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Introduction

This book explores the structure of spontaneous spoken English produced
in interactive contexts, based on a broad range of speech data from the
spoken sections of the British component of the International Corpus of
English (ICE-GB), and seeks to derive general structural principles from
these data. It diverges from the two ways of thinking about language
and language structure that still predominate in descriptive linguistics –
Saussurean and American structuralism, and Chomskyan generative
grammar – and follows the spirit of a number of more recent ideas that
appear to converge into a new, third-generation approach that could be
called “emergentism.” This approach is based on temporality, dialogicity,
and the incremental, essentially open character of linguistic structure or
“grammar” in real-time speech production. It is methodologically based on
an in-depth study of major structural phenomena of spontaneous speech,
utilizing authentic (rather than invented or idealized) data from natural
conversations.
The dogma of most grammatical models is that linguistic structure is

based on a relatively static, monolithic system of categories and abstract
descriptive rules. The alternative to this “fixed-code” view on grammar
pursued in the present study is that “grammar” is a dynamic phenomenon,
based on routinized patterns that are adapted to concrete situational uses of
language, and that the structure of spontaneous speech is derivable from
principles of mental processing and of how speakers organize conversa-
tional interaction. Under this view, speakers do not merely orient to a set of
fixed syntactic patterns in real-time speech production, but create structure
in a piecemeal way, based on moment-by-moment decisions on how to
continue a syntactic trajectory underway, thereby creating structures that
are not readily classifiable as the kinds of configurations postulated
in sentence-based grammars. The assumption that linguistic activity,
particularly syntactic processing, is built on well-formed sentences and
constituency, which surfaces more or less explicitly in most formal and also
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in many functional approaches to grammar, leads to a model of language –
and grammar – that can only insufficiently be related to what we actually
observe in the (spoken) data. What is more, this assumption is difficult
to reconcile with psycho- and neurolinguistic findings on syntactic
processing – which suggest that speakers plan their utterances incremen-
tally, adjusting the structure ahead to fit the words that have been produced
before (e.g. Bock & Irwin 1980; Bock 1987; de Smedt 1990; Schriefers,
Teruel & Meinshousen 1998; Fox Tree & Meijer 1999; Phillips 2003;
Christianson & Ferreira 2005) – and with the large number of linguistic
studies that have questioned the classical conceptions of grammar as being
composed of “canonical” patterns. As observed by Sacks (1992: 622–623), if
spoken utterances are included into grammatical analysis at all, they are
involved to “detect those features of it which are handleable without
reference to such considerations as sequencing, i.e., without reference to
that it has occurred in conversation.” To this, one could add the neglect of
other aspects, such as the role of cognitive constraints (e.g. the limited
capacity of the working memory, lack of planning time) and interactive
features. The search for an alternative to established structuralist and
generativist approaches, both of which see language structure as relatively
fixed prior to verbalization and as conforming to abstract, allegedly
“descriptive” rules rather than as being schematic and inherently open,
was a major reason for writing this book.
The main idea pursued here is that speakers create structure in

a piecemeal way, based on general patterns they are able to detect in the
linguistic input of past experience with language, which provide the basis
for their own verbal activities. However, these patterns are no fixed entities,
but are reshaped with each new instance of emergent speech since every
utterance is a new utterance, even if it includes segments that have been
used before by many other speakers. In this sense, the “language system”

arises from the speakers’ mental organization of the patterns it is made of,
and is continually changed in minute ways through the reorganization of
these patterns in concrete communicative encounters. Bakhtin’s (1986
[1978]: 78) ideas on what he calls “speech genres” also hold for grammar:
speakers know their language in terms of lexical composition and grammar
from concrete utterances that they hear and reproduce in “live speech
communication” rather than from dictionaries and grammars.
This book seeks to develop a fertile association of linguistic description

(the “grammar” of spontaneous speech) with other research fields that
contribute to our understanding of how (spoken) language is processed
and structured spontaneously in interactive contexts. In particular, it seeks
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to revive the partnership between linguistic description and the cognitive
sciences in order to not only describe, but also to explain the corpus data.
Explaining rather than merely describing data requires the linguist to have
access to findings on how linguistic processing works in real time and as
part of the cognitive architecture of human beings, and thus to pay
attention to what is happening in the rest of the cognitive sciences.
At the moment, the study of grammar – and that of syntax in particular –
seems to be “off in its own separate world” (an expression that I adopt from
Ferreira’s [2005: 378] thought-provoking article on the current rift between
formal linguistics and cognitive science), which makes it difficult to
connect it to findings on speech processing and processing constraints
deriving from experimental disciplines dealing with language cognition,
both of which are important for developing an understanding of the
structural design of language produced in real time. Since the study of
language should be at the core of human cognitive science, it would be
counterproductive if linguists did not contribute to it with their descriptive
apparatus and data-based models and left it to the experimental disciplines
alone to develop cognitively plausible models of language. Following this
maxim, the present study offers an analysis of empirical data of sponta-
neous spoken English in which the structural properties are explained from
an emergentist perspective and linked to the cognitive conditions under
which speech is produced, which include, above all, limitations in working
memory capacity and the quasi-simultaneousness of speech planning and
production.

1.1 Product-Based vs. Process-Based Views of Grammar

The assumption that grammar and linguistic cognition correspond to
a monolithic, fixed, rule-based system consisting of categories that exist
prior to language use is still widely held in linguistics. One reason for this is
the success of descriptive work in formal syntax, in which analyses are
based on isolated, often constructed sentences. The belief that syntactic
structure can be described in terms of “well-formed” clauses and sentences
in which all constituents are integrated into morphosyntactic and semantic
dependency relations with other constituents is still very appealing to
many linguists. Under this view, syntax is understood in terms of static,
decontextualized configurations of forms that are assigned to particular
syntactic categories. Moreover, under the influence of generative grammar
upon our understanding of what “grammar” and particularly “syntax” are,
it has been widely assumed that grammars have not been and are not
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shaped by performance and experience, but are predetermined by an innate
language faculty (Chomsky 1965, 1975) and form an abstract set of rules or
parameters. The reduction of grammatical analysis to a detailed formal
description of decontextualized structures on a piece of paper leads to
a view of grammar as a monolithic, relatively self-contained system and
separates the language system from the actual speaker and the concrete
communicative context in which language is used.
A second reason for the long-held assumption that grammar is a

fixed system with clear-cut categories that is equally available to all
(“ideal”) speakers of a speech community in all communicative contexts
is a methodological one, referring to the long tradition of analyzing
language based on written language products, which has been referred to
as the written language bias by Linell (2005, 2009). The result of this
“biased” view on language structure is that the conceptual apparatus that
derives from the analysis of language is apt for the study of written
language, but largely inappropriate for the description of structures pro-
duced in unplanned speech. Linell (2009: 278) formulates the following
paradox in modern linguistics: “spoken language is regarded as the primary
form of language, yet it is studied by the use of theories and methods that
are heavily biased toward written language.” Many phenomena occurring
in spontaneous speech cannot be analyzed under the categorical framework
developed for the description of written language. In fact, many phenom-
ena of spontaneous speech do not even surface in written forms of language
at all, and have therefore either been ignored, marginalized, or described
under alternative approaches that were specifically designed to account for
the phenomenon under investigation. What is more, the long orientation
toward written language has biased our understanding of what language is.
As Linell (2005: 2) states,

[o]ur conception of linguistic behavior is biased by a tendency to treat
processes, activities, and conditions on them in terms of object-like,
static, autonomous and permanent structures, i.e. as if they shared
such properties with written characters, words, texts, pictures and
images.

Our thinking about language in general is heavily influenced by the
tradition of dealing mostly with language in its written forms. The quote
makes clear that looking at spoken language through the lens of written
language means that “language” tends to be perceived as an object, or a set
of objects, rather than as an activity; as persistent and static (atemporal)
rather than as dynamic and ephemeral; as being made up of discrete,
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graphic symbols (e.g. letters, punctuation marks) and clear-cut boundaries
between units rather than as a sound phenomenon with fluent boundaries
between single units; and as spatially rather than temporally organized.
The spatial conception of language underlies much linguistic thinking in
the sense that for the analyst the beginning and end of a structural unit can
be surveyed simultaneously and repetitively. However, the participants
in a conversational interaction are forced into the flow of time and cannot
focus on different parts of an emergent utterance parallely, but orient
to the leading end of an evolving structure (Auer 2009; Hopper 2011).
Terms like “left” and “right,” “position,” “dislocation,” and “movement,”
which are used in a quasi-ontological way by many linguists, clearly reveal
a conceptualization of speech as a one-dimensional entity available for
study on a piece of paper. Moreover, from a written-biased perspective,
“language” is conceived of as a normative, usually standardized, relatively
invariant entity that is constrained by formal rules regarding its form and
the internal design of structural units. Normative views on language keep
cognitive and communicative forces of real-time speech production in
interactive contexts, which often override structural ones, from surfacing
in grammatical analyses. The problem has been formulated by Halliday as
follows1:

Since grammatical theory evolved as the study of written language,
it is good at synoptic-type “product” representations, with consti-
tuency as the organizing concept, but bad at dynamic-type “process”
representations, which is what are needed for the interpretation of
speech. (Halliday 2004: 389)

Linguistic structure has traditionally been regarded as a ready-made
product available for analysis by the linguist, which is probably less
problematic for the study of written language than for speech, given that
the latter is designed in situ as part of emergent discourse produced jointly
with another participant in real time. Many structural phenomena of
spontaneous speech cannot be explained from an ex post factum perspective
alone, under which structure is seen as a finished product. It is argued here
that we arrive at a better understanding of the properties of speech if
grammar is conceived of as something that is accomplished in the act of

1 An example used by Halliday is hypotactic structures that involve nesting, which is more typical of
spoken discourse and rare in writing, e.g. Our teacher says that if your neighbor has a new baby – and
you don’t know whether it’s a he or a she, if you call it “it” – well then the neighbor will be very offended
(Halliday 2004: 389).
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speaking, rather than predetermined and thus independent of language use
in an individual interactional context.
The main problem of traditional syntactic analysis, both in the

structuralist and in the generativist tradition, is that much of it tends to
be incompatible with facts about language processing. For instance, the
assumption that syntactic processing is built on well-formed system struc-
tures (e.g. clauses) and constituency is difficult to reconcile with the
observation that many patterns attested in the corpus data do not conform
to the kinds of well-formed configurations described in formal grammars,
and that speakers make routine use of linguistic expressions that do not
qualify as syntactic constituents, such as interjections or address terms.
Moreover, since sentence-based approaches to syntax do not allow for
“open” structures, they cannot be reconciled with cognitive, psycho- and
neurolinguistic findings on syntactic processing, which has been found to
occur in a piecemeal manner, based on moment-to-moment incremental
processing (e.g. Phillips 2003; Christianson & Ferreira 2005; Ferreira
2005), which may or may not result in “complete” sentences. Various
studies have documented that speakers are able to reconfigure a syntactic
trajectory underway (Hopper 2004, 2011; Pekarek Doehler 2011), thus
giving evidence of the openness of grammatical constructions: once
a particular structural format is initiated, its concrete trajectory is not
predetermined by a priori patterns or rules, but shaped on a moment-to-
moment basis, being continuously adapted to local interactional purposes
“to a point that it can be expanded or revised to yield another construction”
(Pekarek Doehler 2011: 49).
Since in “well-formed” structures of the kind occurring in most forms of

written language all forms (“constituents”) are integrated into mutual
dependency relations and are part of a hierarchical organization, verbaliza-
tion presupposes that speakers have a full representation of the ultimate
syntactic configuration in mind. This is also the assumption underlying
notions such as surface structure, transformation, dislocation, movement,
fronting, or ellipsis. The data deriving from spontaneous speech discussed
in this book cast doubt on this view. The challenge for syntactic descrip-
tion that deals with speech-based data is thus to change the perspective
from that of the analyst, who has access to the finished speech product, to
that of the speaker, who creates structure incrementally in real time, and
thus to account for the fact that structure remains relatively flexible and
thus open over a certain time span within which it is produced. Accounting
for real-time processing also requires a reconsideration of concepts such as
well-formedness, grammaticality, or syntactic incompletion, which seduce
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linguists to dismiss structures that deviate from assumed, theory-internal
a priori categories as syntactic anomalies.
Of course, spoken and written language do not form an opposition.

Rather, different text types align differently on a gradient from more
speech-like to more written-like texts along various dimensions (see
Biber 1988). Thus, much of the conceptual apparatus deriving from and
designed for written texts can be applied to the analysis of speech as well,
given that the differences between spoken and written language are not
always clear-cut: there are written genres that mirror lexical and structural
features that characterize speech as much as there are spoken genres in
which language is used in a formal, compact written style. For instance,
cultures that lack a writing system use spoken language for the recital of
laws or epic poems (Linell 2005), which are structurally more written-like
from a Eurocentric perspective than structures produced in casual talk.
Biber (1988: 79–120) has shown that different types of (spoken and written)
texts line up differently on various dimensions, such as involved vs.
informational production (e.g. face-to-face conversation vs. academic
prose) or explicit vs. situation-dependent reference, and shows that no
clear-cut distinction between spoken and written forms of language
emerges. However, it is certainly possible to speak of opposite poles on
a spoken–written language continuum, with spontaneous speech and a text
type such as academic prose forming the extreme points. In his famous
essay “The Problem of Speech Genres,” Bakhtin (1986 [1978]: 62) proposes
a distiction between primary and secondary speech genres, that is, between
generic forms of “utterances,” the latter of which are complexified forms of
social communication that occur primarily in written form:

Secondary (complex) speech genres – novels, dramas, all kinds of
scientific research, major genres of commentary, and so forth – arise
in more complex and comparatively highly developed and organized
cultural communication (primarily written) that is artistic, scientific,
sociopolitical, and so on. During the process of their formation, they
absorb and digest various primary (simple) genres that have taken
form in unmediated speech communion. These primary genres are
altered and assume a special character when they enter into complex
ones. They lose their immediate relation to actual reality and to the
real utterances of others.

The distinction is fundamental, as it accounts for the different nature of
major forms of language use and the consequences for their analysis: most
written language products are secondary genres that have undergone heavy
complexification by the “absorption” of various primary genres, and thus
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came to diverge from primary genres or primary forms of communication
structurally and in terms of abstractness, given that they lost their relation
to a concrete, momentary interactional situation.
Writing has had a profound influence on our way of thinking about

language in terms of structure, categories, discreteness, and the nature
of the linguistic sign, which forms the background of much linguistic
thinking in the Western hemisphere. Written structures formed the
point of departure for the development of the conceptual apparatus that
linguists have been using over centuries, most of it originating from
the Greco–Roman tradition of grammar writing. Not all of this can be
transferred to the analysis of spoken language since there is no strict one-to-
one correspondence between the structural features of written language
and those observable in speech. Part of the linguist’s work is thus to explore
the ways in which and to what extent the categories and analytic tools
developed for the analysis of written structures are applicable to structures
created in spontaneous speech.

1.2 Spontaneous Speech as a Challenge for Grammatical
Modeling

The present study draws on a conceptualization of “grammar,” particularly
syntax, as an emergent phenomenon, following ideas and approaches
discussed, for example, by Hopper (1987, 1998, 2004, 2011) and Auer
(2009), and argues, with them, that linguistic structure is a dynamic
phenomenon created in the linear flow of time. Speakers cannot survey
the beginning and the end of a structural unit they are about to produce
simultaneously, but are always situated at the leading end of an emergent
structure. According to this view, speakers do not merely orient to a set of
fixed, preexisting syntactic patterns in real-time speech production, but
create structure in a piecemeal way. In order to explain – rather thanmerely
describe – the structures occurring in spontaneous spoken English, the
present study draws on insights from cognitive psychology, particularly on
studies of the working memory and its limited capacity (Cowan 2001;
Baddeley 2002, 2003), and neurolinguistic research, both of which provide
a useful resource for the modeling of a grammar of spontaneous speech.
The focus of this study falls on two phenomena that characterize sponta-

neous spoken English and that represent a challenge for grammatical model-
ing. The first phenomenon is the occurrence or use of unintegrated or
extra-clausal expressions (e.g. discourse markers, parenthetical/comment
clauses, general extenders, final particles), which are not integrated into
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morphosyntactic and semantic dependency relations holding within the
structural unit they accompany and which have therefore been variously
described as “fillers” (Biber et al. 1999), “extra-clausal constituents”
(Dik 1997) or “pragmatic markers” (Brinton 1996; Traugott 2015, 2016)
and have thus often been excluded from or not immediately been linked to
grammatical description (Chapter 4). The second one refers to the occur-
rence of syntactic phenomena that are often interpreted as “anomalies” or
as “fragmented,” “disintegrated” or “defective” syntactic configurations,
namely (i) so-called ellipses, (ii) structures based on the chaining of smaller,
formally unrelated syntactic segments into larger units of talk, and
(iii) syntactic “mismatches,” where a later syntactic segment does not
match the morphosyntactic properties of an earlier segment that projected
it (Chapter 5).

1.2.1 “Unintegrated” Expressions

Unintegrated expressions are lexical and structural units such as disjuncts,
tags, parentheticals, interjections, insubordinated if-clauses, vocatives,
hanging topics, syntactic fragments (e.g. the thing is, as it were, if you
want), or discourse markers, which are not, or not immediately, involved
in clause-internal morphosyntactic dependency relations and thus “out-
side” the grammar of the clause. These expressions have received increased
interest in the past decades, which is certainly due to the availability of
increasing amounts of spoken data offered by different kinds of corpora
and the belief that a theory of grammar should account for such expres-
sions and their specific features. However, apart from a few attempts at
integrating them into a comprehensive theory of grammar, “unintegrated”
expressions have not been given a systematic treatment as grammatical
elements. Rather, they are typically relegated to the pragmatic domain,
where they tend to be described as context-dependent, multifunctional
expressions with more or less elusive meanings. The reluctance to include
them into grammatical description is based on their formal and functional
features: as expressions that are not integrated into morphosyntactic and
semantic dependency relations in the sense that they are not assigned their
morphosyntactic and semantic features by their relation to another form,
they cannot be considered “constituents” in sentence-based grammatical
terms, but exist “outside” the clause; their function is not describable in
terms of established grammatical categories such as number, case or aspect,
but concerns discourse structure, speaker–addressee interaction and
real-time speech planning, for which no grammatical categories exist.
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Moreover, they tend to have very reduced semantic content and typically
do not contribute to the semantic content of the structural unit they
accompany, but have procedural meanings in the sense of Blakemore
(1987, 2002), guiding the interpretation of an utterance. Thus, they clearly
represent a challenge for grammatical modeling. Some examples for such
unintegrated expressions are given in (1) (highlighted in gray).

(1) 97 A: as long as you I mean honestly I’d prefer you two to be there
98 [but uhm,]
99 C: [ yeah, ]
100 we could go out at ten o’clock °or something° for a [drink. ]
101 B: [yeah but ]

w- uh we can come round yeah and [spend] what half well ten? and
102 A: [yeah ]
101 B: then go for [last orders or something. ] [ <unclear words> ]
104 A: [go for a drink. ]
105 C: [yeah a drink somewhere .]

[ICE-GB S1A-048]

Due to their “extra-clausal” status, such “unintegrated” expressions have
long been marginalized in grammatical description, irrespective of the fact
that they play an important role in the process of building up linguistic
structure in real time: they serve both the internal coherence of a structural
unit defined as a “unit of talk” (a stretch of speech produced under one
coherent intonation contour representing a particular illocutionary point;
see Chapter 2), as with, for example, yeah orwell in the unit of talk in line 101
in (1), and the coherence of discourse in the sense that they integrate a unit of
talk into a contextual matrix including social, textual and speaker-centered
attitudinal aspects, as for example with honestly, which rhetorically marks the
upcoming speech act as somewhat confidential and expressing an unmiti-
gated opinion or desire, or initial but (line 101), which signals an upcoming
shift of the focus of attention. One of the first approaches in which such
expressions were systematically accounted for is Dik’s (1997) Functional
Grammar, which distinguishes between clausal and extra-clausal constituents
(ECCs), the latter of which are described as follows (Dik 1997: 379):

Especially in spoken discourse [. . .] we often produce a variety of
expressions which can be analysed neither as clauses nor as fragments
of clauses. These expressions may stand on their own, or precede,
follow, and even interrupt a clause, beingmore loosely associated with
it than those constituents which belong to the clause proper. These
expressions will here be called extra-clausal constituents (ECCs).
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