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ABSTRACT 

This paper studies the relationship between marked 
intonational patterns and sociocultural characteristics in the 
African-American group. The underlying hypotheses are 
that intonational characteristics are partly conditioned by 
the sociocultural context, the sociocultural function of 
intonation being conveyed by the culturally specific 
emotions and attitudes. It uses TV news interview excerpts 
of African-Americans males from two social classes (Inner 
City and Upper Class). Results show that the Inner City 
group uses an overall higher frequency, less pauses, more 
F0 variability, a wider F0 range, and a higher upper range. 
These findings are considered to be both situation- and 
culture-related. Within the context of the interview they 
indicate speaker conformity to the expected norms of his 
group. While Inner City speakers act out their emotions, 
Upper Class speakers show self-control under identical 
conditions. Comments on Inner City speakers’ speech 
behavior is related to some specific cultural traits of the 
group such as creativity and playfulness. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The objective of this paper is to study the relationship 
between marked intonational patterns and sociocultural 
characteristics of African-American speakers from 
different social groups. 

It is based on 3 interrelated hypotheses: (1) elements of 
interactions, hence intonational characteristics and patterns, 
are partly conditioned by the sociocultural context they are 
produced in. Intonational elements do not directly assume 
the sociocultural function of intonation with conveyed by 
those culturally specific emotions and attitudes. Thus the 
emotive and attitudinal functions can be influenced not 
only by the type of interaction, the attitude of interactants, 
of the immediate context but also by the larger 
socio-cultural context. This includes the social class of 
participants, the norms and the past of the group 
represented, each one of these being more or less relevant. 
(2) Individuals as a rule, position themselves towards the 
forms of expression, the linguistic code of the group they 
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g to, i.e. toward a set of norms based on the prestige of 
 implicitly determined by the majority. They thus 
ce adequate sound/meaning correspondences and 
ocio-cultural contexts according to the abstract rules 
language. (3) The social function of discourse is 
ed by the ideological context of its production and 
ion. It is therefore necessary, in order to apprehend 
eaning attributed to a linguistic behavior by a group, 
erstand what exercises a major influence upon the 
f its individuals and hence constraints on discourse. 

 can be groups’ aspirations, conflicts, the place of 
ical elements, or of reinterpreted historical elements. 

nly the frequency distribution but also stylized 
tional patterns will be considered here. The 
type has been qualified [8] as the “accent of an 
t” and it has been suggested [6] that a language 
y can be reduced by society to a series of forms, 
ered as ‘extreme’ oftentimes out of derision. 
ding to Arnault de la Menardière et de Montmollin [1] 
ld result from a normal cognitive functioning caused 
ategorization without which the environment cannot 
ated due to its complexity. Some studies have 
ed stereotyped intonational patterns [2], [3], [9], [10]. 
rs have shown the inherent character in prosodic 
es of cultural groups. Marek [11] further suggested 
tional stereotypes are culturally significant since 
t or abandon of conventionalized forms is 
ngful. Bolinger [2] claimed that conventionalization 
s the presence of some degree of hearer's expectation 

 the appropriateness of language and speech as related 
text. Cruttenden [3] argued that intonation possesses 
ic sets of meaning, which are relevant to the 
atical, attitudinal, and discoursal functions. In his 
eration of the rises and falls of some English dialects, 
ed some dialects had a higher proportion of rises than 
ved Pronunciation and General American and 
hesized (p. 83) specificities in the general attitude of 
ers of such dialects. 

rame of this study is descriptive sociolinguistics 
 tries to reveal the social patterns of the usage of a 
y and the attitude to adopt towards it. It thus analyzes 
peaks, which variety, to whom, how and where. The 
ach is that of a social stratification [12], [7] most 



appropriate for western societies. It conforms to a linear 
scale of the social positions of subjects with a hierarchy of 
status and continuous sociolinguistic stratified variables. 

2. METHOD OF ANALYSIS 

Forty-four interview excerpts of 29 African-American 
(hence AA) speakers for American CBS Evening News 
reports have been used (the interview genre is hypothesized 
to provoke the use of expected socially significant patterns). 
Excerpts were selected on the basis of (1) the technical 
quality of the recordings, (2) the presence of reporters' 
questions, and (3) the equal representation of each social 
category. They were classified according to four social 
categories based on (1) living area and occupation, and also 
education and income when that information was available; 
(2) estimated class established by two groups of listeners: 
two experts (a white music teacher working in an 
African-American Mississippi high school and an 
African-American student from Washington DC) and a 
group of 10 European American students [13]. Two 
peripheral (Inner City and Upper Middle Class) and two 
intermediate (Inner City Educated and Lower Middle Class) 
categories were considered. 

Results presented here concern a selected corpus of male 
speakers from the two peripheral classes for which listener 
agreement rate exceeded 60% in the group of student 
listeners. Seventeen interview excerpts segmented into 45 
intonation groups of an average duration of 1.9 seconds 
(1.8 sec., SD 0,5 for the Inner City (hence IC) and 2.0 sec., 
SD 0,9 for the Upper Class (hence UC)) have been 
analyzed. Intonation groups were delineated on the basis of 
intonation breaks and of pauses at major constituent 
boundaries, mostly between clauses considered as the 
primary indicators of groups. In a few instances, they were 
delineated by a change in pitch level or syllable lengthening 
alone. 

Recordings were digitized at a 16 KHz sampling rate for F0 
detection analysis by spectral comb analysis. Extracted 
frequency tracks were stylized using the automatic 
modeling program, MOMEL [5] which connects sequences 
of target points <ms; Hz> at turning points with parabola. 
The frequency tracks then appear as continuous curves that 
match the original ones but without gaps on unvoiced 
portions, thus allowing measurements at any point on the 
curves. Pitch movements were classified into rises or falls, 
with indication of their positions, i.e., initial, medial, 
prepausal, or final. Two series of acoustic measurements 
were taken for each speaker group: (1) global variations, i.e. 
mean F0 duration, maxima and minima of F0, mean F0 
range, mean upper and lower F0 ranges, mean articulation 
rate (without internal pauses), mean speech rate (with 
internal pauses); (2) local variations, i.e. F0 differences 
between each pitch target and the next. Recurrent intonation 
patterns were noted using a qualitative approach [4]. 

A series of analyses of variance were run to test the 
significance of F0 differences according to perceived class. 
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3. RESULTS 

ency Distribution 

eakers adopt a higher mean F0 than the UC group 
9 Hz vs. 97.02 Hz respectively). The difference is 

icant [F(4.35) = 20.40, p = .0002]. 

consider absolute F0 values (cf. Figure 1), we can 
e they are squeezed into the middle of the pitch 
ution for both groups, with few extreme values 
sis values: 3.74 and 3.01 for the two groups, 
tively). However the pitch distribution of IC male 

ers contains more occurrences at lower than at higher 
ncies (coefficient of skew = 1.53 vs. 1.23 for Upper 
males). 

e 1: Pitch distribution from absolute values of F0 
 points for male subjects in the Inner City and the 
 Middle Class groups. 

um and maximum F0 values are higher for IC men 
icated in Table 1. The significance level was attained 
e differences between IC and UC speakers on both 

aximum [F(4.35) = 8.54, p = .0079] and minimum 
 [F(4.35) = 21.96, p = .0001], revealing that their 
tive ranges, although comparable in the semitone 

, are shifted upwards and downwards. 
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This is confirmed by a significant interaction for average 
F0 values above the mean between IC (213.82, SD = 83.28) 
and UC speakers (139.39, SD = 33.18) [F(4.35) = 11.19, p 
= .002]. The IC span in the lower range (11—161 Hz) 
approximately corresponds to the overall range of the UC 
speakers (8—104 Hz). Semitone1 values confirms that IC 
males (see Figure 2) use a wider span in the lower range 
(7.3 semi-tones) than in the upper range (4.5 semi-tones), 
while both ranges are comparable for the UC group (5.92 st. 
and 5.38 st.). 

Speaker Group

Inner-City Upper-Class

Mean F0 (Hz, SD) 161.59 (47.90) 97.02 (7.71)

F0 Maximum (Hz) 255.16-112.81 104.93-80.20

F0 Minimum (Hz) 11.77-69.36 8.12-37.87

Pitch Range (Hz, SD) 134.44 (28.25) 75.99 (10.03)

Pitch Range (st) 32.78 29.72

Upper Range (Hz, SD) 213.82 (83.28) 139.39 (33.18)

Upper Range (st) 4.52 5.92

Lower Range (Hz, SD) 103.90 (19.47) 71.19 (7.50)

Lower Range (st) 7.33 5.38
 

Table 1: Contrastive information on Fundamental 
Frequency distribution. 

Figure 2: Average upper ( ) and lower ( ) ranges of F0 in 
semi-tones, for Inner City and Upper Class speakers. 

IC group speakers further used a faster speech rate (218.65 
ms/syll. (SD = 49.52) versus 243.92 ms/syll. (SD = 18.53) 
for the UC group). The articulation rate was similar for both 
groups (199.53 ms/syll. (26.21) versus 197.23 ms/syll. (SD 
= 6.13) for the UC Group). 
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ency patterns were observed for the IC group 
ically, that appeared in 46% of the cases. They 
ted in a series of slight movements with identical 
 in time and frequency (rises: time 14% frequency 
falls: time 11% frequency -14%) as illustrated below. 

e 3: Illustration of initial high pitch, and of a series of 
l rises and falls by an African-American Inner City 
er. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

mary, IC speakers use higher F0 values (above 250 
nd their mean F0 is higher than UC speakers. IC and 
eakers F0 values are clustered in different frequency 

: most IC values are located within a higher frequency 
less used by UC speakers. Moreover, the IC overall 
 is wider than UC speakers’ with wider upper and 
 range spans. On the semitone perceptual scale, if IC 
ll range values are comparable to UC speakers’, IC 
ers have a wider lower range span where UC speakers 
similar upper and lower ranges. 

C group thus uses an overall lower frequency, more 
s (hence a slower type of speech), less frequency 
ility, a narrower frequency range, and a balance 
en the lower and upper ranges. The IC group on the 
hand, uses an overall higher frequency, less pauses 
e a faster type of speech), more F0 variability, a wider 
ge, and a higher upper range. 

 findings are considered to be both situation- and 
e-related and in keeping with the main underlying 
hesis of this study, that intonational variations may be 
 to a culturally conditioned speech behavior. Within 
ntext of the interview they indicate conformity to 

ted norms of the group they represent. Thus, while IC 
n-Americans express (or act out) their emotions, UC 

ers show self-control under identical conditions. In 



front of a camera, these speakers adopt a specific behavior 
conveying the image of calm, composed individuals, in 
keeping with their status and profession. This behavior can 
be compared to that found in experiments where speakers 
use read samples, i.e., prepared-unemotional speech. In 
contrast, the use of a wide range and of high pitches for 
Inner City speakers, has been reported to go together with 
an improvisional type of speech and communicate 
excitement and playfulness to Inner City listeners. It seems 
that the interview genre would encourage both groups of 
speakers to become speech performers: through the use of a 
‘standard’ type of communication for Upper Middle Class 
speakers and the use of marked African-American traits for 
Inner City speakers. Both groups thus signal their 
adherence to the values of their group by communicating to 
a TV audience what will easily be recognized as features of 
its linguistic code. 

The speech characteristics presented here are in direct 
relationship with remarks made in the literature on specific 
AA cultural traits, such as creativity and playfulness. From 
the start, African-American English was the product of an 
improvisational communal consciousness. This capacity is 
manifest today in the high number of speech genres. Verbal 
art seems to be a dominant theme in Black culture as 
testified by the importance attributed to verbal wit and to 
speech competitions in Black groups (White groups, 
comparatively, have topic-oriented interactions). The very 
high pitches, which sometimes seem to shift into a falsetto 
register, the use of a wide range, and of pitch variability are 
characteristic of acting. They convey excitement, create 
suspense and a dramatic effect, or add strength to the 
speaker’s feelings. The use of very high pitches is frequent 
in African-American discourse modes and is related to the 
use of a musical tone or chant on climatic utterances with 
different shades of meaning. Another major observation 
made here, i.e. the series of similar variations in time and 
frequency suggest enumeration or repetition. They evoke 
chants or strongly stereotyped patterns. It is highly likely 
that these contours are stereotypes close to the kind 
reported in Ladd [9], who noted that the meaning attached 
to the calling contour (“stylized fall”) may imply that the 
message is part of a stereotyped exchange. The interview 
being a formal type of exchange, could provoke such a 
behavior. 

This study shows the importance that needs to be given to 
the sociocultural and sociohistorical elements in prosodic 
analysis and in the establishment of correspondences 
between the elements and the functions of intonation. 
African-American speech has been characteristic of a 
social group from the very beginning and has accounted for 
maintaining the existence of the community. Today, the use 
of non-standard forms as well as specific rhythm and 
intonation patterns continues to contribute to the 
preservation and the expression of the group identity. 

Note 1 The semi-tone scale gives a pitch distance that is 
more relevant than absolute pitch in perception since 
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