Intonational Contrast as a marker of recursivity in French
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As in many languages, prosodic phrase boundaries in French are usually aligned with the edge
of certain morpho-syntactic units such as lexical heads of XPs, XPs, independent clauses CPs
(e.g. Selkirk 1986 et seq.; Delais-Roussarie 1996; Post 2000; Mertens 2008; Delais-Roussarie
et al. 2011). Since phrasing usually encodes in French information that would be conveyed by
pitch accent in a Germanic language (e.g. Fery 2001; Delais & Post 2008), an IP boundary is
also realized to mark the edge of morpho-syntactic units which have a specific informational
status ([+ Focus], [+ Topic], etc.),.

In addition, French is known for a strong syncretism between intonation, accentuation
and phrasing. Rising tonal movements are usually observed at the end of any non-final prosodic
phrases: a H* pitch accent marks the final syllable of the minor phrase, a H*H- continuation
rise is realized at the end of the major phrase, and H*H% marks the end of non-final intonation
phrases (e.g. Delais-Roussarie et al. 2015). In some exceptional cases, however, the melodic
movements occurring at the end of non-final prosodic phrases (often referred to as the
Accentual Phrase and Intermediate Phrase, respectively) show a falling movement (Delattre
1966; Martin 1987; among others), and has been accounted for through a phonological
mechanism called the “contraste de pente” (Martin 1987 et seq.).

In this paper, we will examine the various grammatical conditions which constrain the
obligatory realization of this particular falling configuration. The most common occurrence is
at the edge of intonation phrases (IPs) which are aligned with phrases in the morpho-syntactic
structure (dislocation XPs, frame-setters). In (1a) and (1b), the initial IP (“le fils du voisin” and
“chaque fois que je reste a Toulouse”) is right-headed by a falling movement, which contrast
with what is observed in (2a) and (2b) respectively (see fig. 1 and 2 for the contrast). The
configuration can also occur in case of clause chaining to indicate the dependency relation
between clauses as in (3). The CPs “je me levais le matin” and “je mangeais a midi”, for
instance, are grouped together with the CPs “j’étais avec des clients” to form a higher-level IP
as well as a syntactically coherent unit.

(1) a. [[[Le fils du voisin L%]e, je I’ai vu hier H%]e [et nous avons discuté un bon moment L%]ir]u

‘The neighbour’s son, 1 saw him yesterday, and we talked for a while’

b. [[[Chaque fois que je vais a Toulouse L%]p, je m’ennuie H%]p, [Mais si je reste & Bordeaux, je
m’ennuie aussi L%]p Ju
‘Every time | go to Toulouse, | get bored, but if | stay in Bordeaux, I also get bored’

(2) a. [[[Le fils du voisin H%]p, [je I’ai vu hier L%]ir Ju

‘The neighbour’s son, I saw him yesterday’

b. [[[Chaque fois que je vais & Toulouse H%]p, [¢’est pareil L%]ir Ju
‘Every time I go to Toulouse, it’s the same’

(3) [I[( je me levais)PhP (le matin)PhP L% ]ir (j'étais avec des clients)PhP H%]e [[(je mangeais)PhP
(@ midi)PhP L% ]ir (j'étais avec des clients)PhP H% ] [(et je me couchais)PhP (le soir)PhP
H%]r (j'étais avec des clients)PhP L%]e Ju.

‘1’d get up in the morning, 1'd be with clients, 1'd eat at noon, I'd be with clients; 1'd go to bed at
night, I'd be with clients’

We will argue that the falling tonal configuration is a marker of a recursive structure. In

addition, IPs derived from adjunct phrases may be analysed as a recursive sub-category of IPs
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derived from true independent clauses, drawing a parallel to what was proposed by Ito & Mester
2013 for the distinction between Minor Phrase and Major Phrase.

2 Ie fils du veismn e 'aivu hier et nous avons discuté un bon moment

Fig. 1 : Pitch track for the sentence “le fils du voisin, je I'ai vu hier, et nous avons discuté un
bon moment” with a falling movement at the end of voisin
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Fig. 2: Pitch track for the sentence “le fils du voisin, je l'ai vu hier with a rising movement at

the end of voisin.

References

Delais-Roussarie, Elisabeth. 1996. Phonological Phrasing and Accentuation in French. In Nespor,
Marina & Smith, Norval (eds), Dam Phonology : HIL Phonology Paper 11, 1-38. La Haye: Holland
Academic Graphics.

Delais-Roussarie, Elisabeth & Post, Brechtje. 2008. Unités prosodiques et grammaire de 1’intonation :
vers une nouvelle approche. In Actes des XXVIleme Journées d’Etudes sur la Parole (JEP-TALN
2008), Avignon, June 2008.

Delais-Roussarie, Elisabeth & Yoo, Hiyon & Post, Brechtje. 2011. Quand frontieres prosodiques et
frontiéres syntaxiques se rencontrent. Langue Francaise 170/2 (2011). 29-44.

Delais-Roussarie, Elisabeth & Post, Brechtje & Avanzi, Mathieu & Buthke, Caroline & Di Cristo,
Albert & Feldhausen, Ingo 1 Jun, Sun-Ah & Martin, Philippe & Meisenburg, Trudel & Rialland, Annie
& Sichel-Bazin, Raféeu & Yoo, Hiyon. 2015. Chapter 3 - Intonational phonology of French:
Developing a ToBI system for French. In Frota, Sonia & Prieto, Pilar (eds), Intonation in Romance,
63-100. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Delattre, Pierre. 1966. Les dix intonations de base en francais. French Review 40/1: 1-14.

Fery, Caroline. 2001. Focus and Phrasing in French. In Caroline Féry and Wolfgang Sternefeld (eds),
Audiatur Vox Sapientiae. A Festschrift for Arnim von Stechow, 153-181. Berlin. Akademie-Verlag.

Ito, Junko & Mester, Armin. 2013. Prosodic Subcategories in Japanese. Lingua 124. 20-40.

Martin, Philippe. 1987. Prosodic and Rhythmic Structures in French. Linguistics 1987: 925-949.

Post, Brechtje. 2000. Tonal and phrasal structures in French intonation. Den Haag: Holland Academic
Graphics.

Mertens, Piet. 2008. Syntaxe, prosodie et structure informationnelle: une approche prédictive pour
I'analyse de l'intonation dans le discours. Travaux de linguistique 2008/1(56). 97-124.

Selkirk, Elisabeth. 1986. On derived domains in sentence phonology. Phonology Yearbook 3. 371-405.



