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ABSTRACT

Prosodic distinctions are quantitative
- and relational. Their perception implies

comparisons on & syntagmatic axis, which
involve the element of time. All these
properties are corrolaries of the basic
fact that sound intensity, pitch and dura-
tion are dimensions of the sound signal.,

The functions of the prosodic phenome-

na in languages are determined by their
nature.

PROPERTIES OF THE PROSODIC PHENOMENA

The term "prosodic™ is used in this
paper to denote all linguistic phenomena
based on sound intensity, pitch or dura-
tion. These phenomena are interconnected
by frequent co-variation (for instance,
in many languages the prominence of the
accented vowel is implemented simultaneous-
ly by greater intensity, increased dura-
tion and higher pitch) or by implication
and incompatibility rules (e.g., in Anci-
ent Greek tone contrasts imply both ac-
centedness and length, 8o that unaccented-
ness and shoriness are incompatible with
distinctive tones). However, such cases
still do not entitle us to group intensity
pitch and duration together. This can be ’
done only if they have at least one common
property.

Various authors mention such proper-
ties, or hint at them, but I do not know
of a scholarly work where an exhaustive
list of such properties would be presented.
Let us try to enumerate them now.

(1) Distinctions in the domains of
intensity, duration and pitch have g quan-
titative character. T do not imply the
presence or absence of a phenomenon (cf.
for a different situation, nasality, voié-
ing, rounding, aspiration etc. in the
realm of the inherent features), but a
variation as to the amount of a Phenomenon,
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always along a continuous scale.

(2) All three distinctions .considered
here are relational, Since pitch, intens-
ity and duration of sounds vary greatly
depending on individual properties of
speakers and on communication circumstan-
ces, it is usually impossible to give
absolute numerical values for these pheno-
mena, both in general and in a particular
language. Thus, in order to determine the
linguistically relevant prosodic charac-
teristics of a sound, we have to compare

1t to some other sound(s) within the

same spoken chain.

(3) This comparison takes place on &
syntagmatic axis, in contradistinetion
to the mere paradigmatic comparison which
suffices for the perception of inherent
fetures. The perception of stress and of
intersyllabic tone involves a comparison
between syllables, and the perception of
intrasyllabic tone ("Tonverlsuf") is based
on the comparison between various points
within the given syllable (or, more exact-
ly, the given syllable nucleus). Such
syntagmatic comparisons must precede the
comparison to the other member of the
phonological paradigm. Quantity contrasie
imply even three relations:

a) the duration of the given
vowel, i.e., the time distance
between its beginning and its end;

b) the ratio of this duration
to the duration of other sounds
within the given spoken chain;

c¢) the paradigmatic contrast
between that ratio and a different
ratio in the word which _constitutes
the other member of the contrasts
(4) The syntagmatic comparison invol~

ves the element of time: it is necessary
to compare points at a certain time -
distance within the same utterance.

Our enumeration of the propertie a
prosodic phenomena should not be conclude

g of

pere. Another fact, usually unmentioned in
ihe existing scholarly literature, also
geserves our attention, and I would like
to insist on this fact.

(5) All prosodic phenomena are based
on variation in the dimensions of the
acoustic signal. Dimensions are properties
of nagnitude which can be mapped on a con-
tinuous scale, so that the reduction of
this property to zero implies the disap-
pearance of the object characterized by
the property. Sounq_signals, being
vibrations of material particles, have
three dimensions: amplitude, which roughly
corresponds to sound intensity, frequency,
which is the basis of pitch, and duration.
Thus, our three categories of prosodic
phenomena cover the whole range of dimen-
gions of the acoustic signal, These enti-
ties inevitably exist in all utterances,
énd even in all speech sounds (a certain
reservation must be added in connection
vith pitch in some consonants, where the
picture is more complex). In contradis-—
tinction to this, an inherent phenomenon
nay be present or absent in a sound; if it
were present in all sounds, it would be
unable to accomplish its distinctive
function, . .

Now, the question arises: are all five
properties enumerated independent from
each other? Or does there exist a logical
conditioning among them? And if so, which
18" the fundemental one?

I submit the following answer to these
questionss the crucial fact is that proso-
dic distinctions are based on the dimen-
sions of the sound signal, i.e. on ele-
ments which are ubiquitous in language.

The other four facts are corrolaries to
this one and constitute a logical chain.
Since we have to do with phenomena which
re present anyhow, and which are dimen~
slons, absolute (yes or no) distinctions
are precluded, so that contrasts are neces—
farily .quantitative. And since the given
tlements also vary depending on communi-
tation circumstances and peculiarities of
Individual human voices, distinctions are
1ot based . on absolute numbers, but on
relations - obviously within the same
fboken chain, which means in the speech of
ihe same speaker and under the same
:Manication circumstances. Given the li-
éerharacter of speech, relations
tihin the spoken chain are always rela-
Tﬁ?s between different points in time.

8 we can conclude that the logical and

the perceptual particularities of prosodic
phenomena are conditioned by their physi-
cal nature. : .

In the opinion of many authors the
fundemental characteristic of the prosodic
phenemena is that they are connected with
the concept of syllable. In fact, what
matters here is not the syllable, but the
vowel. The physical and perceptional
properties of vowels render them the most
appropriate domain for distinctions based
on the dimensions of the sound signal.

_Only in exceptional cases do consonants

carry contrasts based on pitch or inten-

" sity, and consonantal contrasts as to du-

ration are less frequent than correspon-
ding contrasts in vocalism. Since a syl-
lable usually contains a vowel, a rela-

tionship between prosodic phenomena and

syllables arisess

FUNCTIONS OF THE PROSODIC PHENOMENA

The linguistic functions of the proso-—
dic phenomena are threefold:

(1) They pley a decisive role in what
is ¥nown as sentence intonation.

(2) They serve to divide utterances
into words or syntactic groups, thus
facilitating the act of communication.

(3) They may be distinctive on the
level of word phonology.

Note that in written texts the first
function is performed by punctuation
signs, and the second function basically

by blanks between words. The third

function of the prosodic phenomena is
shown only by certain writing systems
(e.g., Greek, Czech, Hungarian), whereas
other elphabets fail to furnish this kind
of data (Russian, Lithuanian, Serbocroa-
tian, English, Rumanian) or provide only
partial informatien (Italian, Spanish,
German).

The first function (sentence intona-
tion) is an exclusive domain of prosodic
phenomena, True, some morphemes such as
interrogative pronouns or particles can
essume certain functions belonging other-
wise to sentence intonation, but we have
to do here with morphosyntactic units,
and not with inherent sound features. In
the second, configurational function pro-
sodlc phenomena are much more common than
the inherent ones. However, the latter
features also can serve as boundary sig-
nals (by the, pauses, which 80 often
appear in this function, also belong to
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the prosodic domain, since they are de-

finable as a reduction of sound intensity

to zero). As to the third function (word
phonology), it constitutes the principal

domain of inherent sound features. In all’

languages of the world those features
serve to distinguish phonemes, which im-
plies that they distinguish words, where-~
as in only a part of the languages ~ a
very large part, to be sure - is that
function performed also by prosodic fea-
tures.

Looking at the same facts from another

viewpoint, we may state the following:
prosodic phenomena in the first function

are universal, in the second function they

occur in almost all languages, and in the
third function in the great majority of .
languages. Thus the range of functions of
prosodic features across languages in-
cludes all functions which can be accom-
plished by any sound element. This range
embraces the whole field covered by the
inherent features plus a vast domain
particular. to the prosodic phenomena.ﬁ
The functional delimitation between
prosodic and inherent phenomena is go-
verned by their physical nature. The so
often recurring types of semiotic infor-
mation conveyed by sentence intonation
require vehicles that are ever-present.
This is why only variation in the dimen-
sions of the speech sounds is suitable .
for this role. It is even hard to imagine
how inherent features could accomplish
such a function., Should segmental fea-
tures be added or subtracted, or should
this happen to entire phonemes? Anything
of that kind would largely increase the
complexity of linguistic patterns and
possibly also interfere with the lexical
message of the utterance. Basically the
same is valid for the configurational,
i.e., the culminative, demarcative and
interrogative functions, which are so im-
portant for the understanding of the
verbal message. True, inherent features

of segmental phonemes, too, play sometimes

a role in these domains, but such situa-
tions are marginal and incidental, Even
in such instances the primary function of
the segmental entities is to denote
lexical (or morphological) meanings, but
thelr distributional characteristics
cause their presence to be interpreted by
the hearer also as a signal helping him
to datermine the boundaries of a word or
of a syntactic group,

I

The exclusive or predominant use of.
prosodic phenomena on the levels of gen-
tence intcnation and word configuration
makes 1t possible to avoid an interferencs
of signals pertaining to these domaing
with the segmental composition of the
word. However, the question arises; what
happens when sentence intonation patterns
get superimposed to the prosodic charac-
teristics of words in languages where
these characteristics are relevant in
word phonology? The answer to this ques-
tion is very instructive. A coexistence
is perfectly possible in spite of the
circumstance that both systems of signs
utilize the same physical substance,
i.e., the variation in the dimensions of
the sound signal. What gets realized is
a vector-type compromise between the two
systems. The prosodic shape of the werd
is materialized as a modification of the
pertinent segment of the sentence into-
nation pattern, ~ or the semtence ini¢-
nation is manifested as a modification

-of the prosodic shape of the word. This

is possible because we have to do here
with quantitative and relational con-
trasts; such compromises would be unima-
ginable in the realm of inherent phono-
logical phenomena with their "yes or no"
contrasts, '

The vast field of lexical meanings
necessitates the use of many more dis-
tinctions than can be supplied by the
limited set of prosodic distinctive
features. Only the more numerous and more
variegated inherent sound phenomena can
accomplish this role, In this case the
position of the prosodic phenomena 18
peripheral. They are not indispensable
and may be absent, True, in many langue-
ges they belong to the inventory of DF
in word phonology, but even there the
preponderance of inherent phonological
Phenomena is incontestable.

SOME OTHER CORROLARIES TO THE NATURE OF .
THE PROSODIC PHENOMENA

The abstract, relational character
of the prosodic phenomena is reponsible
for the fact that speakers are less
frequently aware of their presence, let
alone of their nature. Segments defined
by inherent sound features are more tan”
gible. As a rule even the linguistically
untrained speaker is able to describe,
if asked, the segmental composition of
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g word. As to forms differentiated only
by their prosodic characteristics, the
gsame speaker often "feels" that they are
different, but usually he is unable to
jdentify the units which carry the diffe-
rence., This explains why so many writing
pystems do not note the prosodic phenome-
na, although they normally show all dis-
tinctions based on inherent sound fea-
fures,

Also the difficulties experienced by
persons trying to master a prosodic pat-
tern in the process of foreign language
learning are attributable to the abstract
nature of the phenomena jn this domain.
The same circumstance influences the dia-
chronic fate of prosodic contrasts in
word phenology, which show much less
stability than distinctions based on inhe-
rent features. To be sure, in the past of
various languages we find many instances
there an inherent feature, such as voi-
cing or consonantal palatalization or
aspiration, disappeared from the system,
or was introduced into the system. But
this always concerns only a fraction of
the inherent features operative in the
given linguistic pattern, whereas prosodic
distinctive features can all disappear
from the system. This happened for in-
stance in Polish, in Upper and Lower Lusa-
tlan, in many Western Macedonian dia-
lects, etc. Standard French tends towards
the same goal by eliminating the last
traces of vocalic quantity. Structural
differences in the prosodic domain play
& extremely important role in languages
With complex prosodic patterns, such as
Cl_linese, Thai, Japanese, Swedish, Norwe- .
glan, Serbo~Croatian, Slovenian or Latvi-
0, Apparently the average lifetime of a
Prosodic distinction is shorter than that
of &n inherent distinction. The topic
leserves further study. It would be a
Wriwhile task to calculate, on the basis
of language histories known to us, appro-
Hnate life-expectancy indexes for each
I}, inherent or prosodic, or, for that
Wtter, of various phonemes or categories
of Dhonemes, The results would furnish a
t“ls for further investigations seeking
0 establish the causes of the different
%€ of various entities involved.

i ¥e can conclude that the understan—
pen°°f the true nature of the prosodic

" their behavior in many respects.
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Dena contributes to the understanding -

475




