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The role of prosody for the
expression of illocutionary types.
The prosodic system of questions
in spoken Italian and French
according to Language into Act
Theory

Emanuela Cresti† and Massimo Moneglia*†

Laboratory LABLITA, Department Lettere e Filosofia, University of Florence, Florence, Italy

This article presents a corpus-based study of the correlations between prosodic

contours and question speech acts in Italian and French from the perspective of

the Language into Act Theory (L-AcT). A rich taxonomy of question illocutionary

types is derived from two comparable corpora of informal speech taken from

the C-ORAL-ROM collection and illustrated through prototypic examples. The

number of questions in speech is evaluated as <10% of utterances. Despite

their syntactic and accentual di�erences, the two languages share comparable

pragmatic values conveyed by defined prosodic variations. Total questions, which

can be answered with yes or no, are expected with canonical rising contours. Still,

a good percentage shows the so-called declarative prosody (26% in FR and 36%

in IT). They have been supposed to be biased by presupposing the proposition’s

truth and considered Requests for confirmations instead of genuinely Seeking for

information acts. But presupposition, depending on intentional states, is hard to be

detected, and no clear linguistic correlation was found. The corpus-based study

of the prosody/pragmatics relation allows a better understanding of the system.

Total questions should be framed within the larger category of Directives aimed

at the addressee’s linguistic behavior, which does not foresee seeking information

as the only goal. When the speaker makes a hypothesis on what he asks—that

is not an actual presupposition—he performs a Request for confirmation. This is

true in most Total questions, and prosody complies with the canonical contour. In

contrast, declarative contours correlate with corpus contexts in which the speaker

does not make any hypothesis but puts pressure on the addressee (Challenging

Questions). Partial questions genuinely seek information and comprise Open

questions, which are verbless utterances where the addressee is requested to

freely provide information on a given topic. Tag questions, Double questions, and

Alternative questions correspond to Illocutionary patterns that, according to L-AcT,

are composed of two pragmatic units framed within one prosodic strategy.
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FIGURE 7

Prototypic contours of Challenging questions in French and Italian (“Injunctive Pattern” 9; 10) (Supplementary Audio 5.wav).

the question enacts the Challenging illocutionary type. Prosody

varies accordingly.

3.2. Partial and open questions

3.2.1. Italian partial and open questions
Partial questions can be defined as those interrogative

utterances whose scope is a variable expected to be saturated in

the answer. In Italian, they represent nearly 38% of questions.

Their syntactic structures correspond mostly to verbal phrases

that the Wh- interrogative morpheme precedes (chi, che cosa,

quale, dove, quando, quanto, come, perché, and come mai)14.

The morpheme can occur alone or at the beginning of the

Comment unit.

Partial questions are properly seeking

information acts and do not imply any hypothesis

by the speaker on the proposition satisfying

the query.

The prosody of Partial questions is a falling contour (over

the glissando) starting on the tonic vowel of the variable,

14 The percentage of each single Wh variable is not reported since it is not

relevant in such a small dataset.
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FIGURE 8

Prototypic contours of Partial questions in Italian (11–13) (Supplementary Audio 6.wav).

which can be characterized by a more or less rapid declination,

depending on the height at the start, the length of the

information unit, the speed of speech, and sometimes on

stance. See, for instance, two WH questions performed by

female speakers. (11) is introduced by dove (where) and is

characterized by a neutral attitude. The falling movement, reported
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in the f0 track of Figure 8, starts at a middle height and

declines slightly.

(11) ∗ELA: n’ dove l’è ? [ifamcv01]

[ELA: where is it?]

(12), still showing a falling movement, is more lengthened and

starts from higher f0 values. The question seems characterized by

an attitude of insistence.

(12) ∗EST: quando parte? [ifamdl15]

[EST: When does she leave?]

In Italian, the only prosodic difference within Partial questions

regards the performance of perché (why). In (13), this variable is

realized through an upward movement that can be slightly rising

(over the glissando), as in Figure 8. 15

(13) ∗ELA perché? [ifamcv01]

[ELA: Why?]

Perché frequently occurs in isolation; however, other words

can follow it, taking part in the question as a tail with no

functional value. From a pragmatic point of view, perché questions

are distinguished from other WHs because of their prosody and

because they are expected to be saturated by an explanation rather

than a noun or prepositional phrase.

The idiosyncratic prosodic performance of perché allows

passing to the description of Open questions (OP), which is rarely

considered in previous literature (Weisser, 2018). Its syntactic

structure corresponds to a verb-less phrase (noun phrase, adverbial

phrase, adjectival phrase, and verb nominalization) filling the

Comment unit (13% of PQs).

In (14), f0 track in Figure 9, PAO performs a question (per

quest’estate?), showing a continuous rising contour aligned to the

last tonic vowel (over the glissando), optionally followed by holding

movement on the post-tonic.

Although the question does not specify precisely what kind

of answer is expected, it just seeks an explanation. The addressee

cannot answer Y/N.

(14)∗PAO: perché la domenica / tu se’ qui / a <negozio> //
∗FRA: da urlo //
∗PAO: ma / anche / pe’ quest’ estate ? come / tu se’ messa

? [ifamdl12]

[PAO: because on Sunday, you are here, at the store. FRA:

screaming. PAO: but, and for this summer? how do you

manage it?]

In (14), “for this summer” might be considered the topic of

the Partial question, “how do you manage it?”. But this is not the

case since the first phrase bears an illocutionary force, and it is a

Comment that can be interpreted as an independent question. The

difference is reflected in the prosodic performance since OPs, as in

the prototype in Figure 9, show a continuous rising contour.

The continuous rising contour distinguishes from valley and

mountain contours of the Total types and resembles the one found

with perché. Maybe not by chance that perché too foresees an

explanation as an answer.

15 Depending on attitudinal connotations, for instance, surprise, it can also

reach a higher peak.

OPs are filled by a verb-less phrase, as is frequent in Total

questions but cannot be answered by Y/N. The only reason for it

can be up to their specific prosody. For instance, (15), f0’ tracks in

Figure 9, shows that the two prosodic contours on the same proper

name (la Pina) determine their different pragmatic interpretations.

CLA wants to hear about a girl whose name she does not remember

well. EST assumes that she is named Pina performing a Request for

confirmation. CLA asks an open question on this subject.

(15) ∗CLA: <e quella> ragazza / <la> . . .
∗EST: <la> Pina ?
∗CLA: la Pina ?
∗EST: eh // lei / prima veniva tutte le settimane // [ifamdl15]

[CLA: and that girl, the. . . EST: Pina? CLA: Pina? EST: eh. She

used to come every week.]

The different contours of the same lexical word can be easily

compared. While the first utterance shows the typical valley of

RC, the second, the OP, is performed through a continuous

rising contour.

The pragmatic function of OP can be summarized in the

following conditions: a) as all WH, the question does not convey a

speaker’s hypothesis; b) it is genuine seeking for information activity;

and c) it waits to be freely completed by the answer.

3.2.2. French partial and open questions
In French data, Partial questions represent nearly 26% of

the total amount and are composed of the whole range of Wh-

morphemes (comment, où, quand, quel, quoi, combien, pourquoi)

but can also be headed by q’est-ce que/qui.

Wh- morphemes are distributed not only at the beginning of

the Comment unit, as in Italian, but also in situ at its end and

(only occasionally) within it. The most frequent distribution is at

the beginning (nearly 65%) and only 25% is at the end. However, it

must be stressed that the initial position is filled in 45% of cases

by q’est-ce que/qui, lequel, quel/quelle, and pourquoi, that in our

data do not find any other position. Therefore, the remaining Wh-

variables are distributed fifty/fifty in the initial and final positions,

which is prominent.

When the interrogative morpheme occurs at the beginning of

the Comment, its prosodic performance corresponds to a slightly

falling contour (over the glissando) starting from the tonic vowel

of the Wh-. A slightly rising tail can optionally complete the

movement, as in the f0 track of (16) in Figure 10.

(16) ∗MIR : qu’est-ce qu’elles deviennent maintenant ?

[ffamdl17]

[MIR: what they become now?]

In (17), the prosodic contour of the most common Wh-

morpheme (comment), distributed in the first position, is consistent

with this description (f0 in Figure 10).

(17) ∗SAN: comment ils vivent ? [ffamdl02]

[SAN: how do they live?]

When the interrogative variable is in situ, the contour is nearly

flat or weakly rising on the morpheme, marked by a minimal reset,

strong intensity, and/or lengthening (still over the glissando). The

f0 track of example (18) shows how prosody works on “comment”.
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FIGURE 9

Prototypic contours of Open questions in Italian (14; 15) (Supplementary Audio 7.wav).

(18) ∗JOS: vous avez fait comment ? [ffamcv05]

[JOS: did you do it how?]

Open questions also occur in French (13.7% of PQs). Their

syntactic structure is verbless phrases. The question is expected to

be freely completed in the answer by an explanation, as in Italian.

Their prosodic performance is a continuous rising contour (over the

glissando). It can be only roughly compared to the Italian prosodic

performance, as verified in the f0 track of (19) reported in Figure 10.

(19) ∗UBR: euh je vous garantis que andeuh [/] qu’avec ça

/ vos clients auront passé / une journée mais alors vraiment

mémorable hein //
∗PEL: et le prix ?

∗UBR: andeuh le prix / andeuh /deux cents francs tout compris

// [fpubdl02]

[UBR: uh, I guarantee that that with this, your customers will

spend a day but then really memorable, eh. PEL: and the price?

UBR: uh, the price, uh. Two hundred francs all inclusive.]

3.3. Questions as illocutionary patterns in
Italian and French

3.3.1. Tag questions
Double questions, Alternative questions (both positive and

negative), and Tag questions are performed within Illocutionary
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FIGURE 10

Prototypic contours of Partial questions and Open questions in French (16–19) (Supplementary Audio 8.wav).
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FIGURE 11

Illocutionary patterns of question in the Italian and French corpus.

pattern structures, which require the distribution of the utterance

in two pragmatic units (CMM) in a prosodic pattern. All types are

well documented in both corpora (from 9 to 15% of questions) and

vary similarly in the two languages, as pies A and B of Figure 11

show. 16

In Italian and French, Tag questions are composed of a first

assertive CMM, shaped according to the prosodic variation allowed

by the assertive Illocutionary types (Cresti, 2020), and a second

CMM filled by a morpheme working as a tag unit. Without the

tag unit, the utterance would not be considered a question. The

morpheme directs to the addressee the previous assertion, which

functions as a positive hypothesis, stimulating him to confirm it.

16 Supplementary instances have been detected in IPIC database which

stores the full informal section of C-ORAL-ROM Italian (Panunzi and Gregori,

2012).

From a pragmatic perspective, Tag questions are almost equivalent

to weak RCs.

A restricted number of morphemes can constitute the lexical

filling of the second CMM. In Italian: forse, vero, no, eh, and giusto;

in French, hein, non, vraiment, and c’est ça. (20) and (21) show Tag

questions in the two languages, where the more common lexical

expression filling the tag label are, respectively, eh and hein. Their

respective f0 track is displayed in Figure 12.

(20) ∗ELA: Fiordalice / eh ?

[ELA: Fiordalice, isn’t it?] [ifamdl02]

(21) ∗EMA: il y en a beaucoup / hein? [efamdl23]

[EMA: there are a lot, isn’t it?]

Prosody is crucial to enact the illocutionary role, which requires

the morpheme to be a stressed vowel rising (over the glissando)

or lengthened. This condition can be verified on corpus data. The

morpheme eh in Italian and hein in French frequently also play
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FIGURE 12

Prototypic contours of Tag questions in Italian and French (20; 21) (Supplementary Audio 9.wav).

a Phatic function, strengthening the previous assertion’s force. In

those cases, the morpheme is defocused and is performed at a lower

f0 level (under the glissando).

3.3.2. Alternative questions
Half of the Illocutionary patterns in Italian and French are

Alternative questions: either positive or negative. (22) and (23) are,

respectively, Alternative negative (ANQ) and Alternative positives

of the Italian Dataset, while (24) and (25) are comparable French

examples. Figure 13 presents their f0 contours.

(22) ∗GIA: le metto / o no? [ifamcv14]

[GIA: do I put them on, or not?]

(23) ∗ANT:ma lui è più grande / o più piccolo? [ifamdl05]

[ANT: is he older, or younger?]

(24) ∗SOP: ça vous dit quelque chose / ou pas ? [fnatte02]

[SOP: does that mean anything to you or not?]

(25) ∗SOP : c’était d’abord anglais / ou c’était d’abord

français ? [ffnatte02]

[SOP: was it English first / or was it French first?]

In no case, the Alternative patterns are equivalent to the

performance of one sole question since the interpretation of the

utterance does not concern a question on the truth of disjunctive

coordination, as it might be in “is it true that (chess pieces are white
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FIGURE 13

Prototypic contours of Alternative questions in Italian and French (22–25) (Supplementary Audio 10.wav).
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FIGURE 14

Prototypic contours of Double questions in French and Italian (26–28) (Supplementary Audio 11.wav).
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or black)?”.17 Each CMM bears an illocutionary force of question,

but the actual request is up to their association within the pattern,

even if, as sometimes happens, the disjunctive conjunction (or) is

not realized.

APQ and ANQ have different semantic values. In ANQ,

one sole proposition is questioned and, for this reason, can be

answered Y/N. On the contrary, APQ requires a choice between

two propositions and cannot be answered Y/N.

ANQs work as a Total question; if the answer is negative,

the question is solved. In contrast, the positive response is

insufficient and requires supplementary information. Although

APQs cannot be answered Y/N, a negative answer is possible,

but it denies both possibilities and is by preference integrated by

additional information.

From a prosodic point of view, quite surprisingly, APQ and

ANQ show the same prosodic pattern, which is also the same in

Italian and French. The first CMM bears a rising movement (over

the glissando) with a peak on the final tonic vowel. In Italian,

the rising contour is followed by a hold (under the glissando) if

the word is paroxytone. The second CMM bears a level contour

composed of rapidly falling on the first tonic vowel, followed by

a holding movement at low f0 values (over the glissando) spread

on the subsequent syllables. This description roughly replicates

the prosodic description of alternative constructions in French

(Delais-Roussarie and Turco, 2019).

Although the semantics of alternative questions might be

extensively treated, from corpus data that emerge on the pragmatic

ground, both APQ and ANQ, to be meaningful, cannot imply a

hypothesis by the speaker on the questioned alternative and cannot

be interpreted as RC but rather function as CHQ.

3.3.3. Double questions
Although virtually ignored in Italian or French grammar,

Double questions (DBQ) are well testified in language usage. As

with the other Illocutionary patterns, they split the question into

two prosodic contours (CMMs). They were described by Fonagy

and Brerard (1973) as a double-rising movement belonging to the

same prosodic contour. They report that Dubois already considered

it like a prosodic redundancy on a unitary content that could

constitute a single interrogative sentence. However, this description

does not fit with the speech performance since each CMM signals a

distinct act.

Italian and French DBQ present different types. Still, the overall

structure always consists of a first CMM performing a question and

a second CMM restricting the first. For instance, French features

Double patterns with either a WH or a Total question in the first

CMM, as in (26) and (27).

(26) ∗MAI: vous avez fait quoi / ce week-end ?

[MAI: what did you do this weekend?] [ffamcv05]

(27) ∗SAN: vous êtes nombreux / là ?

[SAN: there were many of you, there?] [fpubdl01]

17 In Weisser’s Taxonomy, the Alternative question is foreseen but is

composed of only one syntactic unit introduced by the conjunction or.

From a prosodic point of view, the contour of the WH is

strictly compatible with the overall WHmodel, showing a prosodic

marking of the Wh- variable, which is placed mainly in situ, as

the f0 track of (26) in Figure 14. The second CMM shows a level

contour (over the glissando) spread over the sequence of syllables.

The answer should satisfy the Wh- variable.

The prosodic pattern of (27), displayed in Figure 14,

corresponds to the sequence of a rising contour on the last

vowel, strictly compatible with French RCs in the first CMM and

a level contour (still over the glissando) in the second CMM, as in

(26). The answer is necessarily Y/N.

It is worth noting that it is hard to interpret the second CMM

as an autonomous question. However, the unit is not defocused as

it might be the case, in the L-AcT perspective, for an Appendix of

Comment (Cresti, 2021). AsMartin (2008, 2018) noticed discussing

similar questions within the Macro-syntactic approach (Blanche-

Benveniste, 1997), the second unit of a DBQ works as a postfix.

It must be distinguished from both an independent noyau and

a suffix unit. In other words, the high-level contour bears a

functional value in French, working as a specification act within the

Illocutionary pattern.

DBQ in our Italian sampling always corresponds to a first CMM

performing a WH question, followed by a second CMM restricting

its scope.18 Let us see (28).

(28) ∗POL: che gli’è / una sedia svedese?

[POL: what is (it), a Swedish chair?] [ifamcv27]

Figure 14 shows that the prosodic contour in the first CMM of

(28) is falling, matching the Italian WHs. In contrast, the second

CMM fits with the contour assigned to RC (valley), with the falling

part (over the glissando) on the last tonic vowel and a hold (under

the glissando) followed by a rising (over the glissando) on the post-

tonic. In (28), the second CMM saturates the Wh- variable, thus

modifying the status of the first WH question, which becomes an

RC and can be answered Y/N.

Despite the variation found in DBQ, which may correspond to

WH (seeking information) and RC, we never found Illocutionary

patterns working as Challenging questions. In other words, the

restrictive role of the second CMM develops a mitigation effect.

4. Conclusion

In the L-AcT frame, the pragmatic domain of questions is

a sub-class within the overall Direction class and is defined

as the speaker’s activity aimed at the addressee’s linguistic

behavior, passing from being considered the speaker’s seeking for

information activities as corpus-based taxonomies assume, to a

more general concept.

Two selections of ∼4,000 utterances have been derived

from the Italian and French C-ORAL-ROM corpora. Focusing

on the Comment information unit, we derived the main

prosodic properties of questions in the two languages and their

pragmatic correlations.

18 The type of DBQ composed of a first CMM with a Total question, as in

French, is missing in the Italian corpus.
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TABLE 4 The system of Requests aimed at the addressee’s linguistic behavior in Italian and French.

Corpus prototype Illocutionary activity Prosodic contour

Types of Utterance

Wh-question

(PQ)

(12) quando parte ? seeking information request

conditioned by a wh-variable

falling contour

(17) comment ils vivent ?

(18) vous avez fait comment ?

slightly falling contour

orminimal reset (on the Wh in situ)

Open question (OP) (14) pe’ quest’estate ? seeking information request without

conditions on the answer

continuous rising contour (spread on the syllabic

sequence)

(19) et le prix ?

Request for confirmation

(RC)

(2) vicino Bologna ? Agreement request based on the

speaker’s hypothesis

valley contour

(falling on the tonic vowel and holding-rising on

the post-tonic syllable(s))

(3) pour le moment tu fais tes études ? (high) rising contour on the last tonic syllable

Challenging Question

(CHQ)

(8) a pancia all’aria ? A pressing request based on

linguistic/contextual evidence to satisfy

the query

mountain contour

(rising-falling on the tonic syllable followed by

a hold)

(7) à douze ?

Types of Illocutionary pattern

Tag questions

(TAG)

(20) Fiordalice / eh ? Agreement request on an asserted

utterance

assertive rising-falling contour

+ rising contour

(21) il en a beaucoup / hein?

Alternative negative questions

(ANQ)

(22) le metto / o no ? A request of choice between the content

of an utterance and its negation

rising contour

+ level contour

(24) ça vous dit quelque chose / ou pas ?

Alternative positives

questions

(APQ)

(23) ma lui è più grande / o più piccolo ? A request of choice between contrastive

contents in the pattern

rising contour

+ level contour

(25) c’était d’abord anglais / ou c’était

d’abord français ?

Double questions

(DBQ)

(28) che gli’è / una sedia svedese? A seeking information request restricted

to an area of relevance through a

specification act

falling contour

+ valley contour

(26) vous avez fait quoi / ce week-end ?

(27) vous êtes nombreux / là ?

minimal reset on the Wh (or rising contour)

+ level contour

The first finding is that <10% of utterances are questions

in language usage compared to assertive over 50%. The corpus-

based study allows sketching the quantitative proportion among

the main question types. Total questions (37% FR −39% IT) and

WH questions (26% FR −38% IT) are the most frequent type. The

relevance of questions performed through Illocutionary patterns

(Tag-questions, Alternative questions, and Double questions) is

highlighted (9% IT−5% FR).

Beyond the grammatical distinction between Total and Partial

questions, the syntax finds little relevance in the typological

classification of questions. Semantic aspects, such as positive and

negative presuppositions (bias), are not predictive of the pragmatic

typology. Total questions, which are expected to be answered by

the addressee positively or negatively, and which are supposed to fit

standard prosodic models, show a consistent number of instances

bearing a so-called declarative contour, respectively 26% in French

and 36% in Italian. This is a relevant corpus finding which asks for

an explanation.

We provided evidence correlating the two contours with

pragmatic values. On one side, the valley contour (in Italian)

and the final rising (in French) aim to obtain the addressee’s

agreement on a speaker’s hypothesis, accomplishing a Request for

confirmation (RC). Conversely, the mountain contour (in both

languages) challenges the addressees (CHQ). Both types depart

from the shared pragmatic definition of questions as seeking

information acts. The prosodic contours reflect intentional and

affective differences, mainly depending on the balance between the

weight of the speaker’s hypothesis, which only pertains to RC, the

interest toward the addressee, and the force of the request, which is

highest in CHQ.

Seeking for information activities are limited to Partial

questions. PQs are strong requests to the addressee, performed
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by a falling contour in both languages and, in French, by

marking the Wh- variable when in situ. PQs comprise Open

questions. OPs show a specific prosodic contour (continuous

rising) shared by the two languages and correspond to a vague

underlying WH question the addressee is free to satisfy as

he prefers.

The Illocutionary patterns are natural rhetorical figures linking

two illocutionary units (CMMs) within a prosodic structure. Tag

questions manifest the speaker’s hypothesis in a first assertive

CMM, while the Tag morpheme signals an RC to the addressee.

The prosodic pattern corresponds to an assertive contour in the first

CMM, followed by a focused rising or lengthened contour.

In Alternatives questions, positive and negative, the content

is composed of two pragmatic units put in alternation. In both

languages, the prosodic pattern is composed of a rising contour

followed by a low-level contour. From a pragmatic point of view,

contrary to Tag questions, the Alternative Illocutionary pattern

develops a CHQ.

Double questions enact a speaker’s way of realizing complex

questions that are hierarchically structured: the first CMM always

demands to be further specified in the second. This general model

is reflected in various types depending on the semantic relations

between the two CMMs. Although our description is limited by the

small number of Double questions in the dataset, some difference

between the two languages has emerged.

In Italian, Double questions are mainly composed of a first

WH question performed through a canonical falling contour.

The second CMM saturates the Wh- and the Illocutionary

pattern works as an RC. In French, we found the first CMM

recording either a WH question or a Total question; however,

the second CMM always restricts it to a circumstantial argument.

Accordingly, the Illocutionary patterns work as a WH or as

an RC.

Table 4 summarizes the pragmatic system of activities aimed at

the addressee’s linguistic behavior shared by the two languages and

the differential prosodic contours allowing their performance.
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