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Introduction 


This paper begins with a discussion of Wallace Chafe’s ideas concerning the relationship between consciousness and the production and comprehension of spoken discourse.  Next, the research methodology and findings are laid out.  The core argument is that analysis of the deployment of discourse tones in an extended corpus of spoken English demonstrates that the fall-rise tone is a consistent formal marker of what Chafe characterizes as accessible information.

The research reported here was conducted primarily within the framework of ideas described in Wallace Chafe’s 1994 book, Discourse, Consciousness, and Time:  the Flow and Displacement of Conscious Experience in Speaking and Writing (Chafe 1994).  Throughout his career, Chafe has based his research on careful analysis of naturally occurring language data (cf. also Chafe 1972, 1974, 1976, 1977a, 1977b, 1979, 1980, 1987, and 1988).  At the core of his work are (1) his particular notion of consciousness as the cognitive capacity in humans that makes coherent discourse possible and (2) his particular view of the intonation unit as the primary locus in language where the operations of consciousness are realized.  Even though he has addressed many discourse issues besides these two, the intonation unit and its relation to the flow of consciousness are central to his work.   


There are many other linguistic researchers who have done insightful work on the same discourse intonation phenomena that interest Chafe, among them, Michael A. K. Halliday, (1967); David Brazil, Malcolm Coulthard, and Catherine Johns, (1980); and Malcolm Coulthard, (1992). However, the special appeal of Chafe’s ideas is their rootedness in a theory of consciousness.  In the discussion that follows, I will focus on Chafe’s ideas, but it should be noted that (especially in the analysis of my research data) I have adapted and incorporated certain ideas and analytical tools from these other researchers (cf. Broderick, 1995 for a more detailed description of and rationale for those adaptations).  In fact, the melding of Chafe’s conceptual framework and certain analytical principles of Brazil, Coulthard, and Johns may have been instrumental in revealing the central finding of this paper.

Wallace Chafe on Consciousness 


For Wallace Chafe, consciousness is above all a process, a “limited activation process . . . an active focusing on a small part of the conscious being’s self-centered model of the universe.” (1994, p. 28).  That is, at any given moment, only a small portion of the vast store of knowledge that a person possesses can have the special status that consciousness confers.  Chafe compares consciousness to vision, stating that it has a focus that is embedded in a surrounding periphery.  For example, if you are paying attention to the language of my presentation, I have just activated the idea of “paying attention” in your focal consciousness, and at this moment, i.e., before I now mention it again, the name Malcolm Coulthard was in your peripheral consciousness.  At the moment I just mentioned his name, it was reactivated in your focal consciousness. After the next few intonation units, his name will be back in peripheral consciousness, and if I do not mention it for several paragraphs, his name may fade from peripheral consciousness as well.  And so it goes.  


We have just seen an example of how items introduced by a speaker in the language of a discourse will activate or reactivate ideas in consciousness. But the environment in which communication takes place also plays a role. Until I mention it now, the chair you are sitting in was in your peripheral consciousness simply by virtue of being perceptible; now, of course, I have used language fully to activate it in your focal consciousness.  But unless it is reactivated, it too, like the name of Malcolm Coulthard, will quickly be replaced by something else.   


For these reasons, Chafe characterizes consciousness as dynamic: Information constantly flows into and out of both focal (i.e., active) and peripheral (i.e., semiactive) consciousness (p.29).  


That consciousness has a focus and a periphery, and that consciousness is dynamic, are what Chafe calls constant properties of consciousness, as is the fact that consciousness has a point of view (in ordinary conversational language it is a self-centered; in fiction, it can be manipulated in various ways).  Another constant property of consciousness is that it needs to be oriented in space and time (p. 30). (Chafe notes that a person, knocked out, upon regaining consciousness, asks, ”Where am I?” “What time is it?”)  


Consciousness also has several variable properties (pp. 30-35): (1) Conscious experiences can arise from different sources (perceptible events, feelings, introspections).  (2) Conscious experiences can be “immediate” (i.e., based on what one is perceiving, doing, feeling at the moment) or “displaced” (i.e., based on remembering or imagining).  (3) Conscious experiences can be factual or fictional (4) Conscious experiences can be more, or less, interesting. (5) Conscious experiences can be verbal or non-verbal.


Though its essence is that of a dynamic process, Chafe also refers to consciousness as a place:  “the crucial interface between the conscious being and his or her environment, the locus of remembering, imagining, evaluating, and speaking, and thus central to the functioning of the mind.” (p. 40)

The Intonation Unit


Before defining the intonation unit and its relationship to the flow of consciousness, Chafe briefly discusses “echoic” memory, the phenomenon, long noted by psychologists, whereby sound remains briefly available to consciousness after it is physically over.  The intonation unit is, according to Chafe,” a unit of mental and linguistic processing . . . that seems to be exactly the right size to be processed in its entirety with the help of echoic memory . . .”  (p. 55).


In his 1987 article, “Cognitive Constraints on Information Flow,” Chafe defined the intonation unit as “a sequence of words combined under a single, coherent, intonation contour, usually preceded by a pause.” (p.22) He went on in that article to add that it is the vehicle of expression of temporarily activated information, that it typically contains about 5 or 6 words, and that intonation units typically begin about 2 seconds apart (p. 22).  In his 1994 book, he elaborates considerably.  In discussing those elaborations, I will be referring to the intonation unit transcribed in (a) and (b):


(a)
.. and so the háll is rèal ló=ng%.


(b)
.. and so the háll is rèal ló=ng.


Chafe uses the term “accent” to refer to syllable prominences that are realized as pitch deviations from a mid or neutral baseline, usually higher, but perhaps lower.  He transcribes what he calls primary accent with an acute accent mark, which indicates that the pitch deviation is accompanied by extra loudness and/or length.  He transcribes secondary accent with a grave accent mark, which indicates that the pitch deviation is not accompanied by extra loudness or length.   Presumably, the type of pitch deviation, loudness, and length involved in “accent” are of a qualitatively different kind from similar phenomena associated with what is usually called “word stress”; however, Chafe does not explicitly say this.


My cited example (a) is an exact replication of an example of an intonation unit that Chafe discusses at length in his book (1994, pp. 58-61).  He says that this is a detailed “narrow” transcription (p. 59).  Throughout his book, intonation units are in fact represented in a less detailed “broad” transcription such as I have provided in (b).  


Let us now look at additional aspects of Chafe’s definition of the intonation unit.  First, intonation units are often, but not always, separated by pauses.  Short pauses (of less than 0.2 seconds) are transcribed with two periods.  Pauses of between 0.2 seconds and one second are transcribed with three periods.  Pauses of longer than one second are transcribed with three periods followed by a number in parentheses indicating the exact length of the pause.  Intonation units are not delineated by pauses alone, because they may occur without a preceding pause, and pauses may also occur within them.  


Second, intonation units are in some way delineated by changes in fundamental frequency (the clearest manifestation of the “coherent intonation contour” referred to above).  However, Chafe explicitly asserts that they need not be limited to one primary accent as is “arbitrarily required [of the tone unit] in the British tradition.” (p. 58)  In my own data analysis, I have in fact adopted the convention of limiting each intonation unit to one primary accent.  For my rationale, see Broderick, 1995. (Doing so may indeed have been instrumental in revealing the primary insight of this study.)  


Third, changes in duration can help delineate intonation units.  The smaller type font transcribing syllables toward the beginning of (a) indicates rapid articulation (Chafe borrows the poetic term “anacrusis” as a label for this phenomenon).  The equal sign after the vowel in the last syllable of the intonation unit in (a) indicates lengthening.  He says this speeding up at the beginning and slowing down at the end of intonation units is common.


Fourth, he says changes in voice quality of various kinds can also accompany intonation unit boundaries.  The percent sign at the end of (a) is used to transcribe what Chafe characterizes as “creaky voice (laryngealization or ‘fry’)”  (p. 60).  


Fifth, intonation units end in an identifiable intonation contour.  Chafe lists three possibilities: a falling contour, transcribed with a period, as in (a) and (b) above; a rising contour, transcribed with a question mark; and what he characterizes as “everything else,” (i.e., contours indicating continuation) transcribed with a comma.  If an intonation unit is cut off, or in some other way clearly missing a terminal contour, then no terminal punctuation is used in the transcription.  (In my own date analysis, I distinguish between two contours indicating continuation:  a comma to mark a fall-rise tone, and only the fall-rise tone, which, as this paper argues, appears only in intonation units verbalizing accessible information, and a double dash, which seems consistently to appear in intonation units where the speaker in concerned more with inner thoughts rather than with assessing the status of information in the listener’s consciousness and with marking its verbalization accordingly.   For my rationale, see Broderick, 1995.)


Sixth, Chafe points out that intonation researchers have long noted a tendency for intonation units to group into what are called “declination units,” sequences of several intonation units throughout which the dominant pitch level gradually falls (p. 59).  The points at which these declination units begin and end, can also help to delineate intonation unit boundaries.

Given, Accessible, and New Information


Chafe distinguishes three types of intonation units: fragmentary, regulative, and substantive.  Fragmentary units are precisely that:  false starts or units cut off by another speaker.  Regulatory units are of various types:  textual, e.g., “and then” and “well”; (2) interactional, e.g., “mhm” and “you know”; cognitive, e.g., “let me see,” and “oh”; and validational, e.g., “maybe” and “I think.” However, it is only in substantive intonation units that the role of consciousness is most apparent in that the cognitive processes that mark givenness, newness and accessibility have their domain  (Chafe 1994, pp. 63-64).


Ideas (events, states, or referents) may have three statuses in relation to consciousness:  (1) “active,” i.e., “lit up” in a person’s focus of consciousness; (2) “semi-active,” i.e., present in a person’s peripheral consciousness (the person has background awareness of it, but it is not being actively focused on); and (3) “inactive,” i.e., in long-term memory (neither focally nor peripherally active) (Chafe, 1987, p. 25). 
Ideas that are newly activated in consciousness at a given point in a conversation are verbalized as “new.”  Ideas that are already active in consciousness at a given point in a conversation are verbalized as “given.”  Ideas that are reactivated from a previously semi-active state are verbalized as “accessible.”


Before looking at examples of how given, accessible, and new information are verbalized, let us take a look at the data sample from which both those examples and the findings of this research will be adduced.

Discourse Intonation in a Corpus of Conversational Data


The data sample used in this presentation is taken from an extended corpus of conversational data that has been analyzed in terms of the discourse intonation phenomena we have been discussing. 


The sample comes from data originally elicited in the late 1970s to test the validity of Martin Joos’s assertions about the differences between what he labeled “casual,” “consultative,” and “formal” styles of language (cf. Joos, 1967).  Twelve research subjects were recruited to participate in the study, six men and six women.  Their spouses were also recruited, not as research subjects (for that study) but as conversational partners in the elicitation procedure, which was designed to elicit narratives in casual, consultative, and formal styles.  


The  research subject and the spouse were seated in a room on opposite sides of a card table in the middle of which was a divider about 14” high.  On the spouse’s side of the divider there was an 8” by 12” cartoon depiction of characters from the American comic strip “Peanuts.”  The scene was constructed of a glossy colored cardboard background to which various rubbery and detachable shapes depicting characters and objects were attached.  The characters and objects could be pealed off and reattached in any position on the background scene.  On the other side of the divider lay the same 8” by 12” background scene, but the characters and objects were lined up in a random pattern on a separate 3” by 12” platform.


In the scene, Lucy and Sally are seated on a bench to the left with a lunch bag and soda bottle beside them.  Snoopy, wearing a baseball cap and holding a bat and a ball, is skateboarding past his dog house in the center of the scene.    A dialog bubble by his head containing musical notes indicates that he is whistling or singing.  To the right is a small tree in which Woodstock, wearing a baseball cap, is seated in his nest.  Charlie Brown is standing by the tree wearing a baseball cap and glove. 


The elicitation procedure went as follows: First, there was a preliminary period of conversational interaction, during which the spouse explained the positions of the characters and objects to the research subject so that the research subject could position them in the same way on the background platform.  Next, after the scene was assembled, the research subject narrated to the spouse “what was going on” in the scene and then retold the narrative to a research assistant.  Finally, the research subject wrote, revised, and rewrote a formal version of the narrative and read it into a tape recorder.


The focus of the original study (Broderick, 1978) was on the three narratives produced by the procedure.  The preliminary conversational interaction while the scene was being assembled was made part of the earlier research design primarily to relax the participants and distract them from the presence of the microphone so that the narratives would be as natural as possible.  The narratives served the original purpose well in that certain phonological, lexical, and grammatical phenomena in them did pattern in ways predicted by Joos; however, later attempts to study discourse phenomena in the narratives showed them to be flawed.  For example, since the research subjects had not experienced events in real time, they tended to focus on spatial arrangement rather than temporal sequence in their descriptions of what was going on in the scene.


Ironically, and fortuitously, the preliminary conversations during which the scenes were assembled are in fact quite natural examples of conversational discourse in what Wallace Chafe calls the immediate mode of consciousness (cf. Broderick, 1999).  Another advantage of this particular sample of conversational data is that the cognitive content of the speakers is, for the most part explicitly observable to the research analyst.  The characters are well known to any participant in American culture (Charlie Brown, Snoopy, Woodstock, Lucy, and Sally) and the various objects discussed (a skateboard, a lunch bag, a soft drink bottle, baseball hats, a bat, a glove, and a ball) can be easily tracked in regard to their activation status and verbalization (as given, accessible, or new) throughout the conversation.  


Of the twelve conversations elicited for the original study, eleven were relatively short, ranging in length from one to five minutes.  Our data sample (slightly more than a minute in length) is from the remaining conversation, which was twenty-six minutes long.  (It will be clear from the outset why this is the case: the husband, who was supposed to be taking directions from his wife, refused to do so and kept trying throughout to tell his wife how to tell him the information that she knew and he didn’t!  The conversation could thus also form the basis of an entirely different sociolinguistic study of communication between the sexes.)  The conversation contained something in the neighborhood of 4,200 words.  There were 618 turns at talk during the conversation, and a total of 1,328 intonation units.  We will look at the first 30 turns at talk, 76 intonation units.  

Some Analytical Conventions Used in the Analysis


The marking of pauses, prominent syllables, and terminal contours were explained earlier in this presentation.  Square brackets indicate simultaneous articulation by both speakers.  The reasons for raising certain text above the line or lowering text below the line, as well as the use of bold face type, are not relevant to the purposes of this presentation.  The following categories of analysis have been discussed, but the following analytical notations that identify them have not:

Fragmentary Intonation Unit
Regulatory Intonation Unit
Substantive Intonation Unit (Only in substantive units are the following indicated:)


Text Verbalizing Given Information


Text Verbalizing Accessible Information


Text Verbalizing New Information

The Analyzed Data Sample ((C = “Coach,” a female;  P = “Player,” C’s husband)) 

(9)
a
C
... Oká=y,

b

... We did an expèriment like this lást year,

(10)
a
P
Gó ahead.
(11)
a
C
Okáy.

b

... ((Clears throat.)) You há=ve--


c 

... (2.0) All ríght,

d

Lémme--


e

... ásk--


f

Ókay,

g

.. We can tálk back n’ forth,



h

You should [háve]
(12)
a
P                         [Lí=sten!]

bH

... You are not to interpret what is going ón in the scene,


c

.. but ónly téll--


d

.. how to posìtion the .. piéces,


e

... (2.5) Oká=y?
(13)
aL
C 
Lémme réad my-- 


b

.. thìngs here--

(14)
a 
P
... Né=ver-- 


b

do you intérpret-- 


c

.. what is going on in the scéne,


d

... but only téll, 


e

.. how to posìtion the piéces,


f

.. Okáy?

gH

... (1.5) Yóu know.

h

... (1.0) Dòn’t make any réferences to what’s going on in the scene,


iH

.. what you thí=nk might be going on in the scene.


j

... Dón’t say,

k

... “This is hère [because] sùch an’ súch [is dòing some-”]

(15)
a 
C
                          [Yéa=h.]                        


b

                                                                 [... is dóin’it.]

(16)
a
P
[[.. Jis’=]]
(17)
a
C 
[[.. Okáy,]]

b
P
[.. Gó ahéad.]
(18)
a
C
[.. Lìke .. Okáy,]
(19)
aH
P
.. Pró cee=d.

(20)
a
C
... (2.0) Okáy.
(21)
a
P 
... All ríght, 


bH

.. come  ó=n.
(22)
aH
C
... Can I cá=ll them by ná=me?
(23)
a
P
... Yéa=h.
(24)
a
C
Oká=y.

b

... (1.5) Oká=y,
(25)
aH
P
... Chárlie Brówn then,


bH

.. Come ón.

c

.. Whére does [he go.]

(26)
a
C
                       [Chárlie] Brówn=,


b

... (1.5) is stándi=n--


c

... ùnder .. a trée=--


d

.. which is on the rìght .. of the .. f- [fráme.]
(27)
aH
P
[Yuh don’t] téll me what he’s dóing.


b

.. jis’,

c

... He’s ùnder the trée,


d

 .. Okáy.

e

... Whích tree.

(28)
aH
C
He’s .. under the ríght hand tree.


bH

... the fár right hand tree.

(29)
a
P
... The one with the bírd nest in it?

(30)
a
C
... Yéa=h.
(31)
a
P
... He’s standing in frónt of it?

(32)
a
C
... H- Chàrlie Bròwn is stánding-- 


b

.. to the far ríght of that tree.

(33)
a
P
... Okáy,

b

.. Are .. uh .. the bòttom of his féet,


c

.. párallel with-- 


d

... the bòttom of the trée?


e

... and that líne? 

(34)
a
C
Umh’m.
(35)
a
P
that bláck lìne?

(36)
a
C
Umh’m,
(37)
a
P
...So he’s móre or léss=--


b

...  standing on the típ of the blàck lìne,


c

.. which exténds--


d

... fróm-- 


e

.. the trée,

(38)
a
C
... Rí=ght.
Some General Observations on the Transcription of the Data Sample


First, take a look at the two fragmentary intonation units in the sample: (11h) and (14k).  In (11h) Speaker C simply stops in the middle of an intonation unit when Speaker P forcefully cuts her off.  In (14k), Speaker P’s intonation unit (15b) cuts in and, verbalized simultaneously, completes Speaker C’s idea, thus making it unnecessary for him to do so.  Notice that I have categorized intonation unit (15b) as verbalizing new information, but I do not analyze the status of the information verbalized in (14k), most of which would have been analyzed as verbalizing new information if Speaker C had completed it.


Second, take a look at the highlighted regulatory units.  It is interesting that 30 of the total of 76 intonation units in this data sample are regulatory units.  This is partly because the conversation is task oriented, requiring maximal speaker interaction, partly because speaker P is trying to control the interaction when in fact the task requires speaker C to do so, and also partly because this conversation was conducted entirely in what Chafe calls the immediate mode of consciousness, i.e., it focuses on perceptible events in the environment of the conversation rather than on remembered or imagined events. 


Third, take a look at (26d) as an example of an intonation unit verbalizing new information as a full noun phrase within which the prominent syllable has a falling intonation contour (which is transcribed in the analytical notation both by the acute accent mark on the word frame and by the period at the end of the unit).  In (26d) the idea of the right of the frame was not in anyone’s consciousness prior to this intonation unit (and so is not verbalized as given information); furthermore, it is neither part of a relevant conceptual schema nor has it been previously mentioned (and so is not verbalized as accessible information).  


Fourth, take a look at (13a) and (13b) as examples of intonation units with a level tone on the prominent syllable, indicating that the speaker is focused on internal reflection rather than on assessing the consciousness of a listener and signaling the status of information vis-à-vis consciousness.  Speaker C is apparently looking down and reading a set of directions for how to accomplish the task rather than listening to or looking at her husband, and this disconnection from the process of conversational interaction is marked by the level tones she uses on the tonic segments of these two intonation units.  It is also interesting to note that the next two intonation units, (14a) and (14b), uttered by Speaker P (the husband), also have level tones, perhaps because he is subconsciously reacting to the fact that she was looking down rather than at him.  (Eye contact, of course, plays an important role in all of this.)


Fifth, take a look at (11g) and (12b) as examples of how given information is typically  verbalized by pronouns.  These two examples indicate that the speaker and the listener (first and second person pronouns) by their very nature verbalize given information.  In (27c) a third person pronoun, he, verbalizes given information.  Occasionally a full noun phrase will do so, but then it typically has no syllables with either primary or secondary accent, as with that tree in (32b), or has only syllables with secondary accent as with the black line in (37b).

Specific Observations Related to the Fall-rise Tone as a Marker of Accessible Information



Sixth, take a look at (27c) as a typical example of an intonation unit verbalizing accessible information as a full noun phrase that not only is part of a conceptual schema (both speakers are looking at the depiction of the background scene) but also was mentioned previously – in (26c).  The comma at the end of this unit in the transcription indicates that the prominent syllable has a fall-rise intonation contour: 


27c

... He’s ùnder the trée,

Imagine a conversational context where the participants were at a picnic, say, and one asked the other where a certain friend was (no trees having been either taken note of in the environment or previously mentioned in the conversation).  A possible response could be the following invented intonation unit, which I have labeled (27x): 


27x
... He’s ùnder the trée,

I hope this might help you to “hear” the difference between the fall-rise tone that marks accessible information (27c) and the falling tone that marks new information (27x).


There are, in fact, a total of 17 intonation units in the transcription of the data sample that contain sequences with a single underline, indicating that they verbalize accessible information.  Labeling them as such was done based entirely on Chafe’s criteria that the information verbalized in the underlined sequences either is part of a related conceptual schema or was mentioned relatively recently in the conversation – or both.  What is especially relevant about the finding that I am about to describe is that my analysis of information status (given, accessible, or new) was done independently of an earlier analysis of the tones that accompany the tonic segments in the intonation units in the corpus of data.  (And, in fact, this corpus has been analyzed by multiple analysts over a ten-year period as part of several offerings of my graduate course in discourse analysis.)  It was only upon later examination of the data that the systematic correlations that I am about to describe were noted.  Here is what I found:  There is a complete isomorphism between the occurrence of the fall-rise tone on the tonic segment in an intonation unit and the fact that the unit verbalizes accessible information.  Let us look a bit more closely at each of the 13 manifestations of this generalization in the sample data set included in this paper.


The first example is (9b).  In it, the speaker begins the fall of the fall-rise tone on the main stressed syllable of the word experiment and completes the rise on the word last.  The speaker could have chosen to focus on the phrase last year and verbalized this unit as new information, in which case there would have been a falling tone on year.  Instead, the speaker chose to treat the idea of “an experiment” as accessible because he and his conversation partner were in fact perceptually surrounded by the elements of an experiment.  Evidently, he also chose to treat the notion of “last year” as part of the schema of time encompassing the “now” of their joint activity.


The second example is (11g).  Speaker C is in fact referring to directions that were given by a research assistant just before the start of the experimental procedure, in which the research assistant specifically informed the participants that they could “talk back and forth.”  The speaker thus verbalized this phrase as accessible information (with the fall-rise tone) because it had been mentioned recently in the discourse.


The third and fourth examples are (12b) and (12d).  Here again, the speaker, this time P, is referring back to specific words spoken by the research assistant just a few minutes before this conversation began; in fact, the research assistant had twice told them, “You are not to interpret what is going on in the scene, but only describe how to position the pieces.”


In the fifth and sixth examples, (14c) and (14e), speaker P is simply restating (12b) and (12d), now verbalizing the ideas as accessible information not only because the research assistant had mentioned the ideas a few minutes previously, but also because he had just done so himself.  When one listens to the recordings of all four of these units (12b, 12d, 14c, and 14e) the fall-rise tones are especially easy to hear, partly because the speaker is being so  (obnoxiously) insistent.


In the seventh example, (14h), speaker P verbalizes the idea of “what is going on in the scene” for yet a third time, again with the fall-rise tone.  There are now three reasons why it is verbalized as accessible information: it was mentioned once within the last few minutes by the research assistant and twice by the speaker himself.  


Notice that the next intonation unit, (14i) is analyzed as verbalizing new information, even though it repeats for a fourth time, the phrase “going on in the scene.”  The new information here is the idea conveyed by the word think.  The falling tone is long and steep:  from the instant that the word think is articulated, the tone falls through the following eight very rapidly articulated syllables.  In fact, I could easily have analyzed going on in the scene as verbalizing given information, because all of the syllables in this phrase are un stressed.


The eighth example of the fall-rise tone verbalizing accessible information is (25a).  The idea of “Charlie Brown” is verbalized by speaker P as accessible information because the detachable image of Charlie Brown is there on the board in view of  both speakers.


In the ninth example (26a), speaker C verbalizes the idea of Charlie Brown with the fall-rise tone marking accessible information both because the image of Charlie Brown is perceptible to both speakers and also because Charlie Brown was just mentioned by speaker P in (25a).


In the tenth example (27c), speaker P verbalizes under the tree as accessible information both because the tree is visible to both speakers in the background scene and also because speaker C already introduced the idea of Charlie Brown standing “under a tree” four intonation units earlier in (26b) – where, incidentally, one would have expected her to verbalize it as new information, using the falling tone; it appears that she did not do so because she was more focused on figuring out how to explain where Charlie Brown was standing, i.e., on her inner thoughts, than on the fact that she was actually conversing with her husband and therefore needing to be assessing the status of information in his consciousness.


The eleventh example (33b) is interesting because it shows nicely what Chafe means by a conceptual schema.  It seems that the idea of “the bottom of his feet” is verbalized with the fall-rise tone indicating accessible information because the phrase is part of two conceptual schemas:  (1) the schema of the body, an entity with feet, introduced by both the image of and mention of “Charlie Brown and (2) the schema introduced by mention of the idea of “standing” in unit (31a).


In the twelfth example of the fall-rise tone verbalizing accessible information (37b), the idea of “standing” has just been mentioned several times, and the idea of “tip” (meaning “end”) is part of the schema of a line.  Notice that I analyze the phrase the black line in this intonation unit as verbalizing given information because it is verbalized with no stressed syllables at all.  (I have already noted that I probably should have done the same with the words going on in the scene in unit 14i.)


The thirteenth and final example in our data set of the fall-rise tone verbalizing accessible information is (37e).  In it, the tree verbalizes accessible information both because it has just been mentioned several times and it is visible in the display that both speakers are looking at. 


In sum, all thirteen occurrences of the fall-rise tone in the data sample clearly verbalize accessible information.
 


It is important to note, however that, whereas there is no exception in the data to the generalization just described and exemplified (that all fall-rise tones verbalize accessible information), there are some potential anomalies in that some intonation units analyzed as verbalizing accessible information end in the rising tone, which is transcribed with a question mark at the end of the intonation unit.  Furthermore, the question mark, indicating rising tone, also occurs at the end of intonation units analyzed as verbalizing new information.


Apparently a rising tone on the prominent syllable in an intonation unit, can thus verbalize either accessible or new information.  In using the rising tone, a speaker indicates that the information (whether accessible or new) is something that the listener is expected to know (whether it is activated in consciousness or not).  Because of the nature of the task the two speakers in our corpus were engaged in, there are several uses of the rising tone for this purpose.  Four such intonation units verbalize accessible information (29a, 33d, 33e, and 35a), and two such intonation units verbalize new information (22a and 31a). 


The most significant point is this: the fall rise tone occurs only in intonation units verbalizing accessible information. The fact that accessible information can also occur in intonation units with the rising tone presents a potential anomaly needing explanation, but not an exception to the principal finding put forward in this paper. Furthermore, the generalization that the fall-rise tone verbalizes only accessible information is not just categorically apparent in the sample data set presented and discussed in this paper; the generalization is consistent throughout the entire large corpus from which this data sample is taken. 


An important aspect of the claim asserted in this paper is that the connection between the fall-rise tone and the verbalization of accessible information is categorical; i.e., it is not a tendency or a statistically high probability; it is simply a fact of spoken discourse.  Just as we assert about the English language, for example, that subjects precede predicates in declarative clauses, not that they tend to do so or have a high probability of doing so, the assertion is here put forward that the fall-rise nuclear tone always verbalizes accessible information in spoken discourse.  The fact that there are motivated and predictable variations (certain intonation units in which accessible information is verbalized with the rising tone) no more undermines the generalization than do the motivated and predictable variations in the subject-predicate ordering principle (e.g., sentences beginning with negative adverbials, such as “Never have I seen such a performance”). 


The only reason why this principal of spoken discourse production may not have been noticed before is that the conceptual framework and analytical framework within which to notice it were perhaps not adequately refined.  I believe that it showed up so clearly in my data precisely because I used Wallace Chafe’s conceptual framework vis-à-vis the notions of given, accessible, and new, but I adopted Brazil, Coulthard, and Johns’s analytical principle that each intonation unit contains one and only one nuclear tone.  Only in doing both of these does the generalization reveal itself.

Summary and Conclusions


The first part of this paper sought to demonstrate that Wallace Chafe’s notion of consciousness provides an especially rich and insightful vehicle for describing and analyzing how speakers assess the cognitive status of information in consciousness and then verbalize that information in the intonation units of conversational discourse.


The second part of the paper discussed in some detail a sample of data from a carefully analyzed extended corpus of spoken discourse (in the immediate mode of consciousness).  The analysis clearly showed that the fall-rise tone consistently verbalizes what Wallace Chafe has called accessible information.  


This is an important finding.  Except for the fall-rise tone, no other formal marker has been put forward to distinguish verbalizations of accessible information from verbalizations of new information, Chafe’s distinction resting on two essentially subjective criteria: (1) that the information is part of a conceptual schema or (2) that the information was mentioned previously in a discourse.
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