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The Semiotic Status of
Vocal Indicators of Affect:
Vocal Expression or Vocal
Communication of Affect?

All observable changes in human behav-
ior (regardless of the type of sensorial
modality) can be informative of the state
of the individual. However, most of such
changes are not produced in order to
inform other members of the species of
the person’s psychological or physical
state. From the perceived features, the
observer infers the meaning without
explicit learning of the code involved.
Such features are informative without
having been produced to this effect. By
contrast, those features that are produced
in order to transmit information have a
communicative function and are conven-
tionalized. Wharton (2003) illustrates
this distinction by comparing shivering
with smiling. Shivering is a spontaneous
behavior whose function is to generate
heat. To an observer, shivering provides
information that the individual is feeling
cold. However, the function of shivering
is not to signal this information. Smil-
ing, by contrast, could be considered as
intentional signaling, whose function s
to convey information (Ekman, 1999). As
Wilson and Wharton (2005) write:

For instance, a speaker’s mental or
physical state may affect the prosodic
properties of her utterance, enabling
a hearer with the appropriate experi-
ence or background knowledge to
infer whether she is drunk or sober,
sick or healthy, tired or alert, hesitant
or assured. As with shivering, these
prosodic properties carry information
about the speaker’s mental or physical
state, but it is not their function to do
so: they are natural signs, interpreted

by inference rather than decoding.
(p. 1561)

In everyday speech communication,
the interpretation of speech signal relies
heavily on the information provided by
the shared knowledge that is part of the
context (concrete circumstances and
culture). In the interest of the economy
of communication, the spontaneously
produced information found in the
speaker’s vocal and facial behavior is
part of the shared contextual knowledge
that serves as interpretative framework
—the context that provides the informa-
tion not contained in the verbal message
itself. This information is specifically
geared at guiding the hearer during the
inferential phase of auditory comprehen-
sion. In this process the speaker may also
use nonverbal signals intentionally in
order to facilitate access to meaning, to
divert the hearer from a particular inter-
pretation or even mislead him.

Unlike in typewritten communica-
tion, in oral communication the sender
of the message produces his own tool for
communication. By this fact the sounds
produced on-line necessarily carry the
“signature” of their producer. The infor-
mation thus provided is related to the
speaker’s physical conditions at the mo-
ment of speech production, as well as to
his or her cognitive-affective states such
as attitudes, interpersonal stances, emo-
tions, or personality traits. Such informa-
tion can be produced spontaneously or
intentionally and may vary according to
social context and the speaket’s commu-
nicative intentions. Some vocal features
can thus be interpreted as the expres-
sion (symptom) of the speaker’s inner
state while others will be considered as
intentional communicative signals or
styles (Zei-Pollermann, 2002).



sic moveatur, ut impetu quodam animi et perturbatione magis quam iudicio aut consilio regatur: plura enim
multo homines iudicant odio aut amore aut cupiditate aut iracundia aut dolore aut laetitia aut spe aut timore
aut errore aut aliqua permotione mentis quam veritate aut praescripto aut iuris norma aliqua aut iudici for-
mula aut legibus.













































