
Affective and epistemic stance in Hungarian rise-fall interrogatives 
 
Hungarian rise-fall interrogatives (RFIs, see Kálmán 2001, Varga 2010, Gyuris 2017) are so             
called because they exhibit a rise-fall pitch contour on each Accentual Phrase (AP) of the               
utterance. Semantically they are similar to certain kinds of rising declaratives in English: they              
can echo some aspect of the previous utterance and they may or may not convey the                
speaker’s surprise and/or disapproval of what is echoed (Gunlogson 2001, Poschmann 2008).  
 
(1) Bekapcsolva hagytad/\ a mobiltelefont/\ a színházban/\?  

‘You left your mobile phone switched on in the theatre?’  
(Gyuris 2017, citing Kálmán 2001) 

 
RFIs are questions, because they can be felicitously answered by polarity particles, just as              
what Jeong (2018) calls inquisitive rising declaratives. They can be used in contexts where              
the speaker is somewhat uncertain about the truth of p, the proposition denoted by the               
sentence radical; however they are also felicitous in contexts where the speaker is not              
uncertain but uses the RFI to convey affective stance, i.e. a positive or negative attitude               
towards p. Thus, RFIs can convey both the emotional attitude and the degree of certainty of                
the speaker, in other words, both affective and epistemic stance (Ochs 1996).  

The goal of the present paper is to investigate the prosodic realisation of RFIs to test                
for the effects of epistemic and affective stance. To achieve this, string-identical RFIs were              
examined in three different contexts: i) favoring the expression of positive affect (“positive”)             
ii) the expression of negative affect (“negative”) and iii) a context in which the speaker is                
uncertain, favoring a confirmative use (“neutral”). We expected differences in their acoustic            
properties arising from the three pragmatic contexts.  
 

affective stance → 
epistemic stance↓ 

positive affect neutral affect negative affect 

certainty positive not tested negative 

uncertainty NA neutral NA 

 
The experiment presented 8 target sentences in 3 conditions (positive, negative, neutral) to 11              
(6f) participants resulting in a total of 264 observations. All target sentences had the same               
structure: a verb inflected for 2nd person singular followed by an indirect and a direct object                
as shown below. 
 
(2) Ez aztán a meglepetés! Eladtad Móninak a mangót? 

‘What a surprise! You sold Móni the mangoes?’ 
 
Participants were shown a short context in written form followed by an audio recording of an                
utterance representing the person to whom the participant then directed the target sentence,             



her addressee. The recordings were done in a soundproof recording studio using a head              
mounted microphone.  

The primary interest of this study was the effect on fundamental frequency f0 of the               
verb and the two post-verbal constituents of the experimental conditions. The analysis of the              
data was done using linear mixed effects models as well as conditional inference tree models               
and random forests (Tagliamonte & Baayen 2012). 

Our results show that both epistemic and affective stance has an effect on the prosody               
of RFIs. For epistemic stance, the position of the maximum f0 on verbs is realised later in                 
neutral contexts than in non-neutral (positive or negative) ones. Affective stance correlates            
with the scaling of the APs: While there is a downward drift of mean f0 values of the accents                   
of post-verbal constituents under all three conditions, positive affect is distinguished by a             
significantly greater downstep of the accented syllables of the post-verbal APs in relation to              
the accented syllable of the verb, while negative affect is not significantly different in this               
respect from neutral affect.  

The data suggest therefore, that the primary correlates of epistemic and affective            
stance are the realisation of the initial accent of the utterance and the scaling of the accents                 
within the utterance, as shown in the table below. 
 

affective stance → 
epistemic stance↓ 

positive affect neutral affect negative affect 

certainty Early f0 max on V + scaling not tested Early f0 max on V  

uncertainty NA Late f0 max on V NA 
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