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Introduction 
  Language is basically a mental phenomenon. It is created in the mind and it expresses what goes on 

therein. Languages is, in short, an index of the user's mind. 
The primary element of language is speech. It is vivid and direct and it is ordered in patterns 

whose form is natural to human perceptual mechanism. Speech therefore is easier to observe as an 
index of a mental state. It is important, therefore, to examine this important element of language 
showing how it brings out the emotions and attitudes of the speaker. 

Despite the fact that linguists, psycholinguists and sernioticians have established a close link 
between the speech behaviour and the psychology of users of a language (Markel, Gallois, Sapir), the 
connection between emotions and attitudes particularly as they are signalled in language and 
paralanguage communication has been ignored in modern research. Only few scholars recognized this 
connection (for example, Ng and Bradac and Triandis). The purpose of this essay is to examine what 
sign is and the connection with emotions and attitudes particularly as they are signalled in language 
and paralanguage communication. In order to achieve this, we will examine some conversational 
behaviour of ordinary people in everyday context in order to demonstrate to what extent the 
psychological states of emotions and attitudes are constructed and manifested in speech. 

It is also the purpose of this essay to reawaken the interest of scholars and students in this area of 
language study. 

Saussure insists on studying signs as systems1 isolated from the social conditions and 
relationships that create them. He emphasizes "langue" rather than "parole" and extracts sign systems 
from their social and cultural context (Markel xv). In this seminar paper, we will depart slightly from 
Saussure's concern, which was the structural analysis of signs that focus primarily on the rules of 
substitution (paradigmatic relation), rules of combination (syntagmatic relations) and the ways in 
which linguistic signs create meaning. Instead we will try to recognize social context in the analysis of 
signs but what is more important is that we will insist on a paradigm that includes speech, emotions and 
attitudes. 

In this paper, we will examine this topic in the following logical order: the notion of signs, 
theoretical framework, speech as index of emotions and attitudes, which includes discussion of sign 
behaviour, and speech signs: linguistic and paralinguistic. Before drawing the conclusion, we will 
demonstrate in recorded conversation the linguistic and paralinguistic signs, which reflect the attitudes 
and emotional state of the speakers. 

The Notion of Sign 
In order to understand this essay, it is important to devote this section to the discussion of the 

notion of sign. In semiotic endeavours, the notion of sign is central. It has been referred to as the * 
"pivotal notion of the field'1 (Sebeok 39). 

We shall examine in great detail the concept of sign as expounded by Saussure and Peirce, the 
founding fathers of Semiotics. 

Saussure sees sign as a two-fold entity which he terms signifier (sign vehicle) and signified 
(meaning). The signifier is the visible or present e.g. the sound of a word, while the signified is that 
which is invisible but referred e.g. what the word denotes or connotes as the case may be. The  

? 

signifier is the explicit aspect of a sign present during interaction. The signified is the tacit element of a sign; 
what can be called the "immaterial" presence, something literally absent but functionally present because it 
has been invoked (Leeds-Hurwitz 22-23). 

Saussure's notion of sign is important and has illuminated the path of semiotic enterprise. However, 
the notion of sign as a two-fold entity as proposed by Saussure is applicable on the basis of a system of rules, 
which he calls 'la langue'. Saussure's notion portrays sign as something, which is intentionally emitted and 
artificially produced. It may not be flexible enough to include the wide range of possible meanings which 
words or sentences especially in spoken discourse might entail. This might be accounted for by the fact that 



Saussure did not define the signified too clearly, although he stresses that a signifier is something that has to 
do with mental activity of anybody receiving a signifier (Eco 150). 

Peirce, in his own contribution, looks at sign from a triadic point of view. To him, a sign consists of 
a sign (representatum), it's object and it 's  interpretant. Pierce's triadic classification is more explicit and 
more comprehensive in that to him, the representatum is the visible/present part of the sign (which is parallel 
to Saussure's 'signifier'), while Saussure's 'signified' is divided into 'the object' and 'the interpretant'. 

The object is that to which the representatum refers while the interpretant is the meaning conveyed 
by the representatum about the object whatever was not previously known about that object but is presently 
conveyed. This is to say, in essence, that "a sign can stand for something else to somebody only because this 
'standing for' relation is mediated by an interpretant" (Eco 15). This notion of sign as held by Pierce 
captures the denotative and connotative meaning that a sign might have. From this, we can accept as sign any 
behavioural feature from which a receiver infers something about the situation of the sender even if the 
sender is unaware of sending something to somebody. One of the things that can be inferred from the 
speech signs of a speaker is her/his emotions and attitudes. No wonder, Pierce sees the interpretant as a 
psychological event in the mind of an inteqjreter. He therefore defines sign as "something, which stands to 
somebody as something in some respect or capacity" (15). 

Eco gives a further insight into tile notion of sign when he states that sign is "everything that on the 
grounds of a previously established social convention can be taken as something standing for something else 
(16). It is for this social convention that sign is often viewed as a product of culture. 

These all mean that something is a sign only because it is interpreted as a sign of something by some 
interpreter. 

hi addition to the designation of the component part of sign, Charles Pierce further discusses various 
groups or types of signs. Three of these have gained wide acceptance. These are the concepts of icon, symbol 
and index. In each case, the relationship between the signifier and the signified serves as focus of attention. 
An icon has the relationship of similarity or resemblance i.e. any displaying similarity between the present 
and the absent component is an e.g. a photograph of a person. A symbol is any sign using an arbitrary 
connection between the present and the absent component, e.g. the word in a language, while an index has 
the relationship of contiguity or connection i.e. a sign using a part of something to stand for the whole e.g. a 
shout at somebody is an index of anger or impatience. 

Our discussion of speech signs as index of emotions and attitudes is hinged on this semiotic concept. 
We hold the view that there is a close connection between speech sign behaviour of speaker and hearer in a 
discourse and their mental states. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework on which the analysis in this paper is based is Grice's Theory of 

Conversational Implicature (see Hurford & Heasley 279-288). 
Conversational implicature is a concept of utterance meaning as opposed to sentence meaning; 

utterance being what a speaker means when he makes an utterance in a particular context or situation. Here, 
we try to understand not only what the words/sentences mean but also what the speaker of those 
words/sentences intends to convey. 

The thrust of this theory is that the utterances in natural language may have certain implicature 
in addition to the words in the utterances. For this reason, the conclusions drawn from the utterances in our 
illustration are as a result of the particular occasion or context in which the conversations took place and 
not from isolated sentences. The consideration of paralinguistic features used in the context is also useful in 
helping" us to arrive at the meaning of some of the utterances. 

The cooperative principle, which is the "overriding social rule, which speakers generally try to 
follow in conversation", (Hurford and Heasley 281) was adhered to by the discourse participants, therefore 
was are able to make inferences from the utterances. It is worth noting that implicature exists by reason of 
general social convention-and what is important is the principle of cooperativeness between speakers. 



We have also employed the use of the pragmatic concepts of context, deixis, anaphora, illocution 
and inference in the interpretation of the meaning of utterances in the conservation, 

Speech Signs as an Index of Emotions and Attitudes 
Jackson writes of speech signs as a manifestation of mental states when he say that: The 

so-called emotive or expression function of language focused on the addresser, aims a 
direct expression of the speaker's attitudes towards what he is speaking about. It tends to 
produce an impression of a certain emotion whether true or feigned (354). 

Clearly, Jackson sees that use of language as having relationship of contiguity with the attitude 
and emotion of the speaker. 

A.         Sign Behaviour 
Charles Morris, in his book, Signs, Language and Behaviour draws an example from human behaviour of how 
words stand as sign and how they control behaviour when he says that: A man on the way to a certain town is driving 
along a road. He is stopped by another person who says that the road is blocked some distance away by a landslide. The 
person who hears the sounds which are uttered does not continue to the point in question, but turns of in a side 
road and takes another route to his destination. It would be commonly said that the sounds made by the one person and 
heard by the other were signs to both of them of 

the obstacle on the road and in particular were language signs... (5). 
In this example, the words control the course of behaviour with respect to getting to a destination 

in a way similar to what would have happened if the obstacle were present. The words are signs and the 
behaviour that they control is sign-behaviour. 

 

When a speaker utters words, the words he utters are signs both to him and the hearer; and the words he 
produces are language signs, which control certain behaviour in the hearer. The language activity engaged in 
by the speaker and the hearer are manifestations of their mental states. 

The major part of speech sign behaviour is unconscious. Two ramifications that are important for an 
understanding of how the unconscious operates in the case of speech signs are immanent reference and 
psychic determination (Pittenger, Hockett and Danehy 231-232). 

Immanent reference refers to the fact that no matter what you are talking about, you are always 
talking about the context in which your talking is taking place. The context includes your own physical and 
mental state, your attitude towards the person you are talking to and towards the physical environment in which 
the conversation is taking place. The word 'talking' here refers not only to the linguistic signs but also to the 
paralinguistfc signs. For example, you can say, "I will go" but while uttering the words you may 
unconsciously emit paralinguistic signs or behaviour that indicate T will not like to go'. In essence, in one 
way or the other, our observable behaviour indicates our thoughts about the present (the here and now). The 
implication of the principle of the immanent reference is that to a great extent the speech signs employed by 
people talking to us are indices of emotions and altitudes not necessarily being expressed overtly in words that 
they are uttering. 

The second principle of 'psychic determination' is closely related to the concept of the unconscious. 
Pittenger, Hockett and Danehy say that: 

This notion holds that the behaviour of a single individual is not to any significant 
extent deter: s lined by his ingenuity and inventiveness nor by his genetic character, 
although obviously the latter factor plays at least a limit-setting role. These major 
determinants are held to be die behavioural patterns transmitted to the 
individual by enculturation from those around him in the same community. 
Individual inventiveness is not denied but it is regarded as a matter of 
recombination of separately acquired cultural patterns (232). 

One implication of this principle is that there is no such thing as accidental speech sign or 
"communication accident". 



A speaker always communicates about the here and now (immanent reference) and because there is 
no such thing as accidental speech sign (psychic determination), it is possible to know what is on the mind of 
those who are talking to you. It is also possible to know what is on your mind as you respond. This is to say, 
in that the only way we can know anything on the "mind" of another person is through observation of and 
inference from his communicative behaviour. 

B. Speech Signs: Linguistic and Paralinguistic Signs 
Language is always accompanied by paralanguage; that is to say that whenever a speaker is producing 

sound to form words, he or she is also producing sounds that are not essential to produce the word. For 
instance, if I want to say the word "okay", I must say it with a certain degree of loudness that may range 
from a whisper to a very loud shout. The degree of loudness or softness with which I choose to say the word 
'okay' is not in any way essential to my forming it. 

But the rules regulating the production and distribution of linguistic sounds are much more rigid 
than the rules regulating the production and distribution of paralinguistic sounds. For instance, in producing the 
word 'okay', I have no option than to pronounce it phonetically the way it is articulated in English, 'o'k'ay', and 
also in that order, otherwise the word will be altered. In other words in the production and distribution of 
paralinguistic sounds, individual selection may play an important role since an individual has a wider range of 
options. 

 

- In using language, both, linguistic and paralinguistic signs are important vehicles for 
transmitting information. But paralinguistic signs are aspects of speech production are not always 
accounted for by linguistic analysis especially since Chomsky's Syntactic Structure. These important 
features are often forgotten or taken for granted. However, they need to be acknowledged because 
these paralinguistic signs carry information and arc always present when humans interact by way of 
language signs. In articulating speech, certain vocal phenomena like pitch, tone, loudness, duration and 
even a cough; and non-vocal phenomena like silence, gestures and postures have semiotic relevance 
in language use. In fact, speech cannot be studied successfully without considering the paraianguage 
aspect of speech. For this reason, some examples from George Trager's taxonomy of paralanguage will 
be extracted to illustrate speech signs as an index of emotions and attitudes (see Trager 1-12). We shall 
be considering the tone of voice of speakers in our analysis, and its relevance in conveying emotions 
and attitudes. 

Analysis of the Two Recorded and Transcribed Conversations  
In order to examine how speech signs reveal human emotions and attitudes, the conversation of 

people in a natural environment is recorded, transcribed and analyzed highlighting how speech signs 
express such characteristic. 

Conversation 1 
1)   A.   You vote somebody 

into [sharp transmission]. 
 

position as XXX [three syllables]; it will take some time to plan 

 

5)   B.   All the XXX [four syllables], everybody in XXX [ three syllables], em, em (.) has become em (.) 
millionaire. 

 



(.) as if there is somebody who who (stammering) will be put in a 
loud intensity] 
B.   Should eat with sense ( ) 
that is what I am saying. 

A. 

7)   B.  No oo [high 

pitch A. 

These ones have they not been eating with sense? 

  

B. No! [with increased tempo].    
 

 
8")   A.   Ehn. how will vou tell me... how will vou tell me that? Thigh nitch. forceful articulation with 

 
increased tempo]. 

Enh! (with facial gesture). 

Example 1 is taken from an exchange during a visit by A in B's sitting room. A is a man while B 
is a'-woman. The conversation up to the beginning of this example has been mainly on the political situation 
in a state in Nigeria. 

B had earlier said that a politician had not done well enough to be re-elected. In defence of the politician, 
A utters the linguistic sign in line 1 to state that the politician holding such a position as indicated in the 
conversation should be given more time to plan. This is inferred from his utterance"... it will take some time 
to plan. 'This, he utters with a sharp transition and a high one apparently to express his disappointment that 
the addressee has not seen it from that point of view. 

B, in line 2, further buttresses her point by using the linguistic signs; "He could have done better, that is 
all I'm saying. "The deictic expression", that is all I'm saying", reveals that speakers B had previously stated 
it, using other linguistic signs to express her dissatisfaction for the politician's performance, that he (the 
politician) has not done well enough. Hence the utterance, "He could have done better... "This can only be 
interpreted from the linguistic context of the utterance. This illocution sign of such voice quality is a 
manifestation of absolute dissatisfaction with the performance of the politician as well as an indication of 
disagreement with A's defensive statement, asking for more time for the politician to plan. The implication 
of B's statement is that, within the time he has been in power, there is no reason he could not have done 
better than he has done. The choice of words and voice quality as well as the use of a rising tone with which 
the utterance is rendered by B further reinforces her opinion. 

"At all (.) at all (.) at all" speaker A forcefully emits using a falling tone. Here, there is a slight pause 
(represented by the sign) (.) in between the repetition of the three phrases. This sign of 'repetitiousness' and 
the slight pauses in between the speech and the falling tone, further help to enforce A's vehement 
disagreement with B, so also is his choice of the words, "at all" which is said in response to B's suggestion in 
line 2. This suggests that A does not agree that the politician could have done better within the period of time 
that he has been in power. These signs brings a meaning of finality to A's voice. 

In line 4, B says "so why all these sharing?... "The choice of the linguistic sign 'so' is 
semiotically relevant here. 'So' is in reference to the sentence prior to her uttering this sound. 'So' 
here implies 'if that is the case' (i.e. that the politician couldn't have done better). This interpretation 
is possible considering the linguistic context. This is followed by a question"... why all these 
sharing?" and then an emphatic statement"... all of them are looting". This is a manifestation of the 
fact that B is firmly convinced of her point of view and she further shows her contempt for the 
administrative incompetence of the person(s) being discussed by her choice of words "sharing" and 
"looting" in line 4.  

6)   A.   As if there is 
somebod position and there 

 

 

C 



It is pertinent to note that the choice of these words is deliberate and significant. "Sharing and looting" are 
common linguistic signs used in Nigeria for describing embezzlement by politicians. And the use of these 
words by speaker B in this context connotes that if 'they' could not have done better (as implied by A in line 
3) then why are they embezzling government funds? Line 5 corroborates with B says in line 4 when she says 
'all' 'everybody'... has become Millionaires. Note also that as from line 4 the discussion has moved from 
discussing a politician to discussing a group of politicians. This is observed in B's use of... all of them..." 
in line 4, "all the.,." "...everybody..." in line 5, "They..." in line 6 and A's use of the demonstrative 
pronoun" These in line 6 are anaphoric, referring to the politicians. 

Another sign that is of semiotic relevance is the overlaps occurring in the conversation. It means that 
both speakers are talking at the same time and not waiting for their turn in the conversation. The conversation 
is riddled with overlaps as indicated by the lines that transcends from speaker A to B or B to A. For 
example in line 4, just before A finishes his emphasis "at ail" B breaks into the conversation. This is 
characteristic of utterances that are argumentative. A's utterance "umm umm" in line 4 is not to concur with 
what B is saying but on the contrary, to express disagreement, hence the rising tone. This can be deduced 
from the accompanying paralinguistic signs and from the subsequent speech signs of the speaker B. 

In order to buttress the point made in line 4, B further states, "All... everybody... has become a 
Millionaire". This time, with a built up emotion, B does not simply refer to just one person but has gone 
further to generalize by using such words as indicated. Although, this utterance is a direct illocution, it is 
an inference reasonably drawn from the utterance to mean that the people in question have enriched 
themselves illegally. This is the implicature of the utterance in line 4. The linguistic context of the 
conversation further gives an insight into the meaning. 

T^he overlaps indicate that there is no compromise in sight. This tends to have angered speaker A who 
emits his speech signs by using forceful voice quality and speaking with loud intensity in line 6. At this 
stage, the tempo has become high. This accounts for B's stammering in line 5 and A's 'repetitiousness' and 
stammering in line 6. A says, "A's if there is somebody... (With a slight pause) and then repeats... as if there 
is somebody... "As he stammers away the next word 'who'. While he does this, B does not wait to take he 
turn in the conversation but jumps into A's utterance by stating stubbornly that they should 'eat' with sense. 
B's use of the word 'eat' in this context is derogatory. What the word signifies here is to 'embezzle' and to 
say 'with sense' connotes 'moderately' as indicated in line 7. 

While B is talking in line 6, speaker A enters into the sentence midway to say that he does not agree that 
the politicians have not been embezzling "with sense", A's utterance here presupposes that some 'eating' has 
been taking place (although he may not have realized it) and the emphatic "No oo... "With a high pitch and 
falling tone in line 7 said by speaker B further goes to confirm her resilience in stating that they are not 
'eating' moderately. A's utterance "ehn?" in line 7 is accompanied with certain paralinguistic signs (high 
pitch, high tone and gestures) that communicate to speaker B that A is not in agreement with what she is 
saying. This accounts for B's repetition of "No" in line 7 with increased tempo and falling tone to indicate 
her resilience. 

Surprised and angry at B's obduracy, speaker A starts his utterance with "Ehn...?" (With high tone) 
and then "how will you tell me that?" repeating this question again. This, he emits forcefully with a high 
pitch and increased tempo. The choice of these linguistic signs all culminates into communicating speaker 
A's surprise and anger. On her part, using facial gestures and falling tone, B holds obstinately to her opinion 
and says ""ehn!" with finality. 

We have taken time to analyse and explain the speech sign behaviour in this bit of conversation in order 
to expound that there is an argument of which there is no compromise in sight. The choice of linguistic 
signs and the accompanying paralinguistic signs by the speakers all reveal this. They also give us an 
insight into the attitudes of the participants to the subject/topic under discussion. Speaker A's attitude 
is clearly positive towards, and full of admiration for the politician(s) being discussed, while speaker 
B's attitude is negative and uncompromising. As indicated above, there are specific speech signs used 
that are indices of the attitudes of the speakers. These signs used by the participants in this discourse 
define their 'mind' and they give us important information regarding the attitudes of J.he speakers. 

Conversation 2 
A is a 3 year-old boy. C is A's 8 year-old sister. B is their mother in her forties. 

 



1)   A.   Mummy, tell Ufuoma o. 
[Shouting] [With sharp transition] 

71    R      Si1pnrpf4m 

(.) Mummy, [With increased tempo and nigh pitchj _Lwill take it, (and stretches her 

hands to 'take it') [muttering, low pitch with 

low resonance and facial gestures]. 

5) A.   [Slaps C.] Idiot! 

6) C.   [Whimpering] Mummv, see Junior o 

 
7)   B.   [To C] mhuh (.) good for you. [Eyeing C]. 

Example 2 is an exchange between two young children and their mother in the dining room. C is attempting 
to take the piece of meat in A's soup. 

In line 1, A shouts using pitch control with a rising tone. This is for the purpose of drawing their mother's 
attention to the issue at hand and to make C aware that she has provoked A. The paralinguistic signs 
employed here are an expression of dissatisfaction or disapproval of C's action. This explains A's call to 
'Mummy' in the first instance. The expression "Mummy, tell Ufuoma o" by A has the implication that is an 
indication that Ufuoma is causing trouble and needs "Mummy" to be called to order. "Tell" in A's utterance 
means 'to warn'. , 

Considering A's speech sign behaviour, one would except B (Mummy) to intervene, but rather, the cry for 
her intention receives a null response as indicated by the silence in line 2, which lasts for about 4 seconds. The 
use of silence in conversation gives us important information about the attitude and emotion of the participants 
who employ this sign. No wonder Edmondson says, "at times 'silence counts' i.e. saying nothing is doing 
something" (17). B's silence is an expression of resignation as the utterance of C in line 4 shows the attitude of 
willfulness on the part of C. Mummy's silence further infuriates A who retorts, repeating the expression in line 
1 but fore-grounding "Tell Ufuoma o", this time using increased tempo and high pitch with the same rising 
tone. Obviously, through the communicative habits displayed by A we can draw a reasonable inference that 
anger is welling up in his mind. 

C's willfulness and mischief are evident in her muttering, with low resonance and gesture, the sentence with 
falling tone 'I will take it'. "If here can be understood only within the physical context. The repetition of this 
utterance in line 4 and the use of the auxiliary 'will' all point to C's attitude. So also is her whimpering in line 6. 
A's anger culminates into the choice of the adjective 'idiot' in line 5 as he goes on to vent his emotions of anger 
and disapproval on C. The slap and the word "idiot1 are speech signs that signify the emotion of anger and 
disapproval. 

As said earlier, B's 'silence' in line 2 is significant. We can see the significance in B's reaction and 
utterance in line 7. B eyeing C, 'mhuh (.) good for you" with rising and falling tone. The use of the sign 
'mhuh1 here connotes that B supports A's reaction to C's excesses. This support is reinforced by the utterance 
"good for you" that follows. B 'eyes' C in line 7 as she emits the speech signs. The use of this facial gesture 
is also a sign that is semiotically significant in the Nigerian culture. It reveals B's disgust at C's misdeed and it 
gives her approval to the slap and insult that C has received. 

The linguistic and paralinguistic signs as constructed and represented in this short conversation provide 
an insight into the attitudes and emotions of the participants in this discourse. They are indices of anger (on 
the part of speaker A), willfulness and mischievousness (on the part of speaker C) and resignation and disgust 
(on B's part). We should state that social and psychological contexts of the participants inform their choice 
and use of the various speech signs. 

We have demonstrated in this study that attitudes and emotions are manifested through speech signs. 

3) A.   Tel! Ufuoma 
o 

4) C.° 



Therefore, there should be an awareness of and sensitivity to the physical characteristics of speech signs 
because they are a valuable and beneficial aid to anyone who is concerned about the 
emotions and attitudes of her or his conversational partner. 

s 

Conclusion 
We have examined and demonstrated above, in a practical way, what is sign and how speech can be 

an index of emotion and attitudes of the speaker. We have examined not only the definition of sign but also 
the linguistic and paralinguistic signs in some given conversation. According to our finding, we are left with 
no other choice but to reiterate that speech signs are observable behaviours that define 'the mind' of the 
speaker. Saying that we know what is on a person's 'mind1 means that we are familiar with that person's 
linguistic habits. Our study provides evidence that language is not an independent phenomenon but is 
closely tied to the psychological situations of the speaker and the hearer. Therefore, linguistic analysis 
must proceed hand in hand with an understanding of psychological and social processes that come to play 
in speech signs behaviour. 
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