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Discourse, Pragmatics and Responsibility

In the late 1960s, many scholars within text linguistics in Europe and within
generative semantics in the United States became increasingly dissatisfied with
a seemingly exclusive focus on the form and structure of sentences in main-
stream linguistics. There was a growing need to open up the subject to make it
acceptable to talk about context, function and variation in relation to the study
of linguistics. Words and sentences have different functions in different
contexts.

This turn had already seen the light of day in philosophy (the “later”
Wittgenstein, ordinary language philosophy, and finally the influential studies
by Searle and Grice); in anthropology (in fact, ever since Malinowski); in
translation theory (including Pike’s 1954 [1967] magnum opus); and in eth-
nography. Even though cultural, social, cognitive, philosophical, and anthropo-
logical aspects of language had been actively taken into account in neighboring
disciplines and in non-mainstream approaches to linguistics, the stronghold by
structuralist and transformational-generative thinking seemed unbeatable: the
quest by linguists to be(come) properly scientific had steered the development
of linguistic thinking on a route that had taken the very concept of language
away from language usage and language users’ adaptability.

Gradually, things started to change in the 1960s: the initial attempt was to
build context and function on top of what we already had, that is, adding extra
“boxes” or “circles” or “trees” on top of, or around, the structuralist specifica-
tions of language as a system, coupled with intricate discussions about compo-
sitionality and native speakers’ often very varied intuitions.

Text linguistics developed into discourse analysis, which today includes
contextual, political, and multimodal analyses. William Labov (e.g., Labov
1972a) took variation seriously, establishing what we today know as sociolin-
guistics, and started his and his followers’ search for contextual factors, that is,
sociolinguistic variables that could explain linguistic variation: age, gender,
race, education, class, among others, to begin with — and new variables are
added and tried out constantly. Corpora needed to be gathered and built in order
to make it possible for everyone to check everybody else’s data. Generative
semantics was for a time declared dead,' but it gradually developed into

! For elusive, entertaining, and informative accounts of Generative Semantics, see Lakoff (1989),
McCawley (1994).

Xix
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linguistic pragmatics, which in the 1980s increasingly merged with the
European, broader approach to language function inspired by Charles
W. Morris’s three-way distinction between syntactics, semantics, and pragmat-
ics and his view that pragmatics should deal with “all the psychological,
biological, and sociological phenomena which occur in the functioning of
signs” (1938: 108).”

What was soon realized as being more important than adding context and
function as viable factors to be referred to — very often “when needed” — was the
methodological, epistemological, if not ontological, idea that complementary
approaches could be used as tools in the study of language. Once function,
variation, and context were taken seriously, linguistic data could be understood
and interpreted in very many additional ways. The very concepts of context and
function had to be explicated and extended: What is context? What is function?
What is variation? What is discourse? Context and function for what and for
whom — in society, in culture? Further, what are their effects really on language
structure and language use? How do language structure and language usage
themselves affect context? Some scholars even gave up using the very words
language and linguistics altogether because these had too many connotations
relating to studies of explicit word-and-sentence structures of languages. Yet
talking about, say, communication, interaction, collaboration, or even
Malinowski’s (1923) communion, only moved the question in another direc-
tion and required understanding and definition of these additional concepts.

In the development of a need to look at function, context and variation as
such, pragmatics, sociolinguistics, and discourse analysis have joined forces.
Investigations of what goes on implicitly in communication, between the lines
of what is actually said as propositional content, have become central. As
a result, and in order to tackle such issues, within context-enhanced, inter-
actional, and usage-based approaches to language it has thus become more and
more acceptable to see language from different perspectives, with each per-
spective contributing to our overall understanding of, precisely, language.

We consequently find research quests taking semiotic perspectives on lan-
guage as well as cultural and anthropological perspectives, sociological and
philosophical perspectives, cognitive and conceptual perspectives, inter-
actional perspectives, and more. Different perspectives have developed into
different models, the results of which have gradually added to our understand-
ing of language.

The very concept of “understanding” is important, because ultimately most
linguists and students of language working within the humanities and social

2 This is reflected and reiterated in the mission statement of the International Pragmatics Association to
represent “the field of pragmatics, i.e., the science of language use, in its widest interdisciplinary
sense as a functional (i.e., cognitive, social, and cultural) perspective on language and communica-
tion” (see https://pragmatics.international/page/Mission; emphasis in original).
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sciences rarely seek the ultimate truth but, precisely, understanding — under-
standing of the phenomenon of language; and we have learned that understand-
ing is not easily achieved through deductive reasoning, by setting up a priori
models to be applied to instances of communicative expression. Understanding
is attained by looking at a phenomenon from different perspectives — ideally at
the same time. In practical analyses, however, we take one perspective at a time
while simultaneously trying to keep the big picture in mind.

One set of linguistic expressions that very early on challenged the estab-
lished view that linguistics should first and foremost focus on positive, declara-
tive, transitive, finite clauses with a preset toolbox of word class categories and
grammatical functions was the frequently occurring phrases you know, I guess,
like, well, oh, and similar difficult-to-define phrases in terms of predicate logic.
Even though school training did its utmost to obliterate these from the vocabu-
laries of young children, the expressions kept occurring — even in adulthood
among well-educated people. In fact, these are some of the most interactive
features in language, and if linguistics is to deal with ordinary people’s lan-
guage — rather than, or at least in addition to, the written word, focusing on the
language of classical authors — these “small words and phrases” had to be taken
seriously; and so they have.

A prominent research network that has taken as its task to bring together
scholars and promote research in this field is the Discourse-Pragmatic
Variation and Change (DiPVaC) network, with a specific focus on, precisely,
discourse-pragmatic features like the discourse markers or pragmatic par-
ticles already mentioned, which have as their main function to express
interpersonal, (con)textual, and affective functions in communication. The
present volume brings together an exciting collection of chapters by members
and collaborators of this network.

Yet the road traveled to where we are at the moment has not always been an
easy and navigable one. Robin Lakoff’s (1972) article was an early attempt at
getting scholars’ attention to turn to context and language function, and since it
was published in the journal Language it was not completely marginalizable,
albeit that it was published at a time when language function and the very field
of pragmatics were often scorned by mainstream linguists.

Lakoff’s article may have opened the eyes of the English-language commu-
nity of linguists to what she called pragmatic particles, but there had indeed
been much earlier studies of (pragmatic) particles, in other languages, espe-
cially in (literary versions of) earlier forms of languages, and in languages that
had not been previously described, where particles and clitics were a permanent
challenge to the anthropologically minded linguist (see, e.g., Denniston 1934
on Greek particles; Kinkade 1976 on Interior Salishan particles). German
particles received attention very early on — probably because many of the
German particles also functioned as conjuncts, and the task was to explicate
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the differences in meaning and function of these linguistic expressions (cf.
Arndt 1960; Schubiger 1965; Kriwonossow 1966). In fact, in the 1960s and
1970s, there was constant debate about whether the particles were grammatical
and syntactically specifiable (as modal particles, as attitudinal adverbs, as
conjunctive or connecting particles, or, for example, in the case of Japanese,
as subject or topic particles) or whether their function was better described as
more pragmatic.

Even though the study of conversation analysis had started to make an appear-
ance as early as in the mid-1970s (with Sacks et al. 1974 being the major article
that reached the general linguistics audience — also published in Language), and
although there were MA theses and PhD theses written on particles in different
languages, a more intensive and specific research focus on pragmatic particles as
expressions with different interactional functions did not properly start until the
early 1980s. This was also the time when scholarship in pragmatics as a field of
study on a par with phonology, morphology, syntax, lexicology, and semantics was
beginning to become established — and with it not only the International
Pragmatics Association but also book series in the field, notably the John
Benjamins series Pragmatics and Beyond, as part of which I published one of
the first studies that attempted to describe the intricacies of the pragmatic particle
you know (Ostman 1981): its use in interactions, in narratives, and in child
language acquisition as well as differences in use with respect to gender.

It was important at the time to try to come up with a definition of the
pragmatic particle I was investigating.* Thus, I suggested the following defin-
ition as the general, prototypical meaning of you know:

The speaker strives towards getting the addressee to cooperate and/or to
accept the propositional content of his[/her] utterance as mutual back-
ground knowledge.

(Ostman 1981: 17)

The definition is a product of its time (e.g., with regard to gender), but one of
the most crucial indications to support and validate this definition was the data
for “the same story” being told twice by the same teller to the same addressee.
In the first telling of the story, that is, when the story is new to the addressee,
the teller uses an abundance of you knows, striving to check the level of
understanding of the addressee, pleading for cooperation, and seeking to get
the addressee to take for granted the tenability of what they are being told. In
the second telling, however, when the teller knows that the addressee knows the
story, the teller uses hardly any you knows.

3 See Weydt’s influential 1968 book on Abtonungspartikel (Ger. Abténung, “shading, toning
down”).

4 This is, of course, still important, but notions like particles being multifunctional and polysemous
are much more readily acceptable nowadays.
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Conversation analysts in their very detailed ethnomethodological analyses
of everyday interaction, focusing on wanting to answer the question of “Why
that now?” with respect to the occurrence of a linguistic item,” necessarily also
paid attention to pragmatic particles as well as to silence, supportive elements,
filled pauses, and the like — all of which are also at the center of interest for the
DiPVaC research network. When John Gumperz, on the basis of his experi-
ences in India and of language contacts in London, wanted to make sociolin-
guistics become more “discoursy,” a new branch called interactional
sociolinguistics came into being; and his new book series at the time, Studies
in Interactional Sociolinguistics, published what became the standard reference
book for studies in this field for a long time, Deborah Schiffrin’s (1987)
Discourse Markers. The term was in accordance with Gumperz’s (1984)
book Discourse Strategies, and the very term “discourse marker” has today
become as frequent — if not dominant — as that of “pragmatic particle.”

The rest, as one says, is history.” These early studies effectively opened up
a field of inquiry that is still extremely vibrant forty years later. This edited
volume and the DiPVaC network build on these earlier and subsequent studies
and are, in that sense, one of the follow-up outcomes of the early pioneers’
work.

It is difficult to make any predictions about the future of this line of work.
One thing is certain, though, and that is that, despite the multitude of books and
articles on pragmatic particles, discourse markers, discourse-pragmatic fea-
tures, and the variability and adaptability of human communication, there is
still a lot to do. That is of course another good reason for having a network like
the DiPVaC, which, according to their mission statement,® “provides a platform
for the dissemination and discussion of new research findings, the formation of
new research collaborations, and the promotion of the field within and beyond
linguistics.”

All scholars working in this field would agree that pragmatic particles/
discourse markers do not partake in establishing or affecting the propositional
content of expressions they are used in connection with; and there are, of
course, other characteristics: they are usually short, they are inflexible (which
is the definition of “particle”), and they modify, qualify (etc.) something else.

This was in stark contrast to the transformation-generative grammarian’s “Have you made
a generalization today?”.

Schourup (1983) — another early study — used the term discourse particle. Other terms include
IFIDs (illocutionary-force indicating device), discourse connectives, speech-act adverbials,
interjections, and pragmatic markers.

For an overview of publications, see Aijmer and Simon-Vandenbergen (2009), but any respect-
able journal dealing with language function publishes articles on discourse markers, and refer-
ences in the chapters in this volume clearly also include more recent contributions.

See the DiPVaC research network website: www.dipvac.org.
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Various contextual factors and variables have laudably been suggested as
influencing their function.

Are there more general characterizations we can make, though? In my own
work (cf. Ostman 1982, 1986, 1995), I have talked about pragmatic particles as
having an implicit anchoring function, as being the implicit anchors of mes-
sages par excellence — they are the markers that let us see what goes on
“between the lines” of what we say, the verbalized connections to the implicit
communication we engage in whenever we speak: our connection to the
background society and culture we take for granted, to the systems of politeness
and turn-taking we utilize, to the involvement, affect and emotions we might
not want to verbalize directly.

I would like to conclude with a few words about the last of the trinity in the
subheading to my Foreword, viz. responsibility (cf. Popper 1987; Solin and
Ostman 2016). I want to do this to suggest one direction for future research on
discourse-pragmatic features.

If we take the general function of pragmatic particles to implicitly anchor
a message, and to communicate information about (1) cultural coherence, (2)
interaction-politeness, and (3) affect-involvement, then they are the surface
manifestations par excellence of the underlying, implicit aspects of messages.
The definition of pragmatic particles that I have taken as a guideline in my own
research runs as follows:

Pragmatic particles are (verbal) elements in language that have as their
primary function to implicitly anchor utterances vis-a-vis the communi-
cative restraints of a culture and society, the demands of aspects of
interactive politeness, and the prevalent types of affect and involvement.

To this, I offer the addendum that access to and employment of pragmatic
particles are part of our competence — as is pragmatic information gener-
ally. That is, every expression that takes linguistic form is a crystallization
of some structurally, cognitively and/or socially relevant factor (for human
expression); and what joins these three perspectives together is precisely
the understanding of how communicators handle responsibility in
communication.

Indeed, I feel the expression — or rather, negotiation — of responsibility is
perhaps the most salient common aspect of the function of pragmatic particles
as communicating implicit, subconscious messages: you implicitly express
what level and kind of responsibility you want to take, give, have, and so on
with pragmatic particles.

For instance, and very briefly, if we take another look at the abovementioned
narrative data and my definition of the function of you know from the point of
view of responsibility, we could say that, in the first telling of the story (with an
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abundance of you knows), the responsibility of what actually took place in the
story was solely the teller’s; but, in the second telling, when the addressee also
knew the story, the responsibility for the story was shared by the teller and the
addressee.

In other words, the focus on responsibility as a tool would perhaps not add
a completely new interpretation, but it does add an additional perspective; and
having access to a multitude of perspectives is crucial in order to get “the full
picture” — especially so in discourse-pragmatic studies.

I think the gist of doing discourse-pragmatic work is precisely to keep
focusing on what has traditionally been talked about as the periphery, the
margins, the fringes. Context is also a perspective on language — it is not
something “outside of” language. This insight alone will give us a deeper
understanding of the function(s) of language.

JAN-OLA OSTMAN
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AP adjectival phrase
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CEFR Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
CI credible interval
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NS native speakers
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RL recipient language
SES socioeconomic status
SL source language
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