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Absrtract

amily conflicrs, with their societal impacts, arc a central fearure of

discourse in different media. including English Nollywood films, While

previous studies have examined ideological clashes, conflict discourse,
and gendered language use. little artention has been given © how contexts
influence intonarion in Nigerian family conflicts. This smudy  therefore
mvestigates the intonation patterns used by family members in Chinwe
Oguagu'’s Mr & Mrs, focusing on the contexmal facrors thar shape their
mtonation choices. The analysis adopted Brazil's (1975) Discourse Intonation
model and Mey's (2001) Pragmatic Acts theorv as theorenical framework. Four
discourse intonanon pan:.!m were identified: pm_[.nmmo fall (PFT), referring
rise (RRT), proclaiming rise-fall (PRFT), and referring fall-rise (RFRT), along
varying pitch, prominence, and intensity to encode pragmatic meaning,
Contextual factors srongly constrain these choices: patriarchal dominance,
unmet expectations,  gender role assignments, sexual respnmihiiitw; and
physical/psychological stress shape how characrers deploy intonation to assert
authoriry, signal protest. or manage reladonal ensions. Male characters
prcd(mnnnnth- use high-pitch, emphanc PFI8, interruptions, and increased
intensity 1o assert control, while female characters employ mitigated contours
and mid;‘lc w pirch 1o show cnrnplimlcc or -appca.l for crnpathy, bt R.R‘T or
PRFT with high pitch to resist subjugation or signal frustration. Findings
demonstrate that intonation in Nigenan English s highly context-sensitive,
reflecting societal norms, gendered power strucrures, and psychological stare of
!i!.)(.‘;lkt‘.‘h\- Tt 1s-concluded that family confhicts are portrayed as aspects of'social
issues thar are conveyed rthrough intonation patterns and constrained by
CONTEXTS.
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Introduction

Intonation, a prosodic feature of speech, plays a crucial role in conveving
speaker inrentions, emotional staves, and relatonal dynamics, Beyond marking
senrenice Types; it functdons as a key pragmanc resource, signalling amtudes.
indexing social roles, and structuring mterpersonal interaction (e.g., Brazil,
1997: Gussenhoven, 2004; Wells, 2006,

Iy famuly discourse, nonarion serves as a straregic ol for asserring power,
expressing resistance, protesting perceived injustice, and mitigaring contlict. As
often observed, itis not only what is saic but how it is said that carries emotional
weight. Intonanonal choices are shaped by contexmal factors such as calrural

norms, relarional hierarchies, and emotional intensicy, which determine ther

social appropriateness and pragmatic effecr. Conseguently,, intonation ¢an
provoke. escalare, or hefp resolve conflicr in fanuly interacrions.

Family contlices are mierpersonal or intrapersonal disagreements among fumily
membuers, such as spouses, parenms and children, siblings, and extended kin
{Malck, 2013). In Nigeria's communal family seructure, where ties extend
hevond the nuclear unit, such conflices often stem from competing values,
inrerests, or power and may escalare into verbal or physical abuse (Edinvang,
2012, Chaulagain & Moras; 2016). The feported rise in spousal scparations
(Fasakin, 2020) underscores their prevalence. Given their social impact, it is
important toexamine how intondtion operates in such conflicts, particularly in
Nollvwood films.

Moreover, while Nigenan English (NEY intonation has been well documented
i terms of structure and varaton, its socio-pragmatic funcaons, espectally in
emononally ¢harged contexes such as family conflicr. remain underexplored.
Similarly, pragmadic studies on family discourse have largely focused on family
values, cultural portrayals, discourse patterns, and issues such s domesnc
viakence, ideology. and gendered communication (Aromaona, 2016; Olajimbiri,
2018; Usaim er al, 2017; Chinyelu, 2020; Oladoja & Tomere, 2022),

However, hittle drrenton hias been wven to how mntondtion and pragimanc acts
£ prag

shape family conflict in films.
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Therefore, the present study investigares the intonation patterns emploved by
family members during conflics as portraved in Chinwe Oguagu's A6 & Mo,
Yrocular atténtion 15 pard to the contextual constrants that influence these
choices. The analysis adopes David Brazil's (1975) Discourse [ntonation model
and Jacob Mey's (2001 ) Pragmaue Acts theory as its theoretical framework.

Literature Review
a. Family conflicts
Family conflicts arise from n'itupcrmn.tl or ineapersonal disagreements among
.}mﬂj members, volving issues berween spouses, parents and children,
siblings, or extended family (Malek, 2013, In Nigeria, family is communal,
with broader ties beyond the nuclear wir (e.g.. "our wife" or "our son").
Edinvang (2012) defines family contlict as compeution over valucs, wealth or
power, which may escalate o violence. Such conflicts, seen as natural, often
arise trom ditfering views or beliefs over matters, It could be in the form of
verbal or physical abuse (Chaulagain and Morag, 2016). Fasakin (2020) notes a
14% risc m spousal separarions in Nigeria, retlecring inereased marital contlicr,
Due to its debilimang effects on family members and sociery, iTs imperanve ro
further explore the role of mmonation during such conflicrs, parucularly as
depicted in Nollvwood films,

Nollywoaod (the Nigerian film industry) offers a rich platform for exploring
family conflicts iy the African context. As a prolific producer of narvanves
grounded in local socio-cultural realines; Nollvwood portrays a wide range of
family and mterpersonal corflicts thar mirror real-life expeniences. As Christine
(2016) states, Nollywood tilms are a vital part of Nigerian cultore, reflecting
Nigerian societal realities. These films address kev social issues; like gender
incquality, eorruprion, and family dynamics, among others, while blending
formal and local English varieties, influencing the evolution: of Nigerian
English. The characters' accenrs and speech patterns nor only showease
linguistic competence but also resonate with viewers' experiences and foster a
stronger connection to the films and therr messages. This makes them a rich
corpus forstudying how intonation is contextually shaped and deploved during
family conflicts.
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b. Nigerian English Intonation

Scholars of Nigerian English (NE) phonology Rave extensively compared NE
romrion 1o thar of Standard Brish English (SBE), noring significanr
deviadons in pirch paterns, vhythm, and pragmaric use. Influenced by the tonal
nature of many indigenous Nigenan languages, NE intonation retlects unigue
prosadic tendencies. such as narrowet pitch ranges, dominant rising tones, and
the hghtone marking of content words like nouns and verbs (Cruz-Ferreira,
1989; Jowitt, 1991 Udofor, 2007; Guar, 2001 ). Studies on NE intonarion have
examined its fearures using daga from read rexts (Atoye, 2005; Akinjobi, 20085).
newscasts (Melafa, 2021; Aina & Akinjobi, 2020), and spontaneons speech
(Adejuwon, 2022). These studies largely focused on segmental featiires or
acoustic structures, with limieed attennon to socto-pragmatic functions. While
schaolars such as Ghadegesin (2018) and Ali (2020) explore intonaton's roke in
expressing attrudes, few address its use in emotionally-charged or conflicrual
interactions, such as those found in Nollvwood family dramas.

A persistent challenge is that NE speakets tend to perceive intohation more
casily than they produce e effectively (Arove, 2005; Akinjob, 2010). This Jeads
tey limited expressive control, with a tendency toward simple rising or falling
tones, even in contexts that require more complex contours like fall-rise or rise-
fall {Sunday, 2010; Akindele & Oladipupo, 2022), Such limirations afteer
speakers” ability to convey nuanced social meanings or emations through tone.
Instructional shortcomings further compound the issue. Onwochei (2021)
highlighes the poor treatment of intonaron in Nigeran clisstooms, citing
inadequate training, outdated methods, and a lack of resources, Scholars like
Akindele and Akano (2023) recommend incorporating diverse, digital learning
rools to expose learners 1o more accurare models of intonation in conrext.

Acoustic studies, wncluding those by Ekpe and Nsikak (2022), confirm the
existence of a recognisably Nigerian Standard English intonanon marked by
alternating but unstable pitch parcerns, nfluenced by native language
interference. Despite this growing body of work, a significant gap persists: most
analyses are based on read or tormal speech, overlooking how intonation
fanctions as a ool for expressing contlict, power, and emotion in everyday
IITERACTIONS.
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Similarly, Akindele and Oladipupo (2022) observe a dominant use of simple
talling rones even in simanions that demand complex contours. Although rising
tones appear in pt_)jljrc TECUesty and declarative QUESHIONS, MOre Ercate
patrerns, such as fall-rise and rise-fall, are rarcly used, reflecting a limited tonal
range and underdeveloped pragmanic control. Osisanwo and Odeyemni (2022)
report similar findings from their study of 1ausa speakers ar Bayero Universiry,
where vising, falling, and fall-rise patterns were present but inconsistently
applied, especially the fall-rise. Therefore, while NE intonarion has been well
documented in terms of strucrure and variation, its socio-pragmatic luncerons,
especially i emononpally charged contexts, like fammly conflicr, remam
underexplored. leaving opporminity for empirical exploration of how NE
speakers use intonation to negotiate power, express frastration, and manage
relationships in dynamie, real-life discourse.

¢. Context and intonation

Conrextrefers to the complex serof arcumstances surrounding commumnication
that shapes language interpretation. Adeghija ( 1999) defines it as the relevant
physical'or social serting, dme, place, pasticipants. and roles, that is crucial for
armaching meaning to urterances, For example, a docror's request for a female
patienr to undress ina medical sering is appropriate, whereas the same request
by a lecrurer1n an oftice may be seen as: harassment (Adegbija, 1999). Lyons
(1977 wiews context as a theoretical construet that influences the form and
appropratencss of meaning, while Black (2006) emphasises the inmediate
preceding discourse and parricipant simation. Sperber and Wilson (1995)
exprand the scope of context o melude broader knowledge (such as sciennfic,
religious and culrural) thar affects interpretation, Mey (2001 ) describes contest
as a dypamic envifonment endbling pragmatic interpreration of utterances,
cncompassing implicatwre, reference, pragmatic acts, presuppositions. anc
register, In family tnteractions; context is vital for meaning, with Odebunmi
(2006:22) ealling it "the spine of meaning," arguing thar word meanings are
fully redhsed only within context. Thus. context both constrains and expands
uu::ini'ng, withourwhich commumication becomes ambiguous, Various typesof
context further aid in the production and interpretation of meaning

Adegbija (1999) and Osisanwo (2003) identifv four main types of ¢contexts:
physicals socio-culrural, psychological, and linguistic. Physical context includes
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participants, activiries, place, and tme of the speech event. The socio-culrural
context encompasses participants’ backgrounds, beliefs, values, atlmure, and
religion. Psychological context relares to the mental states of speakers, while
finguistie context involves knowledge of language fearures like figurative
expressions. Mey (2001) broadly defines context as all societally relevant
circumstances surrounding langoage use. Odebunmi { 20006) simplifics this into
linguistic context (meaning denved from surrounding text (co-fext)). and
soctal eonrext, which encompasses socio-cultural, religious and historical
factors shared by participants.

Intomation, a crucial suprasegmental featre of spoken language, involvey

variations in pirch, stress, and ehiythm thar convey not only linguistic meaning,

bur also pragmaric and emotonal nuances. The interpremtion of intonation,
however, cannot be fully understood without considering the context inwhich
utrerances occur, Conrext provides the simarional, culrural and interpersonal
framework that shapes how intonational parecens are produced and interpreted.
According to Crystal (1969), intonation contribmtes to the organisation of
spokent discourse. signalling artirades, emorions, and pragmatic funcnons such
as  questioning,  asserung, or sigoalling  surprise.  However, the same
mtonational contout may carry different meamings, depending on the context,
highlighuing the interdependence berween prosody and situational facrors,

Leech (1983) argues that intonaton serves pragmatic purposes that rely heavily
on contexrual imformanon. For example, a msing intonanon might indicate a
question in one context bur politeness or uncertainry in another. Thus, conrext
determunces the illocutionary force of an utterance beypnd its propositional
content. From a sociolinguistic perspective, intonation interacts with social
comrexr by reflecring power velations, social roles, and culrural norms, Couper-
Kuhlen and Scliing (2018) emphasise that prosodic features, mncluding
intonation, are part of the interactional work speakers do to negouarte idenrity,
status, and relationships. They show that intonation helps manage turn-taking,
convey stance, and index emotions m- context-sensitive wavs. Mev (2001)
up«mdq on this by proposing that conrext encompasses nor on.lu phﬁual and
social environments but also cultural knowledge and p.lmup.tmt. shared
assumprions, all of which influence how intonaton is interprered. The
pragmatic force of imtonation parterns is thus grounded in this complex
contextal web.
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Intonanon, as a key suprascgmental fearure, encodes noronly linguistc but also
pragmane amd affective meanings through variazions in pirch, stress, and
rhythm. However, its inferpretarion s inherenrly conrexr-dependenr. As
Crystal (1969) notes, intonation orgamses discourse and signals aratudes and
functioms such as questioning or assertion; yet identical contours may yield
different mcanings across contexts. Sinularly, Leech (1983) argues rhat
intonation's pragmanc force relies on contextual cues. with features like rising
tone indexing questions, politeness; oruncertainty depending on the sitnation,

Froma sociolinguistic and interactional perspective, intonation also reflectsand
negotiares social reladons. Couper-Kublen and Selving (2018) demonstrare
that prosody funcrions as an interacrional resource for managing turn-taking,
stance, identity, and emotion. In this sense, the meaning and force of intonarion
eimerge from its embedding withm a dynamic interplay of physical, social. and
cultural contexts. In fanuly interactions, for instance. intonation may signal
authority, submission, or emotional | mrensity, but irs meanig hmgt.:- ot the
family members' relationships, cultural expecrations, and the specific conthics
context (Odebunmi, 2006).

Withour contexmual grounding, intonational cues cottld be misinterpreted or
lose their intended pragmanc effecr. Inmonation and context are nseparable i
spoken communication. Intonation shapes meaning at the phonole iag-':cal level
while context supphes the pragmaric ; and social parameters necessitating the
choice of tones during interactions, Thercfore, this paper investigates. the
inronation patrerns vmpiowd by family members during contlicts as portraved
in Chinwe Oguagu's Mr @ o Myrs. This study pays parnicular attention 1o the
contextual constraints that influence family members' choice of intonaton
patrerns.

Theoretical framework

David Brazil's Discourse Intomation (DI) model and Jacob Mev's (2001)
Pragmatic Acts Theory (PAT) were adopred as the framework. Discourse
Intonation focuses on reaching and analvsing evervday speech to improve
learners' clarity in Enghsh, Tt exploves the link berween intoparion and
communicative mtentions. Tr emphasises analysing speech warhin irs linguistic
and sittational context, avoiding isolated sentence analysis. The model
idenofies foor kev systems in intonation: prominence (prominent/non-
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prominent syllables), rone (risefall, Rl rise, fall-rise. level). key and

rermination (high, mid, low) (Brazil, 1997: vii). The DI tone system

(differentiates between two main tones:  fall-rise tones indicate  shared

information  (referring), and fall tones introduce new  information

(proclaiminyy). Additiun-.ﬂl}’, the kev and rermination systems, operating ar high,

I'I-“l-itl and low levels to highlight communicative contrasts, additive elemenis,
r.i\'.uvmgupc ctarions between speakers,

Type of Tone Symbol Meaning Speaker’s Role

: Proclaiming (p) fall? Unshared information | Nondominant (unmarked)

' Proclaiming plus tone (p+) rise-fall? ? | (separateness) dominant (marked)
Referring (r) falbrise? ? Shared information Non-dominant (unmarked)
Referring plus tone (r+) rise? | (togetherness) Dominant (marked)

Level tone o formulaic (routine) Ritualisedor precoded speech
hesitation

Szdmmary of the types of tones available to speakers in their interactions in DI. Source: (Brazil, 1995:244) ‘

Mey's (2001) PAT builds on Austin’s Speech Acts Theory to address irs flaws,
tocusing on the socio-cultural context of communication. It emphasises that
meaning is constructed and understood through socio-culrural factors. The
theory views communicarion as & series of "practs” (pragmaric acrs), which are
actions performed through language to achieve specific goals, Mey argues that
speech acts must be understood in context, as individuals are shaped by their
social environments. The theory consists of two parts: activiry and rextual
COIT PUI'ICI'“B.

ACTIVITY PART TEXTUAL PART
(INTERACTANTS) (CONMTEXT)
SPEECH ACTS NF RIEF REL VCE SSX MPH W

ROMECT SPFEETH ACTS
COMVEFRASATIONAL {‘Dﬂl..m‘l ACTE
PEYOHOLDGICAL ACTS (EMOTIONS)
m\f IINTOMAT iuu

PHYSICAL ACTS

PRAGMEME, PRACT, ALLOPRACT
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The activity and textual pares of PAT work together to realise the pragmeme.
The activity part offers interactants various options, such as speech actions,
conversational acs, and prosodic acts; to achieve their goals. The rextual part
focuses on the context in which the pragmeme operates, considering elements
like inference (Inf), reference (Ret), relevance (Rel), voice (Vee), and shared
sitvational knowledge (SSK). T this study, the aspect of rexrual parts iy used m
analyse characters' utterances, focusing on contextual cues during conflicts.

Methodology

The study adopred'a descriptive qualitative design. Chinwe Egwuagu's My &=
Mrs, an I-.nghwh Nollywood film, was purposively selecred due ro its vivid
portrayal of famuly conflicts in the Nigerian socio-cultural context, aind
characters clear and identifiable intonation patterns which retlect they could be
regarded as educared Nigerian speakers of English. The film was downloaded
from YouTube Egwuagu's Mr & My portrays gender discoimination and
domestic abuse o a patriarchal sodiety, with Kenneth, a chatvinistic
businessinan, forcing his wite, Susan, a lawyer, into being a full hoosewife, and
mistreating her despite her eftorts to please lim. This leads rorseries of conflices
berween the couple, tagether with the in-laws. Virtually, cach scene is laid with
one conflict or the other:

Five contlict scenes triggered by different situational and socio-cultural contexes
were selected, w .m_lu:d repeatedly. The dialogues were transcribed both
perceptually (adapring Brazil's (1997) DI modeland Crystal and Davy's (1969)
conversational analyrical notations) and acoustically (using PRAAT), to capture
prosodic fearures such as prominence, loudness, pircly levels, intensity,
IraRAtion patterns, interrupaons, voice qualiey, and paralinguistic cues, such as
physical and physiognomic acts, which cortribute to the interpretation of
dialogues. The utterances were segmented into tone units (TUS), with each TU
marked by two slintstrokes (//). DT systems/choices; such as tones—ueferring »,
which denotes fall-rise rone (RFRTY; referring -+, which. denoves rise tone
(RRT); proclaiming p, ¢, fall tone (PFT); and proclaiming p+, denoting rise-
fall rome (PRFT)—as well as key and termunarion (high, mid, low), and
prominence (loudness/intensity, marked by CAPITALS), were used o analyse
the characters' intonation patterns. Key marks the beginning of a TU aml
indicates the pirch level employed, w 1_'_||Ic termrination wmarks the lexical item thar
bears the intonaton fune and shows the pitch level used. Botly key and
termination were marked as either high (=), mid ( 1), orlow (). The data were
subjected o phono-pragmatic analysis. Discussions ot the pragmatie and
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communicative values of the identified intonation patrerns were provided, as
they relate 1o, and are constrained by, the conrexts of family conflict scenes, The
analysis idenmified the contextual facrors influencing the characters’ intonational
choices, she wing how these conrexts influence not only what the characters say
butalohow they say it, and what they intend to achieve through their manner
of speech.

Analysis

Thecomextual factors necessitaning the chence of intenation patterns realised in
characrers’ utterances during family contlicts in the film are patriarchal
dominance, unmet expecranions, gender role assignment, sexual responsibility,
and physical and psycholagical stress.

a. Patriarchal dominance
Within the contexr of the Nigerian fnuly system, patriarchal dominance
reflects a socio-cultaral structure where men hold aurhority and women are

relegated 1o subordiniwe roles, mainly as caregivers. This contexrual belief

positions men as narural leaders and decision-makers. In the filim Mr & Mo, it
becomes a discourse issue of family contlicr when male characters deliberasely
choose their intonation tunes and attendant artitudinal cues o assert their
patriarchal  privileges over female characters during faimily interactions.
Women's resistance to these norms often intensifies conthicts, as seen in Kenand
Susan's interactions, where Ken enforces male supeniority through speech,
while Susan struggles to conform o colrural expecrarions of temale silence and
submission as seen below,
L KEN: i/p=Ldont GET it// p t IMAKE sure L proVIDE everything we
2, need asa family// p 1 You DON'T WORK// p 1 WHAT'S so difficultin
3. beinga tHOUSE wafe// (sighs).
CSUSAN: /fp L TTOLD you today has been § VERY heenie//pIt's ENOT
been § EASywith me//
6. KEN: //p 1 >>WHAT s THIS! <<//r+ 1 T MADE it dlear this
MORmning//
7. p+ TMANGO JUICE//

.,'US"%N- Ap+ EMANgo (0.2), is 2 SEAsonal fruit//
9. KEN: //p tIDONTBLOODY tCARE//p t GET this thing 1 OFF my
10 rable//p tNOW!L /[ (0.2) 1 NOW! //

~

-'F‘

':JI
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Pawriarehal dominance structires both the interacaonal roles and inonanon
choices in the exchange. Ken's utterances are marked by high- and mid-key
proclaiming fall rones (PFT) with strong rerminanon and prominence, “//p -1
don't GETit// p 1 TMAKE sure 1 proVIDE evervehing. ../, indexing authoricy
and entitlement grounded in his superior complex. His repeated use of assertive
contours, alongside sarcastic proclaiming rise-fall tones *//p+ You 1 DON'T
WORK//”. functions to dismiss Susan's labour and reinforce hierarchical
contral. His inferential framing of her “failure” to provide mango juice further
reflects @ parrarchal ego and amplifies male expectations. Prosodically,
mterraptions, high key/termination (pitch), and inrensity operarional resources
to signal dominance and assert control.

Moreover, Susan's infonanon reflects consmaint and accommaodanon within
this power strocrure, Her explanations are deliberately presented through
proclaming fall tones with low/mid key/termination, *//p + 1 TOLD you today
has been ¢ VERY hecric/”. This signals mirigation, deference and an
orientation to shared socio-cultural expectations (SSK). However, her shift to
low-key procliming rise-fall rone, with a brief pause in the tone umit™//p+ 4
MANgo (0.2), is a SEAsonal fruir//” (line) indicares subtle resistance, and an
attrempt to recontextualise the issue while still maintaining politencss, Her
subdued piteh, reduced intensity, and justificatory stance show how intonation
encodes both awareness of subordinadon and a cautious negotiation of agency:
Patriarchal dominance thus systematically shapes intonational behaviour:
authority 1y enacred’ through high-pirch, emphanc proclamarnions, while
subordination i indexed through lowered pitch and mitigated contours. The
interaction demonstrates thatr prosody becomes a site where gendered power
relations. are reproduced  and contesred. Crucially, shared  sodo-cultural
knowledge constrains resistance, making intonation a key resource for
negotiating dominance within unequal relational structures.

In another scene, Susan serves Ken breakfast and wairs on him ar mble o ¢at
before going our. Upon tasting the food, Ken drops the fork and kife and asks
i a probig or c¢ondescending sarcastic tone that imphes discontent or
disagreemenr:

L. KEN://p~Whenwas this moimei =MADE//r+ Dol have to =reMIND you
2, //p =that KEN =ABAH// r+ =the MANaging - DIrector ot Hills Oil and

3. Gas//p —~does not cat. —=STALE food//
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4. SUSAN: //r+ have ] =EVER given vou =STALE food befose// r —Ken//
5. KEN: //p—=WHEN was this moimoi =MADE ifit's notstale//. ...

Parriarchal dominance frames both the pragmaric force and intonational

realisation of complaint in this exchange. Ken's use of interrogatives (lines 1-3,
5) functions as an indirect complaint strategy, where fall-rise contours (r+)
encode seepricism and covert accusanon rather than genuine inquiry, subty
pasiioning Susan as negligent or dishanest. This prosodic patrern reflects an

underlying entitlement to evaluare and police her domesric performance. His

extended urrrance: ¥/ o4 Do 1 have to - eMIND vou//// p - that KEN —
ABAH// r+ —the MANaging — DIrectorof Hills Oiland Gas// p ~does not ear
-STALE food//", combines referning rise with emplhatic proclainung fall tones
and heighrened prominence wasserr status and reintoree hierarchical authoriry:
By invoking his professional identity, he amplifies the complaint into a broader
indictment of Sosan's failure o meet parriarchal expectations of care and
attentiveness, aligning  with soco-cultural norms  that  prioritse  male
satsfaction.

Susan's response, “/f r4 have L =EVER given you =STALE food before // r —
Kenj/,” praduced with mid pitch, consorutes a mingated defence that indexes
both eimononal hurt and constraimed resistance. Her reliance on rise and fall-rise
tones here signals appeal and selfjustification rather than confrontation,
reflecting an orentanon 1o shared socio-cultural knowledge (SSKJ abour a

Yoruba African culeural philosophy thar “obe 1 baale tle kit je, 1vale ile Kii se” [a

wife must not prepare a delicacy that her husband does nor ear| ( Adebayo and
Bukola, 2024), which discourages any form of disregard tor male authority: The
asymmietry in their prosodic choices, such as I\ma high- pmmmcnc;‘ status-
lIlLiL'(ing asserrions versus Susan's conrrolled, defensive intonation, reveals how
patnarchal dominance shapes notonly what is said burhow itis said.

Patriarchal authory thus mansforms interrogatives into vehicles of conrol,
where fall-rise intonation encodes accusation and eatitlement. Ken's prosody
reintorces dominance by elevanng complaing into status-backed eriticism, while
Susan's mingated contours index constrained ageney and emotional injury. The

miteraction shows that intonation fimetions as 4 prosodic iesource for

reproducing and hegotiating power in the carly stages of family contlict.
- L. ~ v

b.Unmet expectations
Unmet expectations are a key trigger of family conflicts in the selected film.
When hope around roles, atfection, or support is untulfilled, frustration builds,
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often leading to contlice. As Odebunmi (2006) nores, socio-cultural and
p\;vchnlugz,ic.ll conrexts influence how such disappointments are perceived,
intensifying misunderstandings. Family members Express these trustrations
rlmmgh ntonation and pragmarie acts, as illustrared i the following excerprs,
1, KEN; //p t Your NAGging is becoming unBEARable // p 1 HOnestlyy/

2. SUSAN: //r+ 1 WAS I LIKE THIS before your father OWNED ail blocks//
3. >>//pt Now//p1let me TAKE yoo down MEmory lane.. . //< <

4. KEN: (cutsin) =2 /MNo,nonow//p T LISten to me//p 1:my FAther has done
5. ox a world of GOOD//r+1 the CHIIL.Dren go to the BEST school
rtown//<<

6. SUSAN: (cutstn) /fp 1t BOARDiIng SCHOOL//

7. KEN: //pohyeahy//p 1 fine//p 1 GO to the best ciries in the world for

8. vaCAron// pt LOOK ar what we've aCHIEVED// p t WHY are vousuch

9, an INGRATE Susan//pr 1 WHAT more do you WANT//

10. SUSAN://p 1 IWANTTO BE HAPPY, Ken//p ' IWANT to be CALLED
L1 your WIFE in 'Ubhe//p 1 not STUCK in the kitchen like a SLAVE// Keny//
12, p 11've LOST my PRIDE//p 1 I've LOST my self-eSTEEM. .. //

[3. KEN: (cutsin) /_!t THEN//p * Go FINDit//

14. SUSAN://p 1TWILL, Ken//p 1 GET REAdy//

15. KEN: //r+ 1 WHAT did vou SAY//

16, SUSAN: //pt By GOD//pt IWILL//

Susan's unfulfilled request for domestc support and her unmet emornional
needs (of happiness and recogmition) are realised through high-pitched,
proclaiming fall tones (PFT) and prominence, as inlines 2 and 10:%//r+ T WAS
[ LIKE THIS.. />, “// p 1 L WANT TO BE HAPPY Ken//”, which index
frustrarion, emotional inensity, and 4 demand for vecogmition, Her
progression from mitigated explanation o m‘lpham proclamanon reflects a
shift from suppressed dissagstaction to overt resistance. In conrrast, Ken's
responses are marked by high-key, forceful PFTS, turn hijacking, and alternation
of proclaiming and referring wnes “// p1 Your NAGging 15 becoming.
unBEARable//™, #//c 1 THEN// p 1 Go FIND it//", which funcoion to dismiss
her grievances, assert control, and reframe her complaines as irvanonal. His
deyiation o a rise in the wh-question in line 13: “/r+ 1 WHAT did you
SAY//™, further signals heighrened affect and challenge. indicating a disruption
of normative interactional expeerations.



Contextual Constraints on Intonation Choices in Family Conflicts in Chinwe Egwuagu's Mr & Mrs 83

Thus, characters' expecrarions (which are unmet in this case) are nov only
thematic but are prosodically enacted: Susan's choice of high pirch and
prominence emphasises her expecrations in an unmingared manner, and
encodes frustration and the pursuit of sutonomy, while Ken reinforces his
authority and resistance to change throngh high pitch, interruptions, and
contour shifts, The conflict demonstrates thar intonaton becomes a primary
resovrce for arriculating dissatisfaction and negoniating  power. Crucially,
escalating unmet expectations recalibrate prosodic choices from mitigation to
-..m'ﬂ"ﬂ:um‘:l1f_mr11 protest and threat, projecting an emergence from subjugation
and rransfor ming > latent tension o overt contlict.

c.Gender role assignment

Sodo-cultural gender role assignments are a major souree of family contlict, as
tradition, religion, and socieral norms define distinet expecrations for men and
women. Tradinonally, men are providers and decision-malkers, while women
manage the ome; care tor children, and cook; rasks seen as essentidl rather than
burdepsome. In Nigeria, for example, cooking was considered exclusively a
wife's dury, and 4 husband i the kitchen was viewed as imappropriate. Modern
shifts toward shared responsibiliries, women's pameaipation in the workforee,
and the use of domestic help challenge these norms, often provoking contlict i
househalds where men mainzain rigid adherence o raditional roles, a dynamic
frequently depicred in Nollywood films. In the excerpr below, Ken retumns from
work, expecting his wife, Susan, to have prepared him food, He s dissppointed
and becomes angry when he norices that she has not {inished preparing the
tood, the following exchanges ensuce:

1.SUSAN: //p+ —HEllo ~DARling// r+ HOW was »WORK roday// (picks
2o aepdnssuert froms the cushiion) ( Ken tales aff s shoes, velaxag on the sushion;

3. Susan picks them 1p)

4. KEN: /fp=Like every other DAY/ (0.5) v+ 1 FOOD is not yer 1 REAdy)//
5. SUSAN: //#r=No//p =itwillbe REAdyina s¢COND and 1'l...#//

6. KEN: (euts i) /[p+ 1 SUsan//pit's = FRIday// r+ You =KNOW//r+ 1 have
I8}

7.<EAT//r+ ~TAKE a NAP//p before CLUBbing with the = BOYS// (siphs)

8. SUSAN: //r+ 1 DARling// p L toDAY was § VERY hectie// r+ 1T 4 HAD w0
do the

9 monthly SHOPping// r+ and thenand I 1 HAD to do the 1 LAUNdry...//
10. KEN: (eutsin) [/p 1 JUST GET my -BFOOD// (paces wvound in annovance)
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This scene highhghts how gender roles influence and exacerbate the contlict
berween Ken and Susan. Susan's physical and physioanomic aces of picking up
Ken's suir from the cushion, and his shees, while he relaxes, refleer an
internalised cultural master narrative around gendered roles and expectations.
Ken's immediate concern upon arriving home is the abéence of ready food,
S10.5) v+ 1 FOOD s novyet P REAdy/™ (Iime 4. Thus reflects the eraditional
expectation that a wife's primary role is to ensure her husband’s comfort and
sustenance, even when she has had o demanding dav. Susan explains how her day
was filled with activities, but this is met waith impanence and dismissal from Ken;
who paces and repeats his demand for tood. This reaction could be mterpreted
as a demonstrazion oF a socio-cultural bias that suggeses thar women are
expected to be self-sacrificing to maintain the patriarchal structure, priorirising
men's leisure and comtort overwomen's efforts. Ken's plan ro eat, nap, and later
go clubbing with his fricnds further illustrares the cultural enritlement atforded
ro men for leisure,

These traditional gender expectations shape intonational choices of the
characrers and the conflicts dynamics. Susan predominantly uses soft
proclaiming fall tones (PFT) with midand low pitch, signalling anappeal for
emparhy. By this, she proclaims an image of cultural recritude as well as a figure
of submergence. On the contrary, Ken repeatedly interrupts wath high-pitched
referving rise tones (RRT) or proclaiming fall tones (PFT) to assert his needs
(eating. mapping, and sociahsuvg). thereby dismussing her effore, and
reinforcing male aurhority. This interaction shows thar prosody is deployed nor
only to express personal needs but also o enforce socio-cultural norms, with
Ken's rigid adherence 1o domestic hierarchies and Susan’s compliance
highlighting how intonaton mediates power and resistance within the
gendered division ot labour,

d.Physical and psychological stress

Family conflicts are also triggered by physical and psychologieal stress, which
could be from work, houschold duties, unmet expectations or past rauma.,
Stiess influences the choice of tones used by family membets during conflicrs as
seen inthe excerpe below. The poor management of Ken's farigue trom work ancd
Susan's exhdustion Fom Jomestic chores lead w0 contlict betsween them as scen
in the excerpt below. Susan's emotional outbursts, complaints and shouting
reflect her accumulared seress,



Contextual Constraints on Intonation Choices in Family Conflicts in Chinwe Egwuagu's Mr & Mrs 85

Lo KEN: (ents ) Jip+ 1 SUsan//p 1t's = FRIday// r+ You = KNOW//r+ 1
have ta
2 <EAT//r+ —TAKE a NAT//p betore CLU Bbing withthe =BOYS// (sighs)
3. SUSAN: // r4 - DARIling// p—toDAY was = VERY hectic// v+ I-HAD to
do
4. the monthly SHODPping// r+ and then and T+ HAD o do the 1
LAUNdry...//
5. KEN: (eutzen) [fp+ 1 TUST GET my =FOOD/ (paces around i apnovance)
6, (Nowat the table) [fp1don't=GET /[ p1 t MAKE sure 1 provide evervthing
7Z.we need as afamily// p You =DONT-WORK// p=WHAT'S so difficult in
8. being a = HOUSE wite// (sgbs).

9. SUSAN://p 1 TTOLD vou today has been — VERY hectic// p It's - NOT

bewn

10, =~ EASy with me//

FLKEN: //p TWHAT is THISY/ e+ 1t MADE ir clear this 1 MORning//
2. p+ TMANGO juice...//

13. SUSAN: //p--MANgo is a =SEAsanal truit//

14. KEN: //p 11 DON'T BLOODY 1 CARE// p 1 GET this thing f OFF my
table//

15.//pNOW!//10.2) NOW!//(MM)

The iteraction is shaped by both physical and psychological stress, which
condition the characters” intonational choices and escalation patterns, Ken's
avark- n_l:m::c_j ngucm.lr!m.gs in his high-pirched, forcetul directives {e.g-<//p 1
JUST GET my FOOD/™), with increased pitch and Joudness indexing
impatience and assertion of authority. In conerase, Susan's domesnc exhauston
15 realised through fmitally connolled mid-pitch rermination (/) r4+ =
DARIling// p - DAY was - VERY hecric//™), signalling deference and an
attempt to maintain relagonal harmony and respeer despite distress.

As heremotional strain itensifies due to lack of recognition from her husband,

this mitgated prosody shifts towanls more confrontational parterns, as she
employs high key and ternunation (pitch) as a form of protest.  Ken's
employment of repeated high-pitch imperatives “//p 1 WHAT s THIS!// [fr+ 1
T MADE it ¢clear this 1 MORning//p+ T MANGO juice...//” amplify
dominance and force, projecting a face-threar, Thus, unacknowledged stress is
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interactionally recontextualised nto conflict, with prosody tuncrioning as the
key medivm through which power, frustration, and emononal kabour arc
negoriared.

Physical and psvchological stress in interaction svstemarically conditions
prrwndn, chotees beyond the commonly noted tonal interferenee in N:gcmn
English. Here, stress differentiates intonational Rinctions: mid termination
(pitch) contours are deployed as strategic mitigarion o preserve relational
harmony and show respect, while high pirch, increased intensity, and repetition
index affecrive escalation and the proclams authority. € ruualh. hese patterns
show thar intonation is not merely a structaral or _phuuu ogical fearure but a
dynamic resource for negotaton. They also reflect how individuals transform
their personal  emononal  struggles into interactional  conflict, thereby
reinforcing asymumerrical power relations,

e.Sexual responsibility

Sexual rc«'a].mns'ibilin‘ as a contexenal factor in family contlice refers to the
expectations and obligations placed on spouses regarding sexnal availabiliny;
fiddelity, and satisfaction within the marriage. In many African eultural settings,
sexual responsibility often disprapornionately burdens women, who are
expected to sausty thewr husbands while managing other domestic duties.
Women are ’rmqu:.nt!\ socialized 1o believe that sexual satisfacton of their
husband is a pomary mariral dury, which can resulr in a lack of autonomy over
their own bodies, leading to forced sex or sexual coercion within marriage.
Susan's reference ro herself as Ken's "whore” indicates the sexual responsibilities
she has had to fulfil, further complicating her sense of self and worth, Her
protests about fecling like a "slave” reflect the cumulative burden of sexual
responsibility as seen below.

1. KEN://p=your ROLE as mywife does novend in the= KITCHEN//p vou

2. KNOWY//

3. SUSAN: //p ~ITHAVE toridy this up in preparation for—TOMORROW//
4. KEN: //r+ —and COME o bed =TTRED//

5. SUSAN://p ~WHY do you ~TORMent me Ken//p~Your FRIENDS come
here

6. every SUNday// p 1 — feed them// and then// p T'm left with these direy
dishes//

7. KEN: //p but LAM not —=compLAINING//
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8. SUSAN: //p 1 But TAM//p 1 need HELP//
9, KEN: //r+ 1 To COOK for ME//r+ t To TAKE carc ot ME//
10. SUSAN: //p 1l dothe COOKing// p To TIDY up//
IT. KEN//p t >>WHY do we have 1o go over this AGAIN just because
L<<.//
12. SUSAN: (cuts i) [fp 1 %JUST hecause Tam ared of being a SLAVE in my
own
13. home®%// pt %IUST because Lam no longer the woman [ used to be%)//p
[4. %LOOK arme //LOOK at my HAIR // T'm un KEMPT%// p 1 %We were
15. NEVER like this, Ken, before your FAMILY .. %/
16. KEN: (exetsin) //p 1 DON'T bring my tamily into THIS//r+ 1 You know
17....what... // p 1 LET'S gora BED//p Tyouare STILL my WIFE//
18, SUSAN: //p % And T STILL need to have a WASH%//
19, KEN: //pand I can HELI" with thatin the BATHroom// LV

Sexual responsibiling as a contextual factor, shapes both the content and
prosodic realisation of the conflict. Ken's demands are encoded through
assertive, high-pitched directives and proclaiming fall rones in “//p 1 LET'S go
w BED/™, “//p 1 you are STILL my WIFE//", which invoke shared culrural
assumprions about mantal sexual entitlement and reinforee his authoriey and
dominance, In contrast, Susan's resistance is realised through emphatc
proclaiming fall tones (p+) and preponderant use of high-pitch constructions:

“/fp 1 Butl AM// p+ 11 need HELP/™, “/fp 1 %JUST because...//”, signalling.

emononal overload, grievance, and a struggle 1o renegorite imposed sexual
obligations. Her shilt from controlled  pratest to  intensitied  prosodic
prominence reflects the breakdown of mutual alignmene, as her unmer physical
and emaoronal needs conrest Ken's unilateral expectatons,

This aligns with the submission of Baloyi (2009:109) thar women are usually
seen as sex abjecrs. When aman desires whar they possess. he may steal it (rape),
persuade them to give it (seduction), venr it (prostimition); or lease or own it
over a long pertod (marriage). Susan is treated in this manner. Sex is considered
asocio-cultural dury fora woman, and she is expected wo perform this obligarory
role regardless of convemence, as seen in Ken's indirecr demand: *//p—~your
ROLE as my wife does not end in the— KITCHEN//...//f+ 1 You Know.
owhat. ffp YLET'S goto BED// p tyouare STILL my WIFE//™.
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Susan's asserion of her need for a shower %//p 1 %nd ESTILL need to have a
WASH%//™ (linc 17) with a sharp, proclaiming falling tone, high pitch while
she stll eries; mdicates she is nor ready o comply with Ken's attempt at
dragging her to the bedroom, Susan's complants and intonatondl choiees
retlect her effort to assert her needs and resist control in a strained marriage. The
contlict arises from unequal sexual and domestic expectations, as Ken demands
mtimacy despie Susan's exhausnon. This aligns with Tolorunleke's (2014
finding thar unmer sexual needs often trigger marital conflicr. In the Nollywood
context, neglect of shared sexual responsibility intensifies disputes and shapes
how intonation is ased for assertions and reiterate a foreetul demand during
strch outbursts. This also confirms carlier findings that men, through the shared
knowledge abour gendered expecrations on women lav heavy demand on their
sexual responsibility; such that when women resisted these expectations of them
as 2 “raditiopal wite,” violence was sometnmes used to get them to conform, or
atherwise contlicr is ensued (Gangolier al., 2020; Mama. 1989; Thiara & Gull,
2012).

Sexual responsibility thus functions as a prosodic migger, where entitlement is
enacted through daminant high-pitch divectives, while resistance is marked by
mtensificd  proclamng fall tones. The nteraction shows that mronation
mediates the negonation of sexual ageney; transformiing privite dissarisfaction
o overr conflice, Crucially, mismarched expecrarions reconfigure prosody
o a'site of power struggle, where obligation and autonomy are discursively
contested.

Findings

The paper identifies fonr key intonation patterns, with a predominant use of
proclaiming fall and referring rise (1e., falling and rising tones, tespectively ).
This affirms the claim thar Nigerian speakers of English prefer umdirectional
tones (sumple falls or rises ) over bidirectonal wones (complex contours, such as
fall-vise or rise-fall). often due o the influence of indigenous Nigerian: tone
languages (Udofot, 2007; Akindele & Akano, 2023), These tones vary in
key/rermination (pitch), mrensity, and prominence, depending on the contest
of utterances and the discourse-pragmaric functions they perform. The
proclaiming fall tone expresses assertion, while the referring rise tone signals
dominance and dissatisfacrion, This supports carlier findings that proclaiming
(falling) rones introduce new  information. and assert dominance or
independence, whereas, referring  (rising/fall-rise) tones  highlight shared
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context, solidarity, and common ground (Odeyemi, 2017), and thar Nigerian
speakers rely heavily on falling tones for assertion and. rises for interacnional
management (Adejuwon, 2022, Overall, these tones struenire conversarion by
marking information status. managing nteraction, and signalling emotonal
attirndes such asempathy, anget, or politeness.

Although the primary objective of the paper is not to differennare intonation
alony gender lines, the findings reflect such distinctions, since the contlicts
analysed invalve a husband and wite, The analysis shows ehat hight pitch is
associated with male speech as a marker of power and dominance, while
prominence is systemarically used ro heighten emornional inrensiry; these
fearures frequently co-occur with anger v and the escalation of contlict. The
procliming fall tone is predominantly used by the male character to assert
control, whereas the female character ends o employ the procaiming fall-rise
tone (PFRT) o signal resistance or hesitations Falling rones also function in
commands, finality, and dismissal, often realising face-threatening acts. The

findings turther rcﬂﬂ that mtonation can override the literal meaning of

utterances, making otherwise neutral expressions . sound  confrontational,
sarcastic. or dismissive.

The female character (Susan) tfrequentdv employs mitigating contours,
particularly through low o mid pitch, reflecting an orientation to shared socio-
culmral knowledge (SSK). This supports Coates (2015) empirical submuission
that women's speech Is often cooperanve/mingated, while men's s more
assertive. Women often employ more minigation, hedging, and supportive
feedback, while men tend toward directness and control of conversational Hloor
However, she also shifts to high key and rerminanion, with increased inrensity in
PFT or RRT to signal protest againse subordination and assert her stance.
Intonation further reflects the emotional and psychological states of the
characrers: for instance, pauses within tope units in Susan's speech function as
Appeals for mealhv while londness-and prominence index emotions such as
anger, {rustration, and distress,

Five conrexmal factors influence intonational choices and pragmaric meaning
deployed during family conflices in the lm. This suppores Tannen's ( 199())
wark, as cited in Albesher (2022), showing that men and women exhibit
different communicarive patiemns. These differences extend bevond lexical
choices to include tone, intonation, and non-verbal behaviour, and are shaped
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by socialisation, cultural norms, and underlying power relatons. The factors
(parriavchal dominanee, unmet expectations, gender role assignments, sexual
responsibility, and physical/psychological stress) reflect broader socieral norms
in Nigerian famihies, often placing women in subordinate roles and men as
superiorn, and influence the characrers' intonarion choices. The analysis shows
thar characters' intonation patterns. deliberately chosen to perform certain
pragnutic or discourse acrs, are constrained by both immediate sirnationdl and
broader socio-cultural contexts.

Parriarchal dominance constrains prosady by associating authority with high
pitch, strong prominence, and emphane PFT5, typif:nil'j.f used by male characrers
to assert control, while female speech is marked by losv/mid pireh and mirigared
CONLOULS rcl‘lccung deference, respecr and orientaton . the SSK abour male
superiority and their own subjugaton. Ummnet expecranions drive a shift from
mitigation to confrontation, as scen in Susan's movement from low/mid
key/ermination (pitch) explanatons to high-pitch, prominence, assertive
pmcl;unnriam while Ken oescalares the contlice. with Rl'l"l_l"[,‘l directives and
mterruprions. Physical and psychological seress further shape intonation, with
mid-pitch contours indexing reswaint and clevared’ pirch, repetiion, and
intensity signalling emorional overload, frustravon and aggression,

Similarly, sexinal responsibility and socio-cultural gender roles reinforce high-
pitch assertiveness in male demands and subdued or resistant tones in female
responses, reflecting culturally regulared power dynamics. Finally, complaint i
realised through interrogative intonation, especially fall-rise contours that
encode accusation and dissatisfaction, allowing dominant speakers to criticise
indirectly while maintaining connol of the interaction. Nawaz (2024) states
thar rhe social conrexr in'which communication occurs significantly influences
gendered language use. Effective confhicr management in similar contexts
therefore requires atrention not only to lexical choices but also to prosodic cues,
as these often trensity or soften face-threarening acts. It demonstrares thar
Nigeran English intonation s contextually adaprve; with pitch, prominence,
and contotr vamatons serving pragmatc and interactional fitnctons beyond
ronal transter. Nollywood Glms provide a rich sire for analysing how prosody
constructs character identiry, social hierarchy, and emotional tension, suggesang
that filin discourse studies should incorporate deiled prosodic analysis, Furure
research should extend to diverse genres, real-life conversational dara, and
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acoustc measurements to further validate and refine understanding of Nigerian
English prosodv in socio-cultural conrexs,

Conclusion

Beyond being linguistic choices, intonarion patrerns play a crudal role in
conveying and understanding meaning during huiman interactions, parficularly
in famrlv conflict discourse. Th the examined English Nollywood film, family
conflicts are. portraved as aspects of social issues that are conveyed d'nmnrxh
WIONATION, pazterns and enhanced by contextrs, While inrpnation patrerns
significantly influence the escalarion or resoludon of conflices, their impact is

further conditioned by conrextual tmiggers such as gender norms, marital

insecurity and socieral E\:pec:T‘ern-. Thus, the paper extends Nigeran English
mronation, research by demonstrating thar prosodic choices are nor merely
products of tonal transfer but are systematically shaped by soco-cultural
context, power relatons, and interacional gr,ua! It reveals intondtion as a
dynamic, mmnmg, -fich resource for enacting dominance, resistance, and
emotional labour in family conflicr discourse, thereby shifting the focus from
srructural description ro contextualised pragmatic function,
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