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Pia Bergmann / Jana Brenning / Martin Pfeiffer / Elisabeth Reber

Towards an Interactional Grammar

1. Interaction meets grammar theories

It has been widely shown that participants in conversation use lexico-gram-
matical structures specifically designed for the conditions and requirements
of talk-in-interaction (e.g. Deppermann, Fiehler, and Spranz-Fogasy 2006;
Ford, Fox, and Thompson 2002; Günthner and Imo 2006; Hakulinen and
Selting 2005). Based on these insights, calls have recently been made for a
“Grammar of Spoken Language” (e.g. Auer 2005; Günthner 2011) in re-
search informed by Interactional Linguistics and related approaches. Specifi-
cally, Construction Grammar (Croft 2001), Cognitive Grammar (Langacker
1987, 1991), and Emergent Grammar (Bybee 2006; Hopper 1987) have been
welcomed as grammatical theories that are particularly suited to modeling an
Interactional Grammar (cf. e.g. Fried and Östman 2005).1 These grammar
models and interactionally informed approaches share the assumption that
the linguistic knowledge of speakers is based on experiences from language
use, thus adopting the view of grammar proposed by, e.g. Langacker (2001):

Cognitive Grammar takes the straightforward position that any aspect of a usage
event, or even a sequence of usage events in a discourse, is capable of emerging as
a linguistic unit, should it be a recurrent commonality. (Langacker 2001: 146, em-
phasis in the original)2

A similar view is taken by interactional approaches, which also assume that
linguistic knowledge is not static and fixed, but is built, ratified, and modified
in interaction. In this sense, grammar and usage are in a reciprocal relation-
ship and cannot be treated as separate entities: On the one hand, grammar
provides the basis for language use, but on the other hand, grammar is a flex-
ible, permanently changing product emerging from language use. From this
perspective, then, actual language use thus influences grammar. This as-
sumption implies that the strict separation of competence and performance
postulated by Generative Grammar approaches (e.g. Chomsky 1965) loses
its validity. “Performance” gets revalorized and should serve as a starting
point for an empirical analysis of grammar.

1 In the present discussion, we will use the term Interactional Grammar to reflect
the interactional, responsive nature of lexico-grammatical structures in embodied
conversational encounters.

2 Langacker (2001: 144) defines usage events as “actual instances of language use”.
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Thus far, the major focus of interactionally informed research trying to
bridge the gap between language use and linguistic knowledge has been the
examination of lexico-syntactic structures, mostly within the framework of
Construction Grammar (e.g. Deppermann 2006; Birkner 2008; Günthner
2011; Günthner and Imo 2006; Imo 2011). In comparison, only few in-
depth studies have addressed the complexities of prosodic contextualization
in grammar (but see Barth-Weingarten 2006; Couper-Kuhlen 2007; Gohl
2006). Also, despite a fast-growing body of interactional research on the vis-
ual resources used in embodied interaction such as gestures, gaze, facial ex-
pression, movements of the body and the head, body posture, and body
position (e.g., Mondada and Markaki 2005; Stivers and Sidnell 2005; Streeck,
Goodwin and LeBaron 2011), their role in a grammar of interaction has not
yet been broadly discussed (but see Fricke 2012).

The contributions to the present volume demonstrate, from an Interac-
tional Linguistics perspective, how prosody and embodiment form relevant
parts of the linguistic and communicative knowledge of participants in inter-
action. In this sense, we argue, they are potentially relevant to an Interactional
Grammar. While these contributions provide evidence for the notion of In-
teractional Grammar proposed here, the question of how to model this gram-
mar within a theoretical framework must be left unanswered (cf. section 2).
These interactionally informed contributions are followed by studies on (an-
notated) multi-modal corpora and instrumental approaches to the analysis of
language use. They are intended to instigate a discussion of how such ap-
proaches might complement the study of multimodal meaning-making from
a purely interactional perspective for reasons discussed below (cf. section 3).

In the following section, we turn to a discussion of prosody and embodi-
ment and their relationship to grammar, pointing out some possible links
and open questions. As research on these issues has just begun, this dis-
cussion might raise more questions than it can answer.

2. Prosody and embodiment in Interactional Grammar

Studies from the field of contextualization research and Interactional Lin-
guistics underline the fact that prosody must not be treated as marginal, but
as a crucial component in the description of linguistic structures (see e.g.
Auer and Di Luzio 1992 for English and German; Bergmann 2008 for Ger-
man; Couper-Kuhlen and Ono 2007 for English, German, and Japanese;
Reber 2012 for English; Viscardi 2006 for Portuguese). These studies dem-
onstrate that prosody is deployed as a resource for various turn-construc-
tional, sequence-organizational, and interactional tasks.
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In light of these and other findings, Selting (2010) identifies “two basic
functions” of prosody in talk-in-interaction. First, it is “always (co)constitut-

ive” of interactional meaning-making because “[t]here is no spoken language
without prosody,” and for this reason, prosody always serves as a poten-
tial contextualization cue for the ongoing conversational project. Second, in
some interactional activities, it may have a “distinctive function” (Selting 2010:
6, emphasis in the original). For example, Selting (1996) found that depend-
ing on the prosodic shape of the German open class repair initiator was

(“what”), it was interpreted by the first speaker as a hearing problem, a prob-
lem of understanding, or a problem of expectations, i.e. as a display of aston-
ishment.3

Interactionally informed studies which model the role of prosody in the
construction of grammatical descriptions have recognized that prosody may
make a relevant contribution to grammatical functions, such as the constitu-
tion of larger units, e.g. turn construction units, and information structuring
(cf. Barth-Weingarten 2006). In our view, however, it is time to go one step
further and, firstly, adopt as a basic assumption that prosodic devices may
also be potentially pervasive in the construction of smaller lexico-grammati-
cal units (with respect to size and/or frequency). For example, based on a
corpus of television interviews, Berkenfield (2001) discovered that the pho-
netic design of American English that (with respect to the quantity and
quality of the vowel) depends on whether that is serving as a demonstrative
pronoun, demonstrative adjective, complementizer, or relative clause
marker. Secondly, it should not be ignored that all prosodic devices are inter-
actionally embedded and therefore are subject to the conditions that govern
and constrain naturally-occurring interaction. For instance, similar to lexico-
syntactic structures, prosodic devices unfold in time and – in terms of their
forms and functions – relate both to prior and subsequent productions of
turns and sequences.4 For these reasons, we take the position that prosody

3 Although the distinctive function of intonation has also been noted by both the
so-called British and the American schools of intonation, these perspectives do
not typically take into consideration the indexical nature of prosody and do not
derive their findings from interactionally situated talk (cf. Batliner 1989; Gussen-
hoven 2004; Oppenrieder 1988; Pheby 1975). The same is true for the description
of such thoroughly grammatical functions as information structuring and phras-
ing, both of which constitute well-established core functions of intonation in for-
mal accounts of grammar (cf. Ladd 2008; Välimaa-Blum 2005).

4 Cf. Selting (1995: 366) “Es resultiert die weitergehende Perspektive einer Linguis-
tik der Konversation, in der linguistische Strukturen und Systeme als Signalisie-
rungsmittel und als Ressource der Organisation der konversationellen Interaktion
beschrieben werden. In dieser Perspektive wären analog zur interaktionalen Pros-
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should be regarded as a central component in the description of lexico-
grammatical structures, and that an adequate model of grammar should be
able to accommodate aspects of truly interactional language.

Turning to embodiment, the study of face-to-face interaction suggests
that visual resources, similar to prosodic resources, also contribute to mean-
ing-making in interaction. However, in contrast to prosodic devices, most
linguists do not consider visual resources as belonging to the lexico-gram-
mar of a language. Therefore, the question arises as to how embodiment can
be incorporated into an Interactional Grammar, that is, into a grammar of
interaction which models all communicative resources in a unified fashion.
These resources, including lexico-grammatical, visual-spatial, and others,
such as so-called paralinguistic resources (e.g. laughter or whistling) which
are potentially relevant to the communicative construction of meaning, are
viewed as intertwined in social action formation.

To illustrate this point, Reber 2012 finds that the sound pattern and con-
text-specific use of affect-laden sound objects such as oh or ah in English
talk-in-interaction are distinctive for their meaning-making. Additionally,
sound objects may be accompanied by “visual-spatial resources which are (1)
physiologically inherent to the articulation of sound objects and those which
(2) (by convention) build part of an embodied gestalt in which the sound ob-
ject is performed” (Reber 2012: 249). With regard to (1), Reber and Couper-
Kuhlen (2010) suggest that producers of a whistled sound object must have
pursed lips on production (Reber and Couper-Kuhlen 2010: 86). As to (2),
the production of a “pained sound” by the rejectee in a rejection sequence
may be accompanied by a conventionalized cluster of visual signals such as
averted head plus lowered gaze (Reber and Couper-Kuhlen 2010: 84). Ob-
servations of this kind suggest that visual-spatial signals should be described
as contextualization cues that intersect with linguistic lexico-grammatical
cues and others in interactional processes of meaning-making. In this sense,
they belong to a grammar of interaction as they form part of multimodal ges-

odie der Konversation auch segmental-phonologische, morphophonemische,
syntaktische, lexikalisch-semantische u. a. Signalisierungssysteme als interpretativ
relevante Kontextualisierungshinweise in der Alltagskommunikation zu unter-
suchen.” [›This results in the further perspective of a Linguistics for conversation,
in which linguistic structures and systems are described as signaling devices and as
an organisational resource for conversational interaction. In this perspective, seg-
mental-phonological, morphophonemic, syntactic, lexical-semantic etc. signaling
systems would – by analogy to the interactional prosody of conversation – also
have to be examined in terms of their role as interpretively relevant contextualiz-
ation cues in everyday communication.‹] (our translation).
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talts, be it for physiological reasons (as in (1) above) or by convention (as in
(2) above, cf. also Mondada5).

Furthermore, visual resources play a central role in the constitution of
units in interaction (cf. Ford, Fox, and Thompson 1996; Mondada 2007a).
For example, in her study on repeated gestures which serve as a “tying tech-
nique to connect utterances over time” (Laursen 2005: 1), Laursen argues for
an embodied grammar, claiming that gestures are an integral part of a turn-
constructional unit (Laursen 2005: 19) and can ensure coherence in interac-
tion. Moreover, visual signals can even form a turn (cf. e.g. Stivers 2008 on
alternative recipient tasks performed by vocal continuers and nodding in
story-telling) or form part of a turn-constructional unit on their own (cf.
Ford, Thompson, and Drake 2012, Olsher 2004). This suggests that in ad-
dition to points (1) and (2) above, an Interactional Grammar must allow for
(3) visual-spatial resources which form alternatives or are complementary to
the use of lexico-grammatical structures in interactional turn construction.
Furthermore, it is evident that prosodic and visual resources are closely re-
lated in the formation of interactional tasks, such as turn-taking (cf. e.g. De
Stefani 2005; Iwasaki 2009; Mondada 2007b; Oloff; Streeck and Hartge 1992
for visual resources and e.g. the contributions in Couper-Kuhlen and Ford
2004 for prosody) and the affective framing of sequences (cf. Gülich and
Lindemann 2010). In view of these findings, the research presented in our
volume is meant to contribute to the discussion on how prosody and em-
bodiment are relevant for Interactional Grammar.

In the following section, we briefly summarize some problem areas and
lines of discussion found in the contributions of the present authors, pro-
ceeding from those directly relevant to the study of prosody and embodi-
ment to those posing more general questions for the study of linguistic
structures in interaction:

(i) The forms and functions of prosody and embodiment in interaction
cannot usually be modeled in terms of simple form-meaning pairs, because
these resources require indexical interpretation. They often do not have a
fixed meaning, but refer in their specific context of occurrence, i.e. together
with co-occurring contextualization cues, to the relevant interpretative
framework which can be located outside of the utterance. For this reason,
the Interactional Linguistic study of prosodic and visual resources empha-
sizes the need for a holistic perspective on linguistic structure, and, more widely, inter-

actional gestalts, and underline that linguistic structures and co-produced vis-
ual signals can only be interpreted as social and situated actions in their specific

5 References without year refer to contributions to the present volume.
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context (cf. Hörmeyer; Mondada). For this reason, the prospect of deepening
of our understanding of multimodal structures as co-occurring, interacting
cues for the formation of social actions conveyed linguistically (cf. Szczepek
Reed) and of how such cues are embedded in the broader linguistic and non-
linguistic context seems highly promising. In our view, such a holistic per-
spective on interaction is essential when dealing with questions about how
linguistic knowledge is formed.

Turning to the issue of the interactional context, current debates about
grammar often marginally consider or ignore altogether the primary site of
language, i.e. face-to-face interaction. For instance, Välimaa-Blum (2005: 3)
claims in her construction grammatical introduction to cognitive phonol-
ogy that “the principal and only function of language as a system is the ex-
pression of meaning.” This point of view neglects the contextualization of
linguistic actions in specific social situations, in which participants in conver-
sation interact in time and space to pursue their communicative goals. This
neglect is, therefore, difficult to reconcile with an Interactional Grammar. In
the same vein, Günthner (2011) argues against such a position and criticizes
the fact that a majority of studies within the construction-grammar frame-
work, among others, still define constructions as “stable, homogenous and
decontextualized units” [›stabile, homogene und dekontextualisierte Ein-
heiten‹] (Günthner 2011: 16, our translation) and do not consider the tem-
poral, embodied, and interactional character of language.

(ii) The online character and the temporal organization of interactional structures

must be accounted for in an Interactional Grammar. Studies exploring the
syntax of spoken language have largely shown how the temporal unfolding
of interaction shapes the form and the function of emerging syntactic struc-
tures (cf. e.g. Auer 2009; Günthner and Hopper 2010 on pseudocleft con-
structions in German). Prosodic projection (Auer 1996; Couper-Kuhlen
2007; Selting 1995: 73) interacts in a complex way with the emergent syntax
of a turn (cf. Bergmann; Birkner; Brenning; Pfeiffer).

In face-to-face interactions, the temporality and interactional organiz-
ation of visual resources also plays a crucial role and, therefore, must be
taken into account. In fact, every resource (syntax, gesture, prosody) has its
own temporal organization. For example, it has been shown that gestures
precede their lexical affiliates (cf. Schegloff 1984) and that prosodic units do
not always coincide with syntactic units (cf. Selting 2000). As Stivers and Sid-
nell (2005) claim, each modality thus has its own organization. The close co-
ordination and timing of visual cues in relation to speech and the sequential
position of the emerging gestalt has to be accounted for in an Interactional
Grammar (Mondada; Oloff).
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(iii) Correspondingly, the role of linguistic structures for the management

of conversational tasks (e.g. the organization of turn-taking in conversation, the
framing of activity types, and the organization of repair) has thus far been
neglected in theories of grammar. With respect to repair, Fox, Hayashi and
Jasperson (1996) have shown that self-repair as a phenomenon specific to
oral language has a reciprocal relationship with syntax: On the one hand,
self-repair strategies in interaction are influenced by the underlying lan-
guage-specific grammar; on the other hand, every grammatical system is de-
signed in a way to allow for self-repair. In addition to the influence of lan-
guage-specific grammatical features (cf. e.g. Birkner et al. 2010, 2012; Fox,
Maschler, and Uhmann 2009), the syntactic and prosodic organization of
self-repair seems to be shaped by various factors from interaction and cog-
nition (cf. Pfeiffer 2010, this volume, in press). Unit construction in conver-
sation also illustrates the fact that conversational units must be conceptualized
by taking into account the contingencies of interaction (cf. Brenning; Berg-
mann; Hörmeyer; Szczepek Reed). Concerning the role of prosody for the
constitution of units in interaction, both Bergmann and Birkner demon-
strate that prosody allows for different degrees of prosodic phrasing. In her
study on parentheses, Bergmann shows that prosodic means are used regu-
larly to signal a break-off in the emergent syntactic structure. However, she
finds considerable variation in the way different prosodic resources combine
in order to accomplish this task. Similarly, Birkner demonstrates that the
relationship between the semantics of relative clauses and its prosodic design
is much more complex than past literature has suggested. These examples
illustrate that an Interactional Grammar must provide for a contextualized
description of the use of prosodic resources, recognizing that language is
situated in interaction, and thus in time and context.

In conclusion, given the current state of research, we propose a view of
prosody and embodiment in interaction in which they are considered con-
textualization cues (Gumperz 1982), intersecting with one another and with
lexico-syntactic structures in interactional meaning-making. In this sense,
lexico-grammatical structures, including prosody, and visual-spatial re-
sources, together with paralinguistic and other potential cues, form part of
what we wish to call an Interactional Grammar.

3. Multimodal corpora

In this section, we turn to the question of whether and how to use studio-
recorded multi-modal corpora as a potentially complementary data base in
interactionally oriented research.
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Because of the radically empirical approach to the investigation of inter-
action, working with studio-recorded data is not common in Interactional
Linguistics due to the unnatural character of the data gathered in such set-
tings. However, with a focus on the online-production of language, on how
the participants in interaction use prosodic and visual devices in time, and on
the need for a profound understanding of these processes when modeling
an Interactional Grammar, it seems worthwhile to consider the use of addi-
tional technologies, e.g. eye tracking or motion capture systems (cf. Edlund,
House, and Beskow). Conceivably, the use of such technologies would allow
deeper insight into the detailed timing and relations between prosodic and
visual devices than would perhaps be possible on the basis of naturally oc-
curring data. As regards gaze, for example, its description in naturally occur-
ring interaction often poses problems for the analyst. To illustrate this point,
Reinhold Schmitt (p.c.) observes:

Videoaufnahmen authentischer Situationen […] sind […] aufgrund aufnahme-
technischer Kontingenz (Vollständigkeitsorientierung, Lichtverhältnisse, Kame-
raperspektive(n) und Kameraführung) in der Regel für eine exakte Rekonstruk-
tion der Komplexität und Dynamik von Blickorganisation nicht wirklich geeignet.
Das Hauptproblem besteht dabei in der exakten Rekonstruktion des tatsächlichen
Blickpunktes (dem Zielpunkt des Blicks). [›Because of the contingencies of the re-
cording situation (orientation to exhaustiveness, lighting conditions, camera per-
spective(s), and camera work), video recordings of authentic situations […]
usually do not lend themselves to an exact reconstruction of the complexity and
dynamics of the organization of gaze. Here the main problem consists of the dif-
ficulty in exactly reconstructing the actual visual focus (the point of gaze).‹] (our
translation)

As there is a large difference between a participant’s gaze into the eyes of
his/her co-participant or on the root of his/her nose, an analysis of video
data may result in a description which does not give as much analytic detail of
the point of fixation as may be required (Reinhold Schmitt, p.c.).

The development of studio-recorded multi-modal corpora such as the
one presented in Edlund, House, and Beskow is, however, still in its begin-
nings (see also e.g. Kipp et al. 2009, Paggio for similar approaches). Never-
theless, previous findings on the interrelation of prosodic and visual re-
sources underline the usefulness of such corpora. For instance, Loehr (2006)
demonstrates that head movements, hand movements, and pitch accents
(which he relates to movements of the larynx) are rhythmically coordinated
with each other and “sometimes align on meeting points”, i.e. they co-occur
in time (Loehr 2006: 193). Similar observations have been made in interac-
tionally informed research (Streeck and Kallmeyer 2000). It is true that re-
searchers both within the interactional paradigm and in so-called multimodal
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corpora deploy different methodologies and generally take different re-
search interests. For example, Interactional Linguists may be primarily con-
cerned with the situated multimodal organization and the accomplishment
of social actions in their natural habitats, while those focused on multimodal
corpora research may be focused on the coordinated production of speech
and embodiment for applied issues such as multimodal user interfaces. How-
ever, we posit that a combination of the two may lead to synergies and
supplementary benefits, at least for some research questions.

In addition to these efforts to meet the demand for multimodal online-cor-
pora in a way that respects the temporal and multimodal organization of lan-
guage, recent approaches to the representation of non-verbal behavior types
may contribute to the development of a description of the relation between
speech and visual resources in a multimodal grammar (Paggio). This ap-
proach does diverge from Interactional Linguistics theoretically and metho-
dologically, by, for example, building grammar on the basis of annotations of
a corpus that rely on the annotators’ interpretations. However, it gives a clear
prospect on what an abstract, holistic representation of multimodal signs
within a certain grammatical framework (that of Head Driven Phrase Struc-
ture Grammar) may look like.

Based on these considerations, the interactionally informed contributions
in this volume are complemented by contributions on annotated multimodal
corpora. In this way, we hope to advance the discussion on how studies from
these two domains may potentially draw from one another.

4. The contributions

The contributions to the present volume are organized into three major sec-
tions which reflect the major areas of interest of the volume: I) Prosody,
II) Embodiment, and III) Multimodal corpora. Each study approaches the
questions raised in section 1 on the basis of results from original case studies.

I Prosody

Karin Birkner’s study on the prosodic formats of relative clauses in
spoken German takes a critical look at the commonly accepted assumption
that restrictive and appositive relative clauses can be distinguished on the
basis of their prosodic integration into the matrix clause. The analysis shows
that the relationship between the semantics of relative constructions and
their prosodic design is much more complex than previously suggested.
While appositive relative clauses are usually non-integrated, as might be ex-
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pected, the group of restrictive relative clauses is quite heterogeneous. As a
result, Birkner concludes that the prosody of relative clauses is affected not
only by semantic factors but also by various factors in conjunction with in-
formational and interactional structure.

Martin Pfeiffer conducts a prosodic analysis of substitutions of the
determiner in German prepositional phrases, showing that intonation is af-
fected by changes in gender. More specifically, the intonation pattern of the
repaired segment, i.e. on the preposition and the determiner prior to repair
initiation, falls considerably lower when the gender of the determiner is sub-
sequently altered, compared to alterations of definiteness, number, cliticiz-
ation, and mere repetitions of the preposition and the determiner. Pfeiffer
identifies a link between this falling intonation pattern and the cognitive pro-
cesses involved in lemma substitutions, which must always be carried out in
alterations of gender but not in other types of alteration, and discusses poss-
ible interactional implications of this finding. Given the relationship between
the syntactic category of gender and intonation, he argues for an integration
of this prosodic aspect into an Interactional Grammar.

Providing further evidence for the relevance of prosody for Interactional
Grammar, the third contribution in this section addresses the grammar of
syntactic co-constructions in spoken German. Jana Brenning argues that
intra-turn speaker change within terminal item completion in German can be
systematically described by referring to the prosodic design of the co-con-
structed unit. It is shown how incoming speakers orient the beginning of
their completion toward a projected possible position for the nucleus accent
syllable to pre-empt another speaker’s emerging syntactic gestalt. Brenning
further discusses how the incoming speaker can anticipate this position by
relying on the emergent syntax of the previous speaker’s turn.

Pia Bergmann’s contribution on the prosody of parentheses in spoken
German focuses on the marking of boundaries between different parts of
the parenthesis. In a detailed prosodic analysis, Bergmann demonstrates that
prosodic cues indicate upcoming syntactic breaks and contextualize the dif-
ferent parts of the parenthetical structure as being separated (host vs. par-
enthesis) or belonging together (multiple parenthesis). In other words, she
demonstrates how prosodic cues are systematically exploited in the phras-
ing of units. Bergmann then discusses possible insights that might be gained
from a combination of the concepts of Interactional Linguistics and Pros-
odic Phonology / Autosegmental-metrical Phonology.

The final chapter in the section on prosody also addresses the notion of
units in conversation. Beatrice Szczepek Reed questions the common
use of the intonation phrase as a unit of analysis for natural talk, asking
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whether participants in interaction orient toward chunks (shaped like inton-
ation units) which accomplish conversational actions. In her chapter, she
suggests the term action component to refer to these units smaller than turn
construction units in order to take into account their interactional relevance
for participants as building-blocks for actions. She claims that we have to
forgo a mere formal linguistic (syntactic and prosodic) conceptualization of
these units and adopt a point of view which acknowledges their role in the
formation of action.

II Embodiment

In her detailed analysis of a collection of instances of the French deictic ici

(›here‹) Lorenza Mondada proposes a grammatical description of ici as a
multimodal gestalt that is crucially based on the temporal unfolding of the
turn, its sequential organization, and its context. She identifies two multimo-
dal patterns surrounding ici: 1) ici + pointing gesture as introducing a
new referent, and 2) ici as an attention getting device. She concludes that
“[g]rounding grammar on use and users means […] a focus on interaction,
time and context” (Mondada: 202).

Florence Oloff examines the withdrawal from turns in overlap, de-
monstrating how the incorporation of a multimodal approach to this well-
studied interactional phenomenon can shed new light on its organization.
Providing evidence that a purely syntactic perspective does not explain the
point in time when a speaker withdraws from a turn, she claims that speakers
orient toward the (un)availability of other participants, as, for example, dis-
played by their body position or gaze.

Analyzing the role of gaze in the constitution of units in Augmentative
and Alternative Communication, Ina Hörmeyer focuses on a kind of con-
versation in which essential interactive resources like prosody and syntax
are missing. In her examination of interactions in which one conversation
partner suffers from severe cerebral palsy, she demonstrates that interactions
via an electronic communication aid require speakers to make explicit the
boundaries of their units through the use of visual signals. As participants
can be shown to regularly orient toward the aided speaker’s shift in gaze to
identify turn-constitutional units, Hörmeyer concludes that gaze must be
seen as constitutive of a grammar of Augmentative and Alternative Com-
munication.
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III Multimodal corpora

Jens Edlund, David House, and Jonas Beskow report on a method for
using infra-red cameras and reflective markers to capture body and head ges-
tures in which the data is used to automatically produce gesture movement
profiles for spontaneous dialogues. Given the limitations of a fine-grained
analysis of gesture on the basis of video recordings, the authors emphasize
that using motion capture data in addition to audio and video data may aid
in the analysis of the multimodality of language-in-interaction in more detail.
For instance, motion capture can help us get a better grasp of the timing re-
lationships between speech and facial and body gestures, and may lead to a
better understanding of what aspects of gesture and motion should be con-
sidered as part of language and grammar.

Focusing on the analysis of head movements in video-recorded conver-
sations in Danish, Patricia Paggio discusses how non-verbal behavior
can be integrated into a theory of multimodal grammar. She presents a
method of data annotation that allows for the representation of the gesture-
speech relation, including aspects of information structure, and suggests
modeling a multimodal grammar that is based on so-called feature structures
that constitute multimodal signs. These multimodal signs represent the ges-
ture (its shape and its communicative function) and the speech segment it is
associated with.
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Prosodic formats of relative clauses
in spoken German

The prosodic design of a grammatical structure is normally not part of the
description in grammar books. Relative clauses are an exception, however, as
they are usually described as having two prosodic formats which differenti-
ate restrictive and appositive relative clauses in spoken language. Restrict-
ive relative clauses are assumed to be prosodically integrated into the matrix
clause. Accordingly, the matrix clause and the relative clause form a single
intonation phrase with one primary accent in the relative clause. Apposi-
tive (i.e., non-restrictive) relative clauses, on the other hand, are presented as
forming a separate intonation phrase, with the matrix clause and the apposi-
tive relative clause each having their own primary accent (cf. also Becker
1978; Brandt 1990; Duden 2005; Eisenberg 1999; Fritsch 1990; Frosch 1996;
Helbig and Buscha 2001; Hentschel and Weydt 2003; Holler 2005; Lehmann
1984, 1995; Weinrich 2005; Zifonun 2001; Zifonun et al. 1997; Greenbaum
and Quirk 1992).

The semantic difference between restriction and apposition is mentioned
by most grammarians, although the terminology often varies. It is generally
understood that restrictive relative clauses modify the extension of the
reference nominal1 via referential restriction, whereas appositive relative
clauses deliver additional information without restricting the extension of
the reference nominal (Duden 1998; Eisenberg 1999; Helbig and Buscha
2001; Hentschel and Weydt 2003; Lehmann 1984; Weinrich 2005; Zifonun
2001; Zifonun et al. 1997; Holler 2007; Blühdorn 2007). This difference is
rarely marked at the lexical level, thus ambiguous cases are common in which
both a restrictive as well as an appositive reading is possible; the interpre-
tation should then be clear from the respective context.

These assumptions regarding semantics, and especially those regarding
prosodic design, need to be tested by a corpus-based approach to allow for
an examination of these elements in authentic language use. In a study using
a corpus of spoken German which comprised over 1,000 relative clauses,
Birkner (2008) concluded that the semantic differentiation between restrict-

1 I use reference nominal (RN) as the translation for German Bezugsnominal. The most
commonly used term in English is “head-NP” which I avoid because of its theor-
etical implications in generative grammar approaches.
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ive and appositive relative clauses based on extensional restriction alone is
difficult, even though the corpus-based data provided the necessary context
for disambiguation. Birkner also noted that the prosodic form of relative
clause structures in spoken language is more heterogeneous than it is pres-
ented in grammar books, complying neither with dichotomous semantics
nor with the two postulated prosodic formats (2008: 182ff.).

This article builds on Birkner’s (2008) study by presenting findings about
the correlation between the semantic features and the prosodic phrasing of
relative clauses in spoken German. The corpus on which the present study is
based is comprised of the following two corpora:

Table 1: Corpus

The language data from Big Brother is informal, including different types of
discourse, such as mealtime conversations, arguments, and discussions, and
it contains multi-party talk as well as one-to-one conversations and mono-
logues. The job interviews, on the other hand, are homogenous, being pri-
marily one-to-one conversations between applicant and interviewer.

The data analysis was carried out in several steps. Since the relative con-
nector is obligatory in German, the relative clauses were collected by search-
ing the transcripts for relative connectors.2 Each individual example and its
immediate context were copied as a text from the transcription files and as
a sound from the audio/video files, which enabled analyses from syntac-
tic, semantic and prosodic perspectives, taking into account the interactional
embedding.

For the present study, only adjacent adnominal relative clauses were
considered, and non-adjacent and free relative clauses were omitted.3 The
study’s total corpus includes 801 examples.

2 The following forms were included: das (det/dat/des), dem, den, der, deren, dessen, die,
was (wat), welch, wem, wen, warum, weshalb, weswegen, wie, wo, wo(r)+preposition.

3 Adjacent relative clauses directly follow the noun they modify. Since the analysis
focuses on the prosodic features of the gap between noun and relative clause this
is a prerequisite for the study. This is also the rationale for excluding free relative
clauses: due to the missing nominal it is impossible to consider the junction be-
tween relative clause and nominal.

Duration

First season of the reality series Big Brother (aired in 2000 on RTL 2) 22 h 40 min
Job interviews with college graduates for a trainee program at a bank
(recorded 1995–1996)

10 h 29 min

Total 33 h 09 min
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This chapter is organized as follows. In Section 1, the theoretical view of
the semantic difference between appositive and restrictive relative clauses
is explained (1.1), and the first presentation of results of this corpus-based
study are introduced (1.2). Section 2 focuses on the prosody of relative
clauses; after introducing what grammar books assume about the prosody of
relative clauses (2.1), the results of the empirical analysis will be presented
(2.2). In Section 3, the results of the semantic-prosodic analysis of the data
are brought together. The article concludes in Section 4 with a summary of
the findings on the prosodic design of relative clauses according to semantic
type in spoken German.

1. Semantics of relative clauses

1.1. Assumptions about the semantic distinction between restrictive and
appositive relative clauses

The semantic differentiation of the two types of relative clauses is based on
the criterion of referential restriction and, hence, on an extensional notion of
reference (Frawley 1992: 19; Löbner 2003: 354ff.; Blühdorn 2007). The re-
strictive relative clause causes an extensional limitation of the scope of ref-
erence of the reference nominal, while the appositive relative clause supplies
additional information. Lehmann (1984) differentiates between restrictive
and appositive relative clauses as follows: “The restriction operates on the
basis of a given term by creating a new term with greater intension and less
extension” (Lehmann 1984: 261, translation K.B). He describes this oper-
ation with the example Wir kennen einen Arzt, dem Anna vertraut [We know a
doctor whom Anna trusts], thus “The term ›doctor‹ is used as a basis. Its ex-
tension is limited to doctors that are characterized by their being in some way
involved in another circumstance” (Lehmann 1995: 1200, translation K.B.).
In the case of the appositive relative clause, the reference nominal is already
sufficiently determined, and its reference is identifiable. As a result, the ap-
positive relative clause does not contribute to the identification of the ref-
erent (Zifonun et al. 1997: 563), but delivers additional or background in-
formation (Lehmann 1984: 261ff.).

Quirk et al. (1972: 858) demonstrate this difference using the following
two examples:
i) The girl who stood in the corner is Mary Smith.
ii) Mary Smith, who is in the corner, wants to meet you.
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The relative clause who stood in the corner provides the necessary information
to identify the girl in question in the first sentence. In the second sentence,
the antecedent is a proper name, Mary Smith, which already ensures the
identification of the person, so here, the relative clause is a non-restrictive
post-modification providing additional information.

The establishment of reference is considered the prototypical function of
relative clauses; it is assumed that relative clauses are part of referential acts
in which the relative clause performs a set-theoretical operation on the ref-
erence nominal. The appositive relative clause is defined in relation to the re-
strictive clause (which is also reflected in the common use of the term non-

restrictive for appositive), generally representing the marked type of relative
clause formation.

Many researchers explicitly point out the difficulty of distinguishing be-
tween restrictive and appositive relative clauses (cf. e.g. Bache and Jakobson
1980: 243; Becker 1978: 1; Eisenberg 1999: 266; Eissenhauer 1999: 61; Leh-
mann 1984: 262f.; Tao and McCarthy 2001: 654; Weinrich 1993: 773). Con-
text, world knowledge, and prosody can help to disambiguate them; the
latter, in particular, is thought to play a central role. Birkner’s (2008) corpus-
based study showed, that the distinction between restriction and apposition
is not always clear (despite using common tests, cf. Birkner 2008: 38ff., 111)
and it concludes that most relative clauses are potentially semantically am-
biguous. One reason for the ambiguity is the fact that restriction/apposition
is not marked at the lexical level.

1.1 Empirical findings

In the following, we will see how the heterogeneity of restrictive relative
clause structures, in addition to ambiguity, represents a problem for semantic
identification. Several common relative clause structures will be presented
from the corpus analysis.

1.2.1. Appositive relative clause structures

Let us look at a typical appositive relative clause, delivering additional in-
formation which does not influence the scope of reference of the nominal.
(Transcripts follow GAT 2 conventions according to Selting et al. 2009. The
symbols are listed in the appendix. The reference nominal is given in italics,
and the relative clauses are in bold.)
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Example (1) BB01–7414

The sequence stems from a discussion on racism. Jürgen (Jrg) uses the
example of Mallorca to emphasize that xenophobia is not only used against
potential “welfare freeloaders,” but also against well-off foreigners. The plu-
ral noun millioNÄre (l. 02) is a reference nominal which could be followed by
either a restrictive or an appositive relative clause. The following relative
clause die gAr nich auf kosten des (.) dieses staates da LEben? (›who are not even
living there at the this State’s expense‹) (l. 04) is an appositive relative clause
because it characterizes the reference group of millionaires as a whole
with its additional information and does not – like a restrictive relative
clause would do – designate a subset of that group. The semantic inde-
pendence of the two syntagmas can be proved via the main clause test, in
which the subordinate structure can be transformed into two main clauses:
Millionaires build themselves villas in Mallorca. They are not living there at the State’s

expense.

1.2.2. Restrictive relative clause structures

Prototypical restrictive relative clauses establishing an extensional limitation
are also found in the corpus. The following example, in which the relative
clause limits the denotatum of the nominal be we El studenten (›business stu-
dents‹) to a subset, illustrates this type.
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Example (2) BANK2–2294
((The interviewer in a job interview for a traineeship in a bank explains the
job market condition.))

The Interviewer (I) makes a restriction here by first delimiting the group of
rejected business students to those who have finished a study program, and
then further to a subset of those who have also completed a bank appren-
ticeship. For this purpose he uses two relative clauses: die: eh (-) so wie SIE jetz

(.) n_ganz normales STUdium gemacht haben (l. 06) and die vorher schon ne BANK-

lehre gemacht haben? (l. 08).
These relative clauses are essential in order to accommodate the main

clause proposition (cf. Blühdorn 2007). In other words, it is an act of refer-
ence in which the establishment of reference is implemented by means of a
restrictive relative clause. Therefore, the function of this type of restrictive
relative clause structure can be described as “identifying”.

1.2.3. Existence and presentative constructions

The next example is an existence construction. Similar to predicate nomi-
native constructions, they are generally considered to be restrictive (Leh-
mann 1984: 266).
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Example (3) BANK3–2424
((During a job interview, the interviewer comments on the housing situation
in town.))

In Example (3), the reference nominal WOHnungen used in the existence
construction es gibt … (l. 08) features the attribute saNIErten, which in turn is
expanded with a complex quantifier eine ganze reihe an. Here, it is mainly the
context which clarifies that the speaker is comparing new apartments and
old apartments (i.e., renovated apartments) which are characterized by their
respective prices. This is also reinforced by the NEUen wohnungen (l. 05)
being attributed in the form of an apposition: mietniVEAU- (-) zwischen; (-)

zwölf und achtzehn MARK, <<p>pro quaDRATmeter.> je nach LAge? (l 06). In
this example, a relative clause delivers additional, characterizing information,
but does not delimit the scope of reference of the nominal. The semantic re-
lationship is not based on the extensional limitation but on the intensional
adding of features, and the function of the relative clause is not identifying,
but rather descriptive.

Lehmann (1984) has already pointed out that a restrictive reading of exist-
ence and predicate nominal constructions is only possible in the case of a
fully undetermined reference nominal (Lehmann 1984: 26). This can be con-
firmed or substantiated using these examples. If a reference nominal in an
existence or predicate nominal construction has already been restrictively
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delimited by other (non-relative-clause) attributes, an appositive relative
clause is also possible. This is illustrated by the main clause test with the fol-
lowing example: There are a whole bunch of renovated apartments. You get them for

like between ten and fourteen fifteen Marks. If the prenominal attribute (›a whole
bunch of renovated‹) is removed, the appositive reading of the remaining ex-
pression (›there are apartments‹) does not make sense.

This is even more evident in the so-called “Mensch-construction” (cf.
Birkner 2006a) that consists of a predicate nominal structure with the copula
sein (›to be‹) and a personal mass noun as well as a connecting attributive
clause. Predicate nominal constructions with two full nouns as described by
Lehmann (1984: 266) with the example Herr Müller ist der Kandidat, der die

besten Aussichten hat, gewählt zu werden (›Mr. Müller is the candidate who has the
best chances of being elected‹) are notably rare in this corpus. Much more
common are pronoun – copula – full form + relative clause structures. In the
Mensch-construction, the full form consists of an unspecific term for humans
(e.g., Mensch (›person‹) or Typ (›bloke‹)) which constitutes the first syntagma
(the predicate nominal construction) and projects the personal attribution in
the following relative clause. The second syntagma – normally considered
the subordinate clause – provides the main predication of the construction.
It predominantly draws on ways of acting, using an action-based typification
for the positioning.

Example (4) BB84 509
((John and Andrea talk about John’s problems with his in-laws.))


