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EXPLORATION ON THE PITH OF YUEN-REN CHAO’S
INTONATION THEORY

CAO Jianfen

Abstract Professor Chao is responsible for initiating the study of intonation structure in China. He broke
through the limitations of the traditional intonation ideas,and established an incisive opinion that,ear per-
ceived resultant of intonation is a summation composed of “neutral intonation”and “relatively general mood
intonation”. The theory was expounded intensively through the well-known “algebraic sum” relation and
“elastic” effect. This study aims to unscramble the keystone of the“mood intonation”based on a survey of
Chao’s theory. We notice that there are two aspects one should pay particular attention to: (1) whenever
explaining the “algebraic sum” relation in his various works,Chao always points out that the basic skeleton
of mood intonation is “raising in the former half and falling in the latter half of the sentence”,and the prob-
lem that occurs when foreign people speak Chinese is that they just use this common pattern but ignore Chi-
nese tonal patterns. Obviously, what Chao insisted time and again to tell us is that, general intonation has its
internal and hierarchical structure as the typical model,and it is represented by the logical contrast between
the intonation patterns of the suspensive clause and the conclusive clause,and is realized by the pitch regis-
ter distinction of raising vs. falling which occurs between non-terminal boundaries and terminal ones,instead
of that existing between question and statement only at sentence ends. It indicates that the sentence bounda-
ry tone alone is not enough to cover the structural information of intonation. And (2),that the imagery of
the “elastic”effect is not only limited in the variation of pitch range due to the focus expression or the mood
contrast between question and statement, but more related to the variations both in pitch and duration
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caused by all prosodic factors including stress,rhythm,and voice quality and so forth. All these issues men-
tioned above indicate that Chao's intention is to try to highlight the interior and hierarchical identity of into-
nation structure,instead of just some local pitch variations,since in fact, the influence from intonation to lo-
cal tone is not isolated and discrete, but a systematic adjustment globally. Accordingly,ideal modeling of in-

tonation must take all factors into consideration.

Key words Intonation theory of Yuen-Ren Chao,Mood intonation, Algebraic sum, Elastic effect, Hierarchical struc-

ture
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