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Introduction
Questions are ubiquitous in everyday social interaction, therefore they have
been investigated at every level of linguistic analysis for decades (Freed
1994). Research on the prosody, syntax, logic, semantics, pragmatics,
psycholinguistic nature and conversational usefulness of questions can be
found in a wide range of papers and books (see eg Austin 1962, Searle 1969,
Schegloff & Sacks 1973, Hymes 1974, Fishman 1978, Kiefer 1983, Vion &
Colas 2006). Although there is a general agreement that questions have an
identifiable syntactic form, characteristic prosody, a semantic or propositional content which is separate from their pragmatic and social function
and separate also from their various roles in conversational interaction,
there is considerable disagreement about how questions should be defined,
classified and analysed (for a review, see Freed 1994).
The interactional approach suggests that the analysis of questions
should take into account the context in which they occur and the local
situated interests of discourse participants, however the recognisability
of questioning can be derived from purely formal linguistic features as
well (eg syntax or intonation) (Rossano 2010). Freed (1994) posits a taxonomy illustrating how questions vary along an information continuum.
Sixteen different functional categories are established, from public information (which are about the external world and request new factual information) to reported speech. In between, one can find such functions as social invitation (eg Would you like some: : : ?), clarification of information, repetition of information (eg Pardon?), phatic information (eg You know what I
mean?), didactic, rhetorical function and so on. The 16 continual types of
Freed (1994) correspond to four functional classes recognized by the previous literature, see for example Kearsley’s overview of questions (1976).
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The function and the form of questions show interrelations (see Freed 1994
among others).
Based on their logical semantic structure, three main question types
are differentiated: (1) content questions (in English, they are often referred
to as wh-questions), (2) polar questions (also known as yes–no questions) and
(3) alternative questions.
Content questions are interrogative sentences that contain a question
word such as who or where, and the focus of the expected answer belongs
to the same ontological category as the question word (eg a person reference in response to ‘who’, a spatial reference in response to ‘where’). Open
questions are considered a special type or offshoot of wh-questions, with
the same syntactic structure but different semantic features: they require
longer exposition (not just one word) as an answer (eg How can we solve
this problem?) (Kiefer 2000, Kugler 2000). In Hungarian prosody, both whquestions proper and open questions feature a front falling contour (Deme
1962, Varga 2002a).
Polar questions require affirmation/confirmation or disconfirmation.
Alternative question is considered the third main category (beside content
and polar question) by several authors (eg Stivers 2010, Rossano 2010),
while other scholars classify it as a subtype of polar question (Freed 1994,
Kiefer 2000, Kugler 2000). In Hungarian, polar and alternative questions
have quasi-identical syntactic structure (Kugler 2000), however in terms of
prosody they are rather different (see Olaszy 2002, Varga 2002a).
Questions can be marked formally by lexical, morphological, syntactic
or prosodic devices appropriate to the given language, however questions
are sometimes produced without such marking and conversely, not all interrogative sentences which are characterized by the formal features of the
category can be evaluated as “real questions” (requiring an answer) from
an interactional perspective.
Hungarian content questions are lexically marked (question word).
Polar questions can be marked by a question particle or a special (final risefall) intonation contour (the distribution of morpho-lexical and prosodic
markers showing complementary distribution), as well as with a question
tag. The obligatory marker of alternative questions is vagy ‘or’, and a complex prosodic structure (eg high monotone + fall, see Varga 2002a).
In 2010, a special issue of Journal of Pragmatics was dedicated to the
pragmatics of questions and their responses in 10 languages (from Europe,
the USA, Southeast Asia, Mexico, Namibia, and Papua New Guinea). Although the analysis was predominantly pragmatic in orientation, several
other factors were also necessarily taken into consideration, including log-
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ical semantic structure, morphosyntactic and prosodic characteristics. In
the survey, approximately 350 question-answer pairs taken from informal
conversations were analysed in each language.
In the Hungarian literature, there is an abundance of theoretical analyses of interrogatives in terms of semantics, syntax, pragmatics or prosody
(see, eg Deme 1962, Fónagy 1998, Fábricz 1981, Kiefer 2000, Gósy & Terken
1994, Olaszy 2002, Varga 2002b). Nevertheless, research on questions as
occurring in spontaneous speech is somewhat underrepresented. Fónagy
& Magdics (1963, 1967) based their findings primarily on the intonation of
questions in read and rehearsed by actors. Although spontaneous realizations are also mentioned in their work, these are sporadic, lacking a systematic analysis. Pragmatic studies on interrogatives in Hungarian have
mostly focused on (semi)institutional debates (eg Schirm 2007).
In a previous study, I recorded a conversation involving four 21-yearold native speakers of Standard Hungarian (2 female and 2 male subjects).
The length of the recording was nearly two hours, in which (after the exclusion of noisy occurrences affected by overlapped speech, laughter, etc)
199 questions were analysed in terms of the phonetic characteristics of intonation (Markó 2007). It was found that the intonation structure of spontaneous questions is much more diverse than that of read or rehearsed utterances as described in the literature. The conversation provided samples
of numerous alternative realizations of phonological forms which had not
been documented in earlier studies, and several questions arose with respect to the identification of the function of interrogatives.
In the present research, I have analysed informal conversations focusing on functional and logical semantic types as well as prosodic realizations. According to the hypotheses, (1) the assignment of conversational
questions into logical semantic types depends on the function of the utterances involved (whether or not they require an answer), and (2) the
prosodic realization of interrogative sentences depends on their function
as well. Specifically, the occurrence of irregular or unexpected contours is
more frequent among “non-real” interrogatives (which do not call for an
answer) than among “real” ones.

Material and method
The material of the analysis reported here was selected from the BEA Hungarian speech database (“BEA” stands for beszélt nyelvi adatbázis ‘spoken
language data base’), recorded at the Research Institute for Linguistics of
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences under constant circumstances in an
anechoic chamber (www.nytud.hu/dbases/bea; for detailed technical pa-
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rameters, see Gósy 2012). BEA’s material consists of several speech samples from various types of spontaneous speech, interviews, repetitions of
stimuli, reading aloud, and conversations. The subjects are monolingual
native speakers from Budapest aged between 20 and 90 years.
For the present research, 30 conversations were selected from BEA. In
the conversation module of the database, there are three participants: the
subject, the interviewer, and a third person. The topics vary, but invariably
concern everyday life. Some conversation topics are: Easter, marriage vs
cohabitation, secondary school final exams, summer holidays, school violence, keeping pets in an apartment, legalization of light drugs, theatrical
life, students’ rights, women’s careers, the value of a university degree,
etc. Topics for the conversation module are selected by the interviewer in
accordance with the subject’s age, job, and area of interest (based on the
interview module).
The 15 female and 15 male subjects were selected on the basis of age
from three age groups, see table 1. Since the distribution of the informants’
age is not completely balanced in the BEA database, the range of age is not
necessarily identical in the age groups of female and male subjects.
table 1: The distribution of subjects in terms of sex and age (in years)

Young
Middle-aged
Elderly

Female subjects
Range
Average
21–24
22.2
39–46
43.6
54–60
57.4

Male subjects
Range
Average
21–24
22.0
39–42
40.0
57–66
61.0

The total duration of the 30 conversations exceeds 10 hours. Of this,
the subjects’ speech amounts to 290.5 minutes (ie approximately 5 hours).
The duration of conversation recordings ranges between 6 minutes 42 seconds and 73 minutes 26 seconds, the average being 20 minutes 50 seconds.
The subjects’ speaking time was measured between 2 minutes 38 seconds
and 45 minutes 12 seconds, with an average of 9 minutes 42 seconds.
Questions were identified in each recording. Because of the special
background of BEA recordings (the interviewer and the third participant in
all 30 conversations are from the same 4 persons developing the database,
so their speech is overrepresented), only the questions asked by the subjects were taken into account in the analysis. Those which were suitable
for a complex analysis (ie those not affected by overlapping speech, laughter or any other noise) were categorized according to the following criteria:
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(1) logical semantic structure (polar, content or alternative); (2) function
(whether the question requires an answer or it has a different function);
(3) prosody (phonologically regular or not).
The context that preceded and followed each question was considered in the functional classification of interrogative sentences. With respect
to logical semantic structure, first the total corpus of questions was analysed. In a next step, the functional and the formal approach were combined, and a logical sematic classification was carried out separately for
the “real” questions (which require an answer) and the “non-real” ones. In
the functional analysis, the method introduced by Stivers & Enfield (2010)
was followed.

Results
In the approximately 5 hours of the analyzed speech material of 30 subjects, a total of 134 (not noisy) question tokens were labelled. On average,
this means that the subjects uttered an interrogative in every 2.2 minutes.
Naturally, there were some subjects (9 in total) who did not ask a question
at all in the entire conversation, while a young man used 31 interrogative
sentences (in 90 minutes of speech), and 20 interrogatives were found in
an older man’s speech material (which lasted more than 30 minutes). As a
general rule, no correlation can be found between speech duration and the
number of interrogatives. For example, some speakers failed to use any
questions despite talking for more than 30 minutes. The average number
of interrogatives was 4.5 per person.
Regarding the logical semantic characteristics of the analyzed interrogative sentences, the two main types are represented nearly equally. The
ratio of content questions is 45.52% (61 occurrences), the ratio of yes–no
questions is 52.24% (70 tokens), and 3 alternative questions also occurred
(2.24%).
The normative implications of questions (ie the occurrence of a response) are interactional in nature and pertain to the sequential organization of social action and its accountability (Rossano 2010). From this interactional point of view, a rather numerous group of interrogatives was
evaluated as “non-real” in the present material. In these cases, the interlocutor does not expect an answer. The number of these interrogatives was
56, accounting for 42.42% of the total amount of tokens. This ratio seems
to be relatively large, therefore I compared it to the data reported in the
literature. A corpus of American English questions (1275 tokens) collected
from dyadic conversations was analysed by Freed (1994). In her data, socalled relational and expressive questions have a share of 51.69%. In an-
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other study of American English, informal social interactions were videorecorded in familiar settings with 3 to 5 speakers. In this corpus of 350 interrogatives, 6.29% of the questions were “non-functional”, in the sense of
apparently not carrying any expectation of a response (Stivers 2010). Japanese interactions (informal, spontaneous conversations among 3–4 adult
friends and/or family members) examined by the same project contained
8.57% “non-functional” questions in a sample of 350 (Hayashi 2010). These
data suggest that the ratio of questions not requiring an answer can be influenced by the interaction’s style in terms of the formal-informal scale,
and other factors such as the topic of the conversation.
In the corpus under investigation, almost half of the “non-real” occurrences (49.09%, 27 tokens) belonged to reported speech, where the question contained information from an entirely different (past or hypothetical) speech event. 19 questions (33.93% of the “non-real” category) had a
rhetorical function, 7 tokens (12.50%) were realized as phatic parenthesises
(eg tudod? ‘you know?’). 3 questions (5.36%) expressed the uncertainty of
the speaker, where the speaker was aware that the hearer did not know the
answer for the question, but (s)he was not confident of the content of her/
his utterance (see B’s answer in the following sequence, uttered with the
intonation contour of yes–no questions: A: Hány óra volt az út? ‘How many
hours did the trip take?’ B: Hát olyan tizenkettő? ‘Well, about twelve?’)
In 78 cases (57.58% of the total corpus), the question was followed by
a (verbal or non-verbal) answer. The logical semantic classes of these “real”
interrogatives show completely different ratios compared to the whole material, and compared to “non-real” questions, too (figure 1). The ratio of
polar questions is overrepresented among the “real” questions at 65.38%
(51 tokens), with content question only accounting for 32.05% (25 tokens),
and alternative questions 2.56% (2 tokens). The 56 occurrences of “nonreal” questions include 33.93% polar (19 tokens), 64.29% content (36 tokens) and 1.79% alternative questions (1 token).
For the sake of comparison, it is worth noting the data of a similar
analysis of questions in other languages published in the special issue of
Journal of Pragmatics (2010). Even though the cited studies only used data
from maximally informal social interaction in familiar settings between
people who knew each other well (Enfield et al. 2010), and the recordings
of the Hungarian BEA database are more or less staged, the comparison of
the raw results can be fruitful (figure 2). The distribution of logical semantic types in “real” questions is quite similar in the conversations of various
languages, which may suggest that this distribution is universal.
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figure 1: The logical semantic distribution of “real” and “non-real” questions in
the corpus

figure 2: Distribution of polar, content and alternative (“real”) questions in Hungarian (present research), Korean (Yoon 2010), American English
(Stivers 2010), Japanese (Hayashi 2010) and Northern Italian (Rossano
2010) conversations

The prosodic analysis was only carried out on 125 interrogatives, since
5 content questions were realized with glottalization (4) or breathy voice (1),
and 4 further tokens (3 polar and 1 content) were excluded because of
their attitudinal characteristics (expression of disappointment). First the
frequency ratio of regular prosodic structure was defined both for the overall data sample and specifically for “real” and “non-real” questions as well
as for each logical semantic type. It should be noted that when the prosody
differed in an expected manner because of a special function of the question, occurrences were regarded as regular. For example, echo questions
are identical with content questions in their syntactic structure, but their
intonation contour is characterized by a final fall-rise. With respect to Hun-
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garian content questions, there is an ongoing debate on a relatively frequent intonation variant, namely the fall-rise, the question being whether
it can be accepted as a regular form or not (for a review, see, eg Gósy 1993,
Olaszy 2002). Since in the phonological description of Hungarian intonation (Varga 2002a), it is considered a variant of the basic form (with the
special function of expressing conflict), in the present analysis I also adhere to this classification.
The numbers and ratios can be seen in table 2. The data do not show
significant differences between “real” and “non-real” questions in terms
of regularity of prosody, but polar “real” questions tend to be somewhat
more regular than “non-real” ones. In the case of “non-real” questions,
unexpected prosodic variations are more frequent among polar questions.
table 2: Ratio of regular prosodic structure in the various functional and formal
types of questions (A = number of tokens, B = number (and ratio) of tokens
with regular prosody)
“Real”
questions
“Non-real”
questions
All
questions

A
B
A
B
A
B

Content
24
19 (79.17%)
31
23 (74.19%)
55
42 (76.36%)

Polar
49
39 (79.59%)
18
12 (66.67%)
67
51 (76.12%)

Alternative
2
1 (50.00%)
1
1 (100.00%)
3
2 (66.67%)

Total
75
59 (78.67%)
50
36 (72.00%)
125
96 (76.80%)

As was mentioned above, 3 questions were found in the corpus which
expressed the uncertainty of the speaker. In terms of formal characteristics,
one of them belonged to polar questions, realized with (regular) final risefall, while two of them were content questions with the intonation contour
of echo questions, that is the same final rise-fall. Furthermore, 3 rhetorical
(therefore formally content) questions were documented with final rise-fall
as well (eg Miről beszélünk? ‘What we are talking about?’). These results
suggest that, reflecting a special intention on behalf of the speaker, content
questions can be realized with the intonation contour of polar questions,
so this possibility is not limited to echo or repetitive questions.
The polar questions realized with an intonation contour different from
the expected final rise-fall showed mainly the same variants as in Markó
(2007). In one third of the cases, the rise-fall contour was followed by another rise (or after the rise the f0 stayed high). In a similar proportion of
tokens, instead of a rise, a high monotone plateau was followed by a fall
(which was not motivated by a peculiar attitude). In several other cases,
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the position of the f0-peak was shifted from the penultimate syllable to a
previous one, and this was also occasionally combined with a final rise
(see figure 3).
figure 3: Pitch of the polar question Ez is már rögzı́tve van? ‘Is this already
being recorded?’ with two peaks

Although this subtype is considered to be frequent, not more than 8
of the content questions ended by a final rise. Despite what conventional
wisdom and some remarks in the literature might suggest, this form was
documented in men’s speech with only one exception (see figure 4).

Conclusions
The analysis reported here focused on the functional and logical semantic types of interrogative sentences and their prosodic realizations in 30
conversations of the BEA speech database. Based on conversational data
from five languages, it was found that the distribution of logical semantic types does not depend on the language, with polar questions rated the
most frequent by all of the cited studies. At the same time, there may be
correlations between the interaction’s level of formality and the distribution of polar and content questions (Kearsley 1976). In the cited studies as
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figure 4: Pitch of the content question De miért nem? ‘But why not?’ with final
rise from a male speaker’s sample (the break of continuity in the f0-curve
between i and é is caused by irregularity of voice)

well as in the present research, the analysed conversations were more or
less informal, which may partially account for the similar results.
It was presumed that the distribution of logical semantic types of
questions in conversations would depend on the function of the interrogative sentence (whether it required an answer or not). This hypothesis has
been confirmed: the ratio of content and polar questions is exactly the opposite among “real” and “non-real” questions. This result can be the consequence of pragmatic characteristics of the two groups of questions. Probably in a more informal situation, in which the social distance between the
interlocutors is low, “real” questions are more frequent, and — as we have
seen — among them polar questions are predominant.
The prosodic realization of interrogative sentences was assumed to
depend on their function. It was found that the occurrences of irregular or
unexpected contours were more frequent among “non-real” questions than
among “real” ones, but this difference was considerable only in the group
of polar questions. This result may be explained by the fact that in the
case of “real” polar questions (lacking any other marker) the identifiable
intonation contour is a very important cue for perception.
The analysis of spontaneous Hungarian questions suggests that in approximately 20–30% of the occurrences (after excluding irregular tokens,
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eg those affected by speaker emotion), the intonation of questions does
not support the findings of the literature. Some alternative realizations
can probably be explained by pragmatic factors which were not taken into
account in previous studies to a sufficient degree. The results raise the
question whether the unexpected prosodic realizations are indeed irregular, or they should be evaluated as variants of the phonologically defined
contour. There is reason to believe that just as the fall-rise contour of content questions has been accepted as a regular variant in the wake of recent
research, the further analysis of spontaneous speech and various realizations of Hungarian questions may render our knowledge of interrogative
functions and their mapping to intonation forms more precise.
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