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Abstract

This book aims to explore the properties and multiple functions of pragmatic
markers in interactive discourse, and it provides a conceptual framework for a
consistent and systematic description of why pragmatic markers are predominant
in oral interaction and how they serve to achieve bi-directional optimalization in
interpersonal communication,

Based on theoretical ideas, research methodologies and findings of game
theory, pragmatics and discourse analysis, the author proposes a conceptual
framework with. respect to the multi-dimensions of interpersonal communication:
dynamic collaboration, interactive coherence and bilateral optimalization. The
conceptual framework is assumed to be an underlying mechanism to account for
the multifunctionality of pragmatic markers in interactive discourse.

The theoretical emphasis in this book is on the multi-facets of interpersonal
communication and on the contributions of pragmatic markers as linguistic and
contextual clues to meaning production and interpretation in interaction. In the
dynamic process of communication, interlocutors usually make collaborative
efforts to attain a balance between conflicts of interest on the multi-dimensions of
interpersonal communication. And interlocutors often employ various pragmatic
markers strategically or stylistically to attain the maximization of the final
outcome. Owing to the uncertainty of verbal interaction, interlocutors often need
to negotiate with each other so as to accurately decode the communicative
messages intended by the other. As a result, pragmatic markers are often used to
achieve interactive coherence in the online discourse which is composed of all the
utterances of both the speaker and the hearer.

Assuming that pragmatics is to do with language use, the author focuses on
the multifunctionality of pragmatic markers, which are elusive in meaning and
ready for new senses or functions in interactive discourse. Noticing that not all
aspects of the information conveyed by an utterance are equally accessible and not
all aspects of language use involve computations of equal complexity, we assume
that pragmatic markers contribute to the overall meaning conveyed by the

utterances in which they occur. Specifically, pragmatic markers function as clues
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to explicatures and implicatures conveyed by utterances, and have both
conceptual meaning and procedural meaning. As people rarely encode exactly in a
univocal linguistic form the messages they intend to communicate, it is crucial for
interlocutors to decode and infer both the explicit and implicit information
conveyed in their utterances. Pragmatic markers often facilitate the expression
and interpretation of utterance meanings, and help the interlocutors to identify
both the propositional meanings of an utterance and the communicative attitude
of the speaker.

With data from actual conversations and media talks, the author makes a
detailed analysis of the multiple functions of pragmatic markers. The result -of
the study confirms the assumption that the use and functions of pragmatic
markers are closely related to the multiple goals on different discoursal levels in
interpersonal communication. Pragmatic markers serve to achieve discourse
coherence, organize information, enhance interpersonal relationship and index
communicative strategies as well. The meanings and functions of pragmatic
markers are constrained by the contextual factors involved in communicative
situations. _

Key words: pragmatic marker; utterance interpretation; pragmatic

constraints; discourse coherence; bilateral optimization
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Chapter One Introduction

Chapter One Introduction

Preliminary Remarks

Broadly speaking, the term pragmatic marker covers a wide range of
expressive means used as functional clues to the manifestation and interpretation
of the speaker’s communicative intentions. It refers to linguistic, paralinguistic,
or non-verbal elements that signal the speaker’s communicative messages as well
as his communicative attitudes, The pragmatic markers examined in the present
study are primarily expressions capable of being morphologically represented,
such as sentential conjunctions, parenthetical adverbials, fillers, interjections.
Nonetheless, it is unnecessary to separate these morphological items from the
acoustic concomitants, An understanding of pragmatic markers will be more
complete with a combinatory analysis of the prosody of interactive discourse. In
this book pragmatic markers are.limited to items with morphological forms for
the sake of convenience. As for examples of pragmatic markers in the present
study, we choose those items found in both Chinese and English interactive
discourse, assuming that the two languages have something in common in this

respect and therefore the findings can apply to them both at least.

1.1 Broad Preview

The last 30 years has witnessed a booming study on pragmatic markers in
the field of linguistics, pragmatics and allied fields as well. Pragmatic markers—
expressions like ok, well, and, but, so, ok, y’know, I mear, innit abound in
segments of verbal communication. These expressions are grouped together
functionally and are usually thought not to “affect the propositional content of
utterances in which they occur” (Schourup 1999:. 227). They have been
approached from various perspectives and within different frameworks relating to
divergent goals of research. Generally speaking, growing interest revolves
around the multi-functions of pragmatic markers in speech and writing. Some
researches deal with the whole range of pragmatic markers, while most others
focus on individual items; some studies examine the data from written literature

« 1 e



Pragmatic Markers: Toward Bi-directional Optimalization in Communication

in a language, while more recent studies center upon recorded data of
conversations in media and actual interactions. As a matter of fact, the expanding
study of pragmatic markers has turned into a “growth industry in linguistics”
(Fraser, 1998a: 301; 1999. 932).

Despite the widening scope of interest, researchers hgve not come to an
agreement upon the definition of the term “pragmatic marker”. In fact, the
problem lies not only with consistence of the term, but also with difficulty in
knowing whether these different terms are delineating the same set of
phenomena. A careful investigation will reveal the discrepancies between
different labels. For example, Schiffrin(1987: 31) defines discourse markers as
“sequentially dependent elements which bracket units of talk”, such items are
found in her rough list of analysis: ok, well, and, but, or, so, because, now,
then, I mean, y’know, anyway, however. Blakemore uses the term “discourse
marker”(2002) and “discourse connective” (1987, 1992) to refer to expressions
which “impose constraints on relevance in virtue of inferential connections they
express” (1987; 147), or “in other words, constraints on the result of the
pragmatic inferences involved in the recovery of implicit content” (2002, 4),
which “must be broadened to include constraints on all aspects of inferential
processing”. She claims, “If the term ‘discourse markers’,does indeed refer to a
particular class of expressions, then they must have a property which
distinguishes them from other discourse operators. This property is generally
considered to be their function of marking relationships or connections among
units of discourse”(2002; 2). She has discussed such markers respectively as
and, after all, although, you see, but, nevertheless, however, moreover,
furthermore, so, well. Andersen (1998, 2000, 2001: 39) uses the term
“pragmatic marker” to “describe a class of short, recurrent linguistic items that
generally have little lexical import but serve significant pragmatic functions in
conversation”, such as well, so, but, after all, yeah, innit. Fraser (1990,
1996) regards discourse markers as a subtype of pragmatic markers—
“linguistically encoded clues which signal the speaker’s potential communicative
intentions”(1996.: 168). The following items are on his long list of discourse

markers,

above all, accordingly, after all, alright, also, alternatively,

although, and, anyhow, anyway, as a result, because, besides, better, but,

by the way, consequently, conversely, despite, however, in other words,
- 2 . N



Chapter One Introduction

indeed, moreover, now, ok, say, so, then, well, you see...(Fraser 1990.
387)

Although the descriptions of the term are not consistent, it is agreed that the
function of pragmatic markers is of utterance rather than of sentence, and their
role should be analyzed at discoursal level rather than sentential level. More
importantly, pragmatic markers occur at different places in the discourse and give
important clues to how discourse is segmented and processed. This means that
they are crucial to utterance interpretation in interpersonal communication.

Among all the researches on pragmétic markers, the most fruitful ones are
within the frameworks of logic-syntactic analysis, discourse analysis, relevance
theory and pragmatic theory. The studies have focused on the properties and
functions of pragmatic markers as a whole or as individual markers in different
languages, Most of the studies concern the constraints imposed by pragmatic
markers on the discourse structure of conversations as well as on the. e;cplicature
and implicature of utterances. Up to now, the study of pragmatic markers has
provided useful analysis at the interface of syntax, semantics and pragmatics.
However, most analyses of pragmatic markers with linguistic data of recorded
da'ily conversations appear to be localized and unsystematic. Therefore, a more
global and systematic study-is needed. The present study attempts to probe into
the motivation to utilize pragmatic markers in interactive discourse, especially
into the contributions of PMs to the expression of the speaker’s communicative
intentions and to the hearer’s comprehension of the explicit and implicit messages

in oral interaction.

1.2 Remaining Issues in Previous Studies

Discrepancies in the descriptions of pragmatic markers mentioned above
reveal that unsolved problems still remain in the existing studies. Some of the
pressing problems will be briefly introduced in this section.

First of all, disagreemenf on the definition and the range of pragmatic
markers results in diversified terminology, which causes the definition to be a
prominent issue for researchers working on pragmatic markers. Therefore,
criteria are needed to describe the characteristics of PMs and to decide whether a
given instance is a PM. : P -

Secondly, a review of different approaches to pragmatic markers displays

. 3.



