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1. Problematics 

This paper long term aims to study how social affects in mandarin Chinese speech are audio-

visually perceived by native French, or native Chinese, either Chinese learners at different 

steps. The specificity of male vs. female speakers and listeners is specially focused. 

The deep link between language and culture is particularly illustrated by the social affects. 

The social affects expressed in speech can be discriminated from emotions since they can be 

supposed to be voluntarily controlled by the subjects, learned specifically inside a given 

culture, contrary to emotions that are involuntarily controlled by the subjects [Aubergé, 

2002]. The social affects are the information expressed in speech with audio-visual prosody 

about: 

- attitude, intention or point of view of the speaker about the enunciation , in particular 

one specific attitude which is not to (want/can) express any attitude – that is often 

named trivially, surely wrongly, “neutral”; 

- some characteristics of the social situation during the interaction (in particular related 

to the social hierarchy that can be, following the culture, identified by politeness or 

authority); 

- some parameters of the context of the socio-cultural interaction/enunciation : typically 

intimacy, infant directed speech, seduction etc.. 

Since they are culture dependent, the values of the social affects can vary between languages 

and cultures, even if it is expected that universals are numerous, and secondly for a same 

value of social affect, the prosodic morphology can greatly vary between languages.  Since 

Fonagy (1991), the heavy weight of the attitudes to access the meaning is more and more 

shown (Aubergé et al 1997, Wichmann, 2002; Campbell, 2005; de Moraes et al, 2010). 

Specifically in language learning the prosodic “false friends” effect and more generally 

misunderstanding, have been pointed in pairs of languages (French vs. Japanese vs. English 

by Shochi et al, 2008; Vietnamese vs. French by Mac et al., 2010). 

China and France are geographically, linguistically and culturally far. To improve the French 

learning methods of Chinese learners, it has to study how are cross-perceived the mandarin 

Chinese language (one of the languages of China, the reference language commonly used in 

whole China) and the French language, since it seems that it has not yet be studied for the 

French learning to Chinese students. 

Since they are socio-culture dependent, the values of the social affects can vary inside a same 

language with the social role, education, age and sex. In this study, it is supposed that the 

sexual identity in particular, both innate and stereotyped, can influence or structure the 

attitudes. In the case of Japanese for example, the whole prosody is built and learned by the 

subjects following the male vs female attribute (Sadanobu, 2004). 

2. Literacy overview  



After Darwin (1872), the research of the emotions and the social affects was amplified by 

physiologists and psychologists. Their researches were successful and significant, but the 

research field of emotion and attitude is not limited to the physiology and the psychology, and 

so many studies have been carried out by didacticians, linguists and phoneticians. Some of 

them were interested in the pragmatic aspects of the attitudes of a given language for didactic 

purpose (Callamand, 1987) ; some have conducted cross-cultural comparative studies of the 

attitudinal prosody of different languages(Mejvaldová, 2000 ; Shochi, 2008) ; some worked 
on the identification of emotions and attitudes with native and non native subjects 
(Abelin & Allwood, 2000, 2002 ; Shochi, 2008). Among these researches, we found some 

studies in which the authors have specially considered the specificity of sex. For example, 

Shochi et al., (2008), Mac et al (2010) showed each other in their work the difference of 
the production of such an attitude between a native male speaker and a native female 
speaker and the different results of the perception of this attitude; Markham (cited by 
Cornaire, 1998: 78-79) noted in her study that we are conditioned to listen more closely 
to a male speaker. 

 

3. Methodology and results 

3.1 The corpus structure 

This paper presents specifically the design of a large audio-visual corpus aimed to study how 

French perceive Chinese social affects. That is consequently to study the common case of 

Chinese learners of French who were not specifically teached to produce the French prosody 

of social affects, and who would keep Chinese prosody on the French phrases that they 

produce.  

It is thus necessary to measure the cross-perception of a set of phrases which contain all the 

possible cues possibly implied in the variation of social affects perception. 

The function of social affects is implemented in the prosodic parameters together with all the 

prosodic functions: modalisation, segmentation/hierarchisation (syntactic function), 

focalisation. That is to only study the social affects function, and it is necessary to freeze the 

other functions, or on the contrary to vary it in all positions, in order to verify the same effect 

of a same social affect on all the variations for the other functions. 

Consequently, the corpus is built to vary: 

- the global length of phrases from 1 to 9 syllables; 

- the syntactic structure from mono-word to complex structures, and this is for each 

global length; 

- the length location of the syntactic frontier; 

- the value of the tone, as much as possible for each syllable – Chinese has 4 tones, 

French is a non tonal language 

Thus, are obtained 8 mono-words, 20 words of two syllables, 60 words of three syllables, 26 

phrases of four syllables and 12 phrases of nine syllables. 

That is 152 sentences. 



Table 1 show the example of the phrases of 3 syllables 

N° Ton Chinois translation word for word English structure 

29 2-1-0 抬桌子 lift(1) * table(2) lift the table verb+noun 

30 2-2-0 胡萝卜 carrot carrot noun 

31 2-3-0 量尺寸 measure(1) size(2) measure the 

size 

verb+noun 

32 2-4-0 拿钥匙 take(1)  key(2) take the key verb+noun 

* 1 syllable in Chinese 

 

3.2. The social affects values 

After Aubergé et al 1997, Shochi 2008, Mac et al 2011, we retained: 

- as « neutral » attitudes, that is as modalities:  declaration, interrogation 

- as attitudes:  irritation, neutral surprise, positive surprise, negative surprise, evidence, doubt, 

sarcastic irony, scorn, seduction, admiration, resignation, confidence, disappointment 

- as social parameters : authority, politeness 

- as social context cues : infant-directed speech, intimacy 

Each of the 152 sentences must be produced for each of the 19 values of social affects, that is 

2888 sentences for the corpus. 

3.2 The corpus recording 

Two speakers, one male and one female, have been selected for the corpus recording. The 

speakers are native Chinese from the same area in China : Shaanxi province. They are 

language teacher who are used to produce « ecological » utterances; in order that the students 

could use this prototype in real life during their language practice.  

The recording was carried out in sound proof room with High quality sound and video 

signals. 

These data is under perceptive validation by Chinese native listeners, balanced with male vs. 

female subjects.  The following experiment will carry out the perception by French listeners, 

one native group in Chinese, other groups of different levels in Chinese language learning. 
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