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The Pragmatic Function and Its Translation
of the Discourse Marker “Well ” in
Desperate Housewives (V)
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1 Introduction

The study of discourse markers (DMs) began at the end of 1970s (van Di-
jk, 1979; Fraser, Bruce, 1980) . DMs had aroused Schourup (1982), Schif-
frin (1987), Blakemore (1988, 1996) and many other scholars’ interest de-
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cades ago. But few of them could tell the exact definition of discourse marker at that
time. Until now, we can find different definitions of discourse markers: First, a
discourse marker is a word or phrase that is relatively syntax—independent and does
not change the meaning of the sentence, and has a somewhat empty meaning. Sec-
ond, discourse marker as a word or expression shows the connection between what
is being said and the wider context (Michael Swan) which can help people un-
derstand the inner connection of the conversation, the purpose of the speaker and
can make the conversation more fluent.

Well has been widely used in our conversations. This word has many parts of
speech and usages. For example, she sings well (adverb) . The farmer digs his
well in the field (noun) . It might be well for you to see a doctor (adjective) . We
can see from the sentences above that well affects the sentence’s true condition,
and adds extra meanings to the sentence. Well, here we are at last. Well is an inter-
jection in this sentence. It is not a part of the sentence, but the function of it is
non—traditional. Therefore, we can draw a conclusion that well also has many prag-
matic functions in various contexts.

Example 1:

A: It depends. Do you eat three meals on time each day?

B: Well, doctor, you see, | studied very late yesterday afternoon. So |

lost track of time and had a sandwich for supper.

B comes to see a doctor because of his stomachache which is caused by the ir-
regular meal schedule. So when the doctor asks whether he has meals on time, it is
too embarrassed for B to answer it directly. So B uses well to express his emotions.
Such a function can not be explained by traditional grammar but can be understood
from pragmatic view. It can be regarded as a discourse marker.

Desperate Housewives is an American television series, created by Marc Cher-
ry, which began airing on ABC in 2004, in HDTV. Set on Wisteria Lane in the
fictional town of Fairview, Eagle State, the TV series tracks the lives of four
housewives, following their domestic struggles while several mysteries involving

their husbands, friends and neighbors unfold in the background.
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Desperate Housewives Season (V) opens with a car accident of Mike and Su-
san. In this accident, a woman and a girl died. Eddie comes back with a husband
who is not that innocent as he looks. He pretends to be a good guy to gain other peo-
ple’s trust. But in fact, he is the man of the wife and daughter who was killed in
the accident years ago. This attack makes him decide to take revenge to Mike. So a
series of plots comes out. During his revenge, several innocent people lost their
lives. At last, Mike found truth and saved his wife and son in time. The bad guy

called Dave was arrested into mental hospital.

2 Pragmatic Functions of DM Well in Desperate Housewives

Well has a great many functions: topic changes, reformulations, discourse
planning, stressing, or hedging. More and more people come to an agreement on
the fact that the main function of the word has the similar effect or structure—prag-
matic functions, not syntactic functions or semantic functions. The pragmatic func-
tions of well can mainly be categorized into three: a contemplation marker, a

turn—taking marker and as an attitudinal marker.
2.1 Constraints on Assumptions and Renegotiation

There are lots of discourse markers such as so, oh, and so on. Well is one of
the most complex ones. That is the reason why it becomes a hot word studied by
scholars. The idea that an expression may constrain the phrase of comprehension
was first put forward by Diane Blakemore (1987) who thinks that DMs don’t make
contributions to the true conditions of utterance, but constrain the comprehension.
Well is an effective way to constrain the supposition made by the listener and helps
him to renegotiate with a speaker’s purpose. The pragmatic functions of well can
mainly be categorized into three: a contemplation marker, a turn—taking marker

and as an attitudinal marker.
2.1.1 Wellas a Contemplation Marker

According to Schourup’s theory, well is often used to imply the speaker’ s
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thought. When the speaker says something, it must conclude her/his idea. When
they say well, it contains the suggestion, suspicion, expectation or some hints
and so on. The speakers try their best to convey their real meanings by using well in
the sentences. The contemplation function is presented in the following example.
Example 2:

Susan: | just want you to understand why | can’t let you in my life.

Jackson: Well...do you mind if | hang out for the next few months and

see if you change your mind?

Susan and Jackson have been together for 4 months. But Susan never lets her
friends or son know that, because she can’t get through the terrible experience of
the car accident. She tells Jackson the reason. Jackson makes a tentative suggestion
trying to seize the last chance to get together with her open and upright. Well here is
used to express Jackson’s state of mind: he totally understands and respects Su-
san’s feelings and options.

2.1.2 Well as a Turn-taking Marker

A conversation actually is a combination of getting turns, keeping topics or
giving up the topics. Well is widely used in conversations when a change of turning
point is needed. In this case, it is used to bid the topic, hold the topic, relin-
quish the topic and promote a response.

@ Bidding the Topic

In a conversation, people often use some certain DMs to express their inten-
tions and their purposes. Sometimes they need to interrupt other’s conversations
with politeness. They use some DMs to help them, and to remind others that they
want to interrupt. The speaker searches for a chance for them to start speaking. This
function can be demonstrated in the following example.

Example 3:

Bree takes out a hotdog.

Benjamin: Can|?

Bree: You have to promise not to tell your mommy.

Benjamin: Ok.
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Bree: Well, what do you think?

In this conversation, Bree tries her best to persuade Benjamin to eat hotdog
and finally she makes it. When Benjamin is chewing, she asks the feeling of Benja-
min by using a well to tell Ben that she wants to start a conversation.

@ Holding the Topic

In a normal conversation, sometimes some uncertain reasons may break the
conversation. A stop at the end of the conversation is regarded as a possible end in
a conversation. But if someone doesn’t want to end this dialogue, she/he may use
some DMs to get the topic or the right to talk back. Here are the examples.

Example 4:

Lynette: | just need five seconds to bitch about Tom, and then I’ Il...

oh, my God. Your painter isn’ t done yet?

Susan: Yeah. He...he’ s hard to keep track of.

Lynette: Well, anyway, Tom refuses to acknowledge that the twins are

turning into juvenile delinquents.

Lynette comes to Susan’s house to complain about her husband. She is attract-
ed by the unpainted house. Susan starts to talk about the “mysterious painter”
and the unpainted house. But Lynette wants to be back to her previous topic: she
wants to keep complaining. So she uses a well to hold the utterance.

@ Relinquishing the Topic

A conversation often occurs between more than two people. The conversation
can keep going only if two of them are very interested in the topic. But, some-
times, the listener may not be interested in the speaker’s topic, or after listen-
ing, the listener feels speechless or has nothing to add. At that time, the listener
may uses some DMs, like well in their conversations to achieve the success of the
conversation.

Example 5:
Assistant: Uh, there is no next size up. They don’ t make princess
dresses for girls over 7.

Gabrielle: She is only four and half.
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Assistant: Oh, well.

Gabrielle: Look, my daughter was invited to a princess party...

In this example, Juanita is invited to a princess party. Everyone should wear
a princess dress. But she is too fat to get the proper size. Gaby wants a next size up.
The assistant thinks that her daughter is 7 years old, because comparing with other
girls who are 4 years old, she is too fat. Her mother tells the assistant the girl’s real
age. The assistant is surprised and has nothing to say. So she uses well to show that
she doesn’t have something to say and wants to end this conversation. But Gabrielle
doesn’t seem to realize that. She repeats her words again.

@ Promoting the Response

Well is also used in a conversation to indicate that a response is required. In
this case, well is often spoken with a rising intonation to demand information. By
this way, the speaker expresses an inadequacy of the conversation, so he/she ex-
pects the listeners’ response. It is believed that the listener can realize the inade-
quacy. This well is used as a promoter which needs the listener’s response. This
function can be seen in the following example.
Example 6:

Mike: Well, have a good weekend. Doing anything special?

Susan: Well, I’ ve sort of start seeing someone.

In this dialogue, Mike and Susan get divorced, though they still have feel-
ings about each other. When Mike comes to pick MJ, he wants to say something to

Susan and expects her response. The word well is used here to express his feeling.
2.1.3 Wellas an Attitudinal Marker

Well, serving as an attitudinal DM, which indicates how the speaker feels
about something, is distinguished from the structural discourse. Well provides a
hint of how or what follows.

Example 7:
Bree: | can do anything so long as it complements beef tenderloin.
Danielle: Actually, we don’t eat meat. We are vegetarians.

Bree: Excuse me?
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Danielle: So is Benjamin.

Bree: Well...Since when?

Bree is preparing a big meal with meat, but her daughter tells her that both of
them are vegetarians. Bree is so surprised, but she tries to keep calm to show a
good impression. So she uses a well to express her surprise and, at the same time,

to calm herself down.
2.2 Reinforcements of Coherence

A conversation happens so quickly that the speaker has no time to consider
what he/she just said or what he/she plans to say. They often use well, you see,
you know, eh, and other DMs to help them to organize their sentences, which

can reinforce the coherence of the whole conversation.
2.2.1 Well as an Indicator of Topic Shifting

It seems to be necessary for the speaker to reestablish a common understand-
ing of "where they are" in the discourse with the hearer. One way in which this is
done is by using well to indicate a shift of topic. In these cases, optimal relevance
and coherence will require no such deviation from topic (Sperber & Wilson,
1995), so well is used as a signal to the hearer that the forthcoming sentence is not
the expected one .

Example 8:

Eddie: His seminar was called "getting what you want, " and he did...

three times. Before dinner.

Bree: Well, it’s certainly nice to meet you, Dave.

The housewives see that Eddie is back with a husband, so the housewives
come to Eddie’s house to say hello to Dave. But during the chatting, Eddie is al-
ways talking about the private things between Dave and her. Bree can’t bear listen-

ing to this kind of privacy. She uses a well to get the topic back to the point.
2.2.2 Wellas an Indicator of Narrative Staging Marker

This function of well is very similar to the one of the topic shift. The use of well

aims at establishing a mutual understanding between the speaker and the listener.
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Example 9:

Katherine opens the book and reads the dedication.

Katherine: You dedicated to me?

Bree: Well, you make this all possible. It’s the least | could do.

At first, Katherine is a little angry with Bree’s behavior. Bree totally under-
stands that, because the photo shooting takes that long, so she prepares a gift.
Then Katherine feels a little surprise. Bree uses a well to relate the fact that she
can’t do this without Katherine. She wants to establish the mutual understanding be-

tween Katherine and her.
2.3 Mitigation of Offence

Certain kinds of acts directly threaten face, for example, a request which is
refused rather than granted, an assessment which is followed by disagreement rath-
er than agreement; a suggestion which is declined rather than accepted; an offer
which is followed by a rejection rather than acceptance; an order which is dis-
obeyed rather than obeyed. Mitigation (Fraser, 1980) is defined not as a particu-
lar type of speech act but the modification of a speech act: the reduction of certain
unwelcome effects which a speech act has on the hearer. Well as a face—threatening
mitigator, has the function to mitigate some offence. There are two ways in which
well is used in the data: as an indicator of due consideration in process and signal-
ing resignation.

2.3.1 Well as an Indicator of due Consideration in Process

Well is used in a conversation to express that the speaker needs for the recon-
sideration of the previous assumption to save face. And sometimes it also indicates
that the expected answer will not occur. This function of well can be demonstrated
in the following example.

Example 10:
Tom: | mean, look, the whole school is talking about their card game.
Do you realize it was, like, the place to be on a Monday night?
Lynette: Oh, my God.



