
Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-12905-4 — The Evolution of Pragmatic Markers in English
Laurel J. Brinton 
Excerpt
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

1

1

     1     Pragmatic Markers  :   Synchronic and Diachronic         

   1.1     Introduction 

 Following work in discourse analysis in the late 1970s and 1980s,  1   the study 
of discourse markers in Present- day English (PDE) and other contemporary 
languages has become a growth industry. Works on discourse markers in gen-
eral –  or  pragmatic markers , as I  term them here –  and on individual forms 
(e.g.,  well ,  right ,  now ,  so ,  anyway ,  in fact ,  and stuff ,  you know   ,  I mean   ) are 
too numerous to list. These studies have yielded a richly rewarding view of 
the multiple pragmatic functions of these little –  and seemingly meaningless –  
words of the language. 

 The rise of historical pragmatics in the 1980s contributed a backward view: 
Could pragmatic markers be found in the written texts of earlier stages of the 
language? As a historian of the English language, my attention was i rst caught 
by  hwæ  t , the infamously difi cult- to- translate i rst word of the Old English 
(OE) poem  Beowulf . Is it merely a spontaneous expression of emotion ( oh! , 
 alas! ,  lo! ), or is it doing some more important discourse- pragmatic work ( lis-

ten to me! hear me! )? A passage such as the following from Chaucer’s  The 

Canterbury tales , with its forms resembling  you know    and  I know  in Present- 
day English, would seem to leave no doubt about the existence of pragmatic 
markers in earlier periods of the language:

     (1)     I am yong and unkonnynge,  as thow woost , /    And,  as I trowe , with love offended 
moost/  That evere was any lyves creature,/  For she that dooth me al this wo endure/  
Ne recceth nevere wher I synke or l eete./  And  wel I woot , er she me mercy heete,/  
I moot with strengthe wynne hir in the place,/  And  wel I woot , withouten help or 
grace/  Of thee ne may my strengthe noght availle. (1387– 1400 Chaucer,  CT  A.Kn. 
2393– 2401)  2   

     1     See, e.g.,   James ( 1973 ,    1978 ),   Crystal and Davy ( 1975 ),   Svartvik ( 1979 ),   Goldberg ( 1980 ), 
Edmondson ( 1981 ),   Östman ( 1981 ,    1982 ,    1995 ),   Schourup ( 1985 ),   Warner ( 1985 ), Erman 
( 1986 ,    1987 ), Schiffrin ( 1987 ), Fraser ( 1988 ,  1990 ,  1996 ,  1999 ,  2009 ).  

     2     All quotations from Chaucer follow   Benson ( 1987 ), using the textual abbreviations of   Davis 
et al. ( 1979 ).  CT = The Canterbury Tales  and  TC = Troilus and Criseyde .  
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   ‘I am young and ignorant,  as you know /  And,  as I suppose , most injured by love/  
That ever was any living creature,/  For she that causes me to endure all this woe/  Does 
not ever know whether I sink or swim./  And  well I know , before she may promise 
me mercy,/  I must with strength win her in the lists/  And  well I know , without help 
or grace/  Of you never may my strength ever avail.’  

  The question arises, however, as to how we can study pragmatic markers in the 
pre- tape- recorder age, since they are universally seen as a feature of oral dis-
course, rarely, if at all, appearing in writing. To what extent does Chaucer’s use of 
these forms in represented speech approximate their use in spontaneous oral dis-
course in Middle English? More importantly, how can we, without the intuitions 
of native speakers, determine the subtle pragmatic functions such forms served in 
the past? While Chaucer’s forms look much like the forms we use today (apart 
from the loss of the verbs  witan  and  tr ē owan ), were other quite different prag-
matic markers used in the past? Has the inventory of pragmatic markers changed 
over time? If so, how did new forms enter the language and how did they develop 
syntactically and semantically? These are questions that have been enthusiasti-
cally taken up, with an increasing body of scholarship on pragmatic markers in 
the history of English.  3   They will be addressed as well in the body of this book, 
with a focus on the “how” of development. 

 In this chapter, I begin by discussing how we might dei ne pragmatic markers 
( Section 1.2.1 ) and pragmatic parentheticals ( Section 1.2.2 ), focusing on their 
functions ( Section 1.2.3 ). Problems facing the diachronic study of pragmatic 
markers are treated in  Section 1.3 . The pathways by which pragmatic markers may 
develop are explored in  Section 1.4 , including both their many syntactic pathways 
( Section 1.4.1 ) and their semantic pathways ( Section 1.4.2 ). The chapter then 
discusses what is perhaps the most controversial aspect, namely, the process of 
change which best accounts for the development of pragmatic markers, whether it 
be grammaticalization, lexicalization, or some hybrid process ( Section 1.5 ). The 
chapter ends with a brief overview of the chapters in the book ( Section 1.6 ).  

  1.2     Pragmatic Markers: Dei nition and Functions 

  1.2.1     Dei nition of Pragmatic Markers 

 While many have discussed how best to dei ne pragmatic markers, a univer-
sally accepted dei nition remains elusive.  4     There is not even a consensus as 

     3     Apart from my own monographs (Brinton  1996 ,  2008 ), numerous studies have appeared in 
edited volumes (e.g., Jucker    1995 ;   Fischer  2006 ) and since 2000, in the  Journal of Historical 
Pragmatics.  See my review of the scholarship in Brinton ( 2010 ,  2015 ).  

     4     Recent works dei ning pragmatic markers include   Fraser ( 2009 ),   Dér ( 2010 ),   Aijmer and 
Simon- Vandenbergen ( 2011 ),   Heine ( 2013 )  , and   Beeching ( 2016 : Ch. 1).   Schourup ( 1999 ) is 
an older but still very thorough and useful account.  
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to the label to be used for these forms.   Dér ( 2010 : 5– 10) identii es forty- two 
different terms in English, but suggests that four have been most common:  dis-

course marker/ particle  and  pragmatic marker/ particle .  5   These terms intersect 
in various ways and seldom comprise the same set of forms. I have chosen 
“marker” as it is both less strictly dei ned syntactically and more inclusive 
than “particle,” covering phrasal and clausal forms as well as single- word 
items. And I  have chosen “pragmatic” rather than “discourse” as it better 
captures the range of functions of these forms; Beeching   likewise adopts the 
term “pragmatic markers” “to highlight their interpersonal rather than textual 
usages, though recognizing that pragmatic markers have procedural meanings  ” 
(2016: 5; see  Section 1.2.3  below on the functions of pragmatic markers). 

 In Brinton ( 1996 : 33– 35), I set out a list of formal and functional character-
istics of pragmatic markers. This list has been much quoted in the literature; 
however, it was never intended as a dei nitive list, but was merely a collation 
of work to date by a number of scholars, gleaned from works on pragmatic 
markers in general as well as studies of individual forms. While many of these 
statements remain accurate today, subsequent research has cast doubt on some, 
or might point to the need to revise others.   I will begin by listing the original set 
of characteristics in abbreviated form (without the qualii cations that originally 
accompanied them),  6   in their original order, and then discuss their applicability 
and validity (cf.   Schourup  1999 ;   Müller  2004 : 4– 10; Brinton  2008 : 14– 17;   Dér 
 2010 : 10– 17;   Heine  2013 : 1209– 1213;   Beeching  2016 : 5– 6): 

     (a)      Pragmatic markers are predominantly a feature of oral rather than of writ-

ten discourse.   
•   The oral character of pragmatic markers would seem to be universally 

accepted. Their use in oral contexts is motivated by factors such as the 
spontaneity and lack of planning time of oral discourse, its interpersonal 
and interactional nature, and its informal and colloquial aspect.  

•   However, pragmatic markers are also found in written discourse. An 
alternative set of forms may appear in writing (e.g.,  notwithstanding ,  of 

course  [see   Lewis  2006 ],  to wit ), and even when similar forms occur in 
both oral and written discourse, we might expect their functions in the 
two media to differ. In writing, pragmatic markers may have more to do 
with discourse coherence and linkage than with interpersonal relations.    

     (b)      Pragmatic markers appear with high frequency in oral discourse .  

     5     On questions of terminology, see, e.g., Brinton ( 1996 : 29),   Schourup ( 1999 : 228– 230),   Müller 
( 2004 :  3– 4),   Fraser ( 2009 :  294),     Aijmer and Simon- Vandenbergen ( 2011 :  226– 227),   Heine 
( 2013 : 1207– 1208), and   Beeching ( 2016 : 3– 5).  

     6       Müller observes that few of the features listed in the literature are seen as “dei ning criteria”: 
“Non- compliance with one of them will rarely lead to an exclusion of the linguistic item from 
the group of discourse markers. Rather, there features are descriptive of the group of linguistic 
items the respective author has in mind” (2004: 4).  
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•   While “high frequency” is undei ned here, the frequency of pragmatic 
markers in speech –  and of some forms in particular, such as the use of 
 like  in the speech of young people –  would appear to be high enough to 
make these forms strongly salient. Comparing the occurrence of prag-
matic markers in spontaneous writing (online debates, instant messa-
ging) and in conversations,   Fox Tree ( 2015 ) i nds that overall pragmatic 
markers are much more common in speech than in writing (especially 
 like  and  you know    that mark knowledge states and the i llers  um  and  uh ).    

     (c)      Pragmatic markers are stylistically stigmatized and negatively evaluated, 

especially in written or formal discourse.   
•   One only need look at online language blogs to see the strength of popu-

lar opinion about pragmatic markers. They are frequently deplored as 
signs of dysl uency, carelessness, laziness, or the decline of the lan-
guage.  7   Of course, the opinion of scholars, who understand pragmatic 
markers as an important, even essential, element in the fabric of lan-
guage, is decidedly different.  8      

     (d)      Pragmatic markers are “short” items, often phonologically reduced or 

unstressed.   
•   “Short” is again a vague term. Although some types of pragmatic mark-

ers are clausal and hence “long” (see “pragmatic parentheticals” below), 
pragmatic markers in Present- day English are typically “small” monosyl-
labic or disyllabic words (e.g.,  now ,  then ,  right ,  well ,  so ,  look ,  see ,  besides , 
 in fact ,  indeed ,  alright ) and less often longer forms (e.g.,  actually ,  any-

way ,  admittedly   ). They may, but certainly do not always, undergo phono-
logical reduction: e.g.,  you know    >  y’know ,  in fact  > [nfækt] or [fæk] 
(Traugott  1995a   : 14),  I mean    > [ ə mi:n] or [mi:n] (Crystal and Davy  1975 :     
97),  Jesus  >  gee  (  Gehweiler  2008 ),  pray thee  >  prithee  (Busse  2002   ),  and 

stuff/     something/ things like that  >  and stuff/ something/ things  (  Overstreet 
 2014 ),  sort of ,  kind of  >  sorta ,  kinda . Dér ( 2010   : 17) suggests that phono-
logical reduction may be associated with the frequency of the form.    

     (e)      Pragmatic markers form a separate tone group .  
•   This is likely an overstatement. Early opposition was expressed by 

  Östman ( 1982 : 149,  1995 ) and   Redeker ( 1991 : 1168), who note that prag-
matic markers are intonationally bound to a clausal unit. The prevailing 

     7     See, e.g., “ ‘Actually’ is the most futile, overused word on the internet” ( https:// newrepublic.
com/ article/ 116995/ actually- most- futile- overused- word- internet  [accessed June 9, 2016]) or 
“Literally –  the much misused word of the moment” ( www.theguardian.com/ media/ mind- your- 
language/ 2012/ jan/ 29/ literally- a- much- misused- word  [accessed June 9, 2016]).  

     8     In her recent book,   Tagliamonte ( 2015 ) conducted a number of interviews with prominent vari-
ationist sociolinguists. She reports (p.c.) that some of these linguists were appalled when they 
saw the number of pragmatic markers they used and wanted them to be edited out of the written 
transcript.  
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view would appear to be that pragmatic markers –  or at least “proto-
typical” ones  –  often do form a separate tone group (see, e.g.,   Heine 
 2013 : 1210), but some forms never do (see, e.g.,   Holmes  1988  on  sort 

of  or   Müller  2004 : 61 on  so   ), and others may alternate, sometimes being 
unstressed and part of the adjoining tone group and other times being 
stressed, having falling intonation, and being followed by a pause, thus 
constituting their own tone group (cf.   Dér  2010 : 15– 16). The behavior 
of clausal pragmatic markers in this regard is highly variable; see below.    

     (f)      Pragmatic markers are restricted to sentence- initial position.   
•   Clearly, this is incorrect. As I already noted in 1996, pragmatic markers 

may occur in medial or i nal position, although their preferred or pre-
dominant position may be at the beginning of the sentence or at clause 
boundaries (  Schourup  1999 :  233). Recent work (see, e.g.,   Haselow 
 2013 ;   Traugott  2016 ; and the articles in       Hancil, Haselow, and Post  2015 ) 
has focused on i nal pragmatic markers, or those on the right periphery, 
such as English  then ,  though ,  anyway , and  but   .    

     (g)      Pragmatic markers are considered to have little or no propositional mean-

ing, or at least to be difi cult to specify lexically.   
•   Pragmatic markers are no longer thought to be semantically empty i ll-

ers, completely devoid of meaning, as they once were (and among the 
general public continue to be). But it is generally agreed that they have 
little or diminished propositional (conceptual/ referential) meaning and 
do not add to the informational content of the utterance.  9   For exam-
ple, the pragmatic marker  well  retains little if any of its propositional 
meaning of adverbial/ adjectival  well . The meaning of pragmatic mark-
ers can, instead, be understood as “procedural  ” or “non- compositional”; 
they act as types of instructions or “linguistic ‘road signs’ ” to guide the 
hearer toward the intended interpretation (  Hansen  1998 : 199;   Schourup 
 1999 : 245f.).  10   Procedural meaning   can be understood as being related 
to the secondary nature, or “non- addressability,” of pragmatic markers 
(Boye   and Harder    2007 ; see below).  

•   As a consequence of their low degree of propositional meaning, prag-
matic markers are difi cult to translate into other languages.  

     9       Wierzbicka ( 1986 ) attempts to refute the position that pragmatic markers are meaningless, 
have no discrete meaning, are semantically fuzzy, or can be elucidated only by pragmatic 
principles (see also   Redeker  1991 : 1139, 1159, 1164– 1165). She believes that such a position 
simply rel ects “analytical failure.” She proposes a “semantic primitive” approach in which 
pragmatic markers are considered to have an invariant semantic content which can be captured 
in a precise formula.  

     10     Procedural meaning   is usually equated with non- truth-conditionality, but this is not unprob-
lematic (see   Schourup  1999 : 232, 245f.;   Ifantidou  2001 ; Brinton  2008 : 26). Blakemore   (2002: 
4) notes that the terms “content” and “procedural” cut across truth- conditional meaning. I will 
omit the question of truth- conditionality   from this discussion.  
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•   Assuming that the procedural meaning   of a pragmatic marker derives 
historically from its original propositional meaning, one would expect 
the two meanings would be related in some way (as will be discussed in 
 Section 1.4.2 ).  11    

•   Some pragmatic markers seem to retain propositional meaning to a 
greater extent. For example,   Blakemore ( 1987 : 334, 2002: 4) argues that 
forms such as  in other words ,  in coni dence ,  seriously , and  that is   12   are 
conceptual in meaning. I would argue that they are (weakly) procedural 
in meaning, but retain a considerable amount of their original concep-
tual meaning. As we will discuss below ( Section 1.5 ), pragmatic markers 
may, like all grammatical item, be understood as retaining some of their 
original meaning (see   Hopper  1991  on “persistence  ”).    

     (h)      Pragmatic markers occur either outside the syntactic structure or loosely 

attached to it and hence have no clear grammatical function.   
•   The occurrence of pragmatic markers outside the syntactic structure –  

like disjuncts or parentheticals  –  is a matter of general agreement. In 
fact, syntactic independence may be “one of the most conspicuous fea-
tures” of pragmatic markers (  Heine  2013 : 1210).  

•   While pragmatic markers are detached from the syntactic structure of the 
clause, phrasal and clausal pragmatic markers have internal grammatical 
structure (  Schourup  1999 : 232), albeit often elliptical (see below).  

•   Whether a syntactic position outside the clause makes pragmatic mark-
ers “agrammatical” (  Goldberg  1980 : 7) is highly debatable (see below, 
 Section 1.5 ).    

     (i)      Pragmatic markers are optional rather than obligatory features.   
•   Pragmatic markers are syntactically (grammatically) unnecessary but 

pragmatically essential. “[T] he structure and meaning of arguments 
can be preserved even without markers” and “[r]emoval of a marker 
from its sentence- initial position, in other words, leaves the sentence 
structure intact” (  Schiffrin  1987 : 55, 32). Their absence “does not ren-
der a sentence ungrammatical and/ or unintelligible” but does “remove 
a powerful clue about what commitment the speaker makes regarding 
the relationship between the current utterance and the prior discourse” 
(  Fraser  1988 : 22). As Mü  ller notes ( 2004 : 6), “[O]ptionality only con-
cerns grammatical well- formedness of the relevant sentence, and not its 

     11     That there is a semantic relation between pragmatic and non- pragmatic meaning is not univer-
sally assumed. For example, Fraser   suggests that in determining the meaning of a pragmatic 
marker, “any reliance on content meaning is ill- founded … discourse markers should be ana-
lyzed as having a distinct pragmatic meaning that captures some aspect of the speaker’s com-
municative intention,” though he does admit that conceptual meaning is “perhaps interesting 
from an historical perspective” (1990: 393).  

     12     See Brinton ( 2008 : 104– 109) on  that is (to say) .  
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pragmatic impact.” A text without pragmatic markers might be more dif-
i cult to process and would sound decidedly odd (see   Dér  2010 : 14– 15).    

     (j)      Pragmatic markers are marginal forms .  
•   Pragmatic markers are “what happens to be left over” by the grammar 

of a language (  Stein  1985 : 299). They constitute a heterogeneous set of 
forms that do not constitute a formal grammatical class, though they are 
most closely aligned (and overlap to a large degree) with adverbs, con-
junctions, and interjections  .  

•   Many pragmatic markers have homophonous forms that function as 
standard parts of speech (  Heine  2013 : 1208), and from which they derive.    

     (k)      Pragmatic markers may be multifunctional .  
•   Pragmatic markers operate on the global (i.e., pragmatic) level, simulta-

neously serving textual   and interpersonal   functions (see below,  Section 
1.2.3 ). As the wealth of studies of individual pragmatic markers have 
shown, it often proves difi cult in individual cases to tease apart the 
different uses, which may form a complex network of meanings (see 
  Beeching  2016 : 6– 10).  

•   As Aijmer   and Simon- Vandenbergen   observe, “Pragmatic markers can 
have an almost ini nite number of functions depending on context. 
Moreover they can overlap with other markers in some of their mean-
ings. Describing and constraining the multifunctionality of pragmatic 
markers is therefore a challenging task” (2011: 229).    

     (l)      Pragmatic markers are more characteristic of women’s speech than of 

men’s speech .  
•     Erman ( 1987 : 26– 29) argues that, like tag questions and hedges, pragmatic 

markers express tentativeness or powerlessness. In 1996, I referred to the 
claim of greater frequency of pragmatic markers in women’s speech as “a 
controversial suggestion,” citing Holmes  ’s study of  you know    ( 1986 : 4). She 
found that the sexes use this pragmatic marker with equal frequency but 
different effect: Women use it to express certainty and for the purposes of 
positive politeness   (thus it is not motivated by low self- coni dence), while 
men use it for uncertainty, especially linguistic imprecision, and for the 
purposes of negative politeness.   Beeching ( 2016 ) i nds that in the  British 

national corpus , women use all of the forms she considers more than men 
do; the difference is signii cant in the case of  well ,  just ,  like , and  I mean   , 
but not signii cant in regard to  you know  and  sort of . She does not consider 
the different uses of the same form by women and men, however. Work by 
  Holmes ( 1988 ) shows that men and women use  sort of  about equally often 
in casual conversation, though women use it more often in semi- formal 
interviews. It is clearly used more often when addressing women. In gen-
eral, women exploit the interpersonal potential of  sort of  while men use it as 
a modal signal. Obviously, a nuanced approach to this question is necessary.     
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  Schourup ( 1999 :   230– 231) adds the characteristic of “connectivity,” a fea-
ture obvious in, for example, Schiffrin  ’s dei nition of pragmatic markers as 
“ sequentially dependent  elements which bracket units of talk” (1987:  31, 
emphasis in the original; see also Brinton  1996 : 30 where a number of other 
such dei nitions are quoted).   Fraser ( 2009 : 299) considers a necessary condi-
tion of discourse markers to be that they signal a semantic relationship between 
two segments. As will become clear in the following section and throughout 
this work, “there are other functions that may be more central than sequential 
relationship” (Heine    2013 : 1213). 

 As Aijmer   and Simon- Vandenbergen   ( 2011 :  226)  point out, the features 
I  listed fall into i ve categories: phonological and lexical (a– c in  Table 1.1 ), 
syntactic (d– f), semantic (g), functional (h)  and sociolinguistic and stylistic 
(i– l). Following this order and based on the discussion above, I would like to 
revise my list as set out in  Table 1.1 .     

  1.2.2     Dei nition of Pragmatic Parentheticals 

   Clausal forms such as  I think  / guess/ mean ,  you know  / see ,  it seems/ appears , 
 as you know/ say/ see ,  look/ say/ listen , and  what’s more (amazing/ surprising ) 
have been variously described as “comment clauses  ” (  Quirk et al.  1985 : 1112– 
1118), “disjunct constituents” (  Espinal  1991 ), “i nite stance adverbials” (  Biber 
et  al.  1999 :  197, 864– 866), “parenthetical lexicalized clauses” (  Schourup 
 1999 : 227), “parenthetical supplements” (    Huddleston and Pullum  2002 : 1359), 
“reduced parentheticals” (  Schneider  2007 ), “comment clauses” and “adver-
bial clauses/ clausal adjuncts” (  Kaltenböck  2007 :  29– 30), and “formulaic/ 
conceptual theticals” (      Kaltenböck, Heine, and Kuteva  2011 ). These forms are 
parentheticals, or “expressions that are linearly represented in a given string 
of utterance (a host sentence), but seem structurally independent at the same 
time” (    Dehé and Kavalova  2007 : 1). A parenthetical is “a digressive structure 
(often a clause) which is inserted in the middle of another structure, and which 
is unintegrated in the sense that it could be omitted without affecting the rest of 
that structure or its meaning” (  Biber et al.  1999 : 1067).  13   

   Pragmatic parentheticals have the following characteristics: 

•   they have a linear relationship with but are syntactically independent of their host 
or anchor  14   clause; i.e., they are not an argument or adjunct of the host clause;  

•   they have (limited) mobility: they may occur in sentence- initial, medial, or 
i nal position;  

     13     See   Dehé and Kavalova ( 2007 : 1– 22) and   Brinton ( 2008 : 7– 14) for summary discussions of 
parentheticals.  

     14     “Host” is the more common word used, but     Huddleston and Pullum ( 2002 : 1351n.) prefer the 
term “anchor.”  
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•   they are typically, though not always, prosodically independent from the rest 
of the sentence (with “comma intonation”), and occasionally constitute a 
separate utterance;  

•   their internal structure may be elliptical; e.g., the verb may be missing an 
argument required by its valency; their “internal structure is built on princi-
ples of [sentence grammar] but can be elliptic” (  Kaltenböck et al.  2011 : 853);  

•   the host clause is complete (self- sufi cient) without the comment clause;  
•   their meaning is procedural, not propositional.   

  Pragmatic parentheticals have been dei ned as “syntactically unintegrated 
elements which are separated from the host clause by comma intonation and 
function as comments” (  Rouchota  1998 : 105, also 97). However, the prosodic 
non- independence of parentheticals has been shown to be an unreliable cri-
terion (see     Wichmann  2001 ; Dehé and Kavalova  2007 :   14;   Kaltenböck et al. 
 2011 : 854– 855). For example,   Dehé ( 2007 ) shows that comment clauses may 

  Table 1.1      Characteristics of pragmatic markers  

  Phonological and lexical characteristics  
 (a)   Pragmatic markers are often “small” items, although they may also be phrasal or clausal; 

they are sometimes phonologically reduced.
 (b)   Pragmatic markers may form a separate tone group, but they may also form a prosodic 

unit with preceding or following material.
 (c)   Pragmatic markers do not constitute a traditional word class, but are most closely aligned 

to adverbs, conjunctions, or interjections.

  Syntactic characteristics  
 (d)   Pragmatic markers occur either outside the syntactic structure or loosely attached to it.
 (e)   Pragmatic markers occur preferentially at clause boundaries (initial/ i nal) but are 

generally movable and may occur in sentence- medial position as well.
 (f)   Pragmatic markers are grammatically optional but at the same time serve important 

pragmatic functions (and are, in a sense, pragmatically non- optional).

  Semantic characteristics  
 (g)   Pragmatic markers have little or no propositional/ conceptual meaning, but are procedural 

and non- compositional.

  Functional characteristics  
 (h)   Pragmatic markers are often multifunctional, having a range of pragmatic functions.

  Sociolinguistic and stylistic characteristics  
 (i)   Pragmatic markers are predominantly a feature of oral rather than written discourse; 

spoken and written pragmatic markers may differ in form and function.
 (j)   Pragmatic markers are frequent and salient in oral discourse.
 (k)   Pragmatic markers are stylistically stigmatized and negatively evaluated, especially in 

written or formal discourse.
  (l)  Pragmatic markers may be used in different ways and in different frequencies by men 

and women  .
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be set off by intonational breaks, but they may also be fully or partially inte-
grated prosodically with the surrounding structure or they may join with some 
material from the host to form a prosodic domain  . 

 I will follow   Quirk et al. ( 1985 : 1112) for the most part, who identify three 
types of i nite comment clauses  : 

     (i)     those like the matrix clause of a main clause (e.g.,  I believe );  
     (ii)     those like an adverbial i nite clause (e.g.,  as you know ); and  

     (iii)     those like a nominal relative clause   (e.g.,  what was more upsetting ).   

  These three categories correspond to what   Peltola ( 1982 / 83: 103ff.) calls “par-
enthetic epistemic main clauses,” “parenthetic  as  clauses,” and “parenthetic 
relative clauses.” As we will see in the course of this study, however, a greater 
variety of types can be identii ed (see also Brinton  2008 : 2). 

 Comment clauses function as “disjuncts” (see   Quirk et al.  1985 : 612 ff.), 
commenting either on the style or form of what is being said or on the con-
tent of the utterance. Quirk   et al. observe that disjuncts are syntactically more 
detached, have scope over entire sentences, and are “in some respects super-
ordinate” (1985: 613). Specii cally they note that comment clauses may func-
tion as hedges expressing tentativeness over truth value, as expressions of the 
speaker’s certainty, as expressions of the speaker’s emotional attitude, or as 
claims of the hearer’s attention (1985: 1114– 1115). Following     Huddleston and 
Pullum ( 2002 : 1352– 1353), Kaltenbö  ck et al. refer to the meanings of (para)
theticals as “non- restrictive”; i.e., the meaning is not determined (“restricted”) 
by the syntax of the host sentence but rather by “the situation in which dis-
course takes place”; they are not semantically part of the host clause but con-
cern the “situation of discourse” (2011: 853, 856, 861). Factors important in 
the situation of discourse include text organization, source of information, 
attitude of the speaker, speaker– hearer interaction, discourse setting (extra- 
linguistic situation), and world knowledge of participants (861– 863; see also 
  Heine  2013 : 1210– 1211). 

 By the characteristics set out in  Section 1.2.1 , comment clauses can be 
understood as a subtype of (clausal) pragmatic marker. They are often equated 
with disjunct adverbials in that they occur outside the syntactic structure and 
are grammatically optional (deletable); they are more or less freely movable, 
occurring in sentence- initial, medial, and i nal position. They do not retain 
their original propositional meaning (e.g., parenthetical  I guess  does not denote 
a cognitive act of the speaker); rather, they express a wide variety of pragmatic 
meanings, such as speaker (un)certainty, coni rmation of common knowledge, 
claims for the hearer’s attention, or expressions of speaker attitude. In func-
tioning as “comments” on the host clause, they thus have procedural rather 
than conceptual meaning, serving to guide the hearer to the proper interpreta-
tion of the host clause  .  
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