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Abstract:

The literature is rife with reports on variation in prosodic patterns. On the one hand, categorical variation
in the form of a probabilistic mapping of what has been described as prosodic categories to communicative
functions has been found. For example, one pragmatic function is expressed by a certain pitch accent type
in the majority of cases, yet also other pitch accent types can be used for this function. On the other hand,
a great deal of continuous variation in the prosodic categories has been shown. For example, the pitch
excursion of one pitch accent type might vary systematically in association with a pragmatic function.
Furthermore, it has been suggested that categorical and continuous variation work in symbiosis and that
both can be exploited by speakers flexibly. In this talk, we present data from 27 native German speakers
marking focus structure prosodically. We propose a dynamic systems account to the categorical and
continuous variation in the pitch accent patterns (Ritter, Miicke and Grice submitted). In doing so, we aim
to contribute to the understanding of phonetics and phonology as one system —a view that resonates with
a broader perspective of the mind as a dynamic system (Gafos and Benus 2006; Spivey and Dale 2006; Port
2002). Since prosodic marking of focus has been reported to involve multiple scales, as an outlook, we
sketch some thoughts on how other acoustic and articulatory dimensions could be included in the model.
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