.

A particularly intriguing question of analysis is how far the alignment of (for instance) an acoustic fundamental frequency peak can be allowed to ‘drift’ from the syllable associated with the relevant phonological specification. It is commonly recognised that the peak associated with H* (a stressed syllable associated with an intonational high pitch accent) may lag and occur physically on the subsequent unstressed syllable. But if greater and greater lag, perhaps across a continuum of dialects, leaves the stressed syllable on a lower and lower pitch as the peak migrates, at what point are we forced to recognise phonological restructuring such that the pitch accent must be represented as L*? Criteria based on the experience of dialect intonation studies will be suggested.

In conclusion I will suggest that the investigation of intonational variation within a language provides a more exacting test of intonational methodology and theory than cross-language comparison – and is all the more worthwhile for it. 

