Is breathing prosody?
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Even though we may not be aware of it, much breathing in face-to face conversation
is both clearly audible and visible. Consequently, it has been suggested that
respiratory activity is used in the joint coordination of conversational flow. For
instance, it has been claimed that inhalation is an interactionally salient cue to speech
initiation, that exhalation is a turn yielding device, and that breath holding is a marker
of turn incompleteness (e.g. Local & Kelly, 1986; Schegloff, 1996).

So far, however, few studies have addressed the interactional aspects of breathing
(one notable exeption is McFarland, 2001). In this poster, we will describe our
ongoing efforts to fill this gap. We will present the design of a novel corpus of
respiratory activity in spontaneous multiparty face-to-face conversations in Swedish.
The corpus will contain physiological measurements relevant to breathing, high-
quality audio, and video. Minimally, the corpus will be annotated with interactional
events derived from voice activity detection and (semi-) automatically detected
inhalation and exhalation events in the respiratory data. We will also present initial
analyses of the material collected.

The question is whether breathing is prosody and relevant to this symposium? What
we do know is that the turntaking phenomena that of particular interest to us are
closely (almost by definition) related to several prosodic phenomena, and in particular
to those associated with prosodic phrasing, grouping and boundaries. Thus, we will
learn more about respiratory activity in phrasing (and the like) through analyses of
breathing in conversation.
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