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PART 1 A Study on English
Discourse Markers

Abstract

Discourse Markers (DMs) refer to those words, phrases or
sentences which can signal the coherent relations, indicate pauses,
transitions, or other aspects of communication when we are talking.
DMs can be used to signal either local coherence or global coherence
and play an important role in speech communication. So a good
command of employing DMs not only helps us process our commu-
nication smoothly but also helps us achieve coherence in a discourse.
So far the research on DMs has become a focus in the field of prag-
matics. However, it seems that the studies of DMs have never been
more complete, Compared with other approaches, the relevance-
based approach provides the most convincing and promising frame-
work to explain the use of DMs in languages. In view of this, the
present study centers its attention on the appearance of English
DMs in speech communication with the purpose of exploring their
textual function in communication under the framework of Rele-
vance Theory. In addition, the study also probes what implications
the theoretical framework has for EFL speaking. Therefore, the present
study is theoretically and practically significant,

Coherence has always been a focus of study in modern linguis-

tics. The studies on coherence undergo three main stages, namely
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semantic, pragmatic, and pragma-cognitive. Based on the definition
of relevance and two general principles, Relevance Theory is a com-
paratively more systematic approach to coherence. According to
Relevance Theory, discourse coherence is a consequence of the
hearer’s searching for optimal relevance. However, the textual
function of DMs lies in their helping the hearer search for optimal
relevance through casting constraints upon the utterance production
and interpretation. Communication is a dynamic process of osten-
sive-inference. For a speaker, communication is a process of osten-
sion, He must try to make his communicative intention explicitly;
on the part of the hearer, communication is a process of inference,
so he must infer the speaker’s implication with the help of the given
linguistic devices. From the viewpoint of utterance production,
DMs can be used to help the speaker organize information and pro-
duce clear utterances. The speaker will use DMs to produce the ut-
terances with different degrees of clarity according to the hearer’s
textual resources, cognitive ability and sensibility, and ultimately
direct the hearer towards the intended interpretation of the utter-
ances in discourse with the minimum cost of processing effort.
From the viewpoint of utterance interpretation or discourse under-
standing, the appearance of DMs can ease the hearer’s search for
relevance of utterances, and constrain the hearer’s choice of context
in which contextual effect is achieved. That is to say, they are relat-
ed to the derivation of contextual implications, consequentially the
use of DMs is to cognitively minimize the hearer’s processing effort
by providing an effective means for constraining his interpretation
of utterances in discourse in terms of the principles of relevance.
Thus DMs help the hearer search for optimal relevance, ultimately
make conversation a coherent whole. This is also the very reason for
their existence.

After having analyzed the realization of the coherence under the
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PART 1 A Study on English Discourse Markers

framework of Relevance Theory, the present study probes its appli-
cation for teaching DMs in EFL speaking. Speaking is a kind of in-
teractive communication between the speaker and the hearer. Ac-
cording to Relevance Theory, the interpretation of an utterance de-
pends on the interaction between the utterance and its context as-
sumptions, Therefore, DMs’ constraints on the hearer's choice of
context assumptions are quite important in EFL speaking. Based on
natural spoken English data, we make a comparison on the applica-
tion of English DMs between Chinese learners of English and native
speakers and find, compared with native speakers, Chinese learners
of English are in a state of pragmatic fossilization in the learning
process of DMs, especially their pragmatic functions. Then aiming
at teaching EFL speaking, the present study offers three sugges-
tions to guide the teaching of DMs. Firstly, teachers consciously of-
fer the oral materials from the native speakers’ data; secondly,
teachers try to arouse their realization of pragmatic functions of
DMs and teach them how to employ DMs to choose the relevant context
and assist the hearer’s search for the optimal relevance; thirdly, instruc-
tors try to provide as many chances as possible for learners to practice
DM in right situations and internalize their usage.

In conclusion, the present study has presented an account of
how DMs constrain the hearer’s selection of contextual assump-
tions, help the hearer achieve contextual effects or cognitive effects
and make the discourse coherent. The study also explores what im-
plications the relevance theoretical framework has for EFL speak-
ing. Therefore, the research is of great theoretical and practical sig-

nificance.

Key words: discourse markers; textual function; coherence;

relevance theory; pragmatic fossilization
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1. 1 Research Background

DMs as a subject of study was first mentioned in the book
pragmatics (1983) written by Levinson, but he even did not give it
an exact name, He mentions that there are certain words and phra-
ses in English indicating the relationship between an utterance
where they are and the prior discourse. Examples can be found in
utterance-initial usage of but, therefore, in conclusion, to the con-
trary, still, however, anyway, well, besides, actually, all in
ally so, after all and so on., It is generally conceded that such
words and expressions function in a discourse without impacting
truth condition of the discourse. They seem to show how an utter-
ance that contains them is a response to, or a continuation of the
prior discourse portion. Levinson only sets some examples and
makes some comments on them, but he doesn’t probe into this phe-
nomenon. Levinson's research arouses wide interests from linguistic
scholars. Since then, DMs have been studied generally {rom three
perspectives of structural, cognitive and pragmatic approaches.

The first and most detailed discussion on DMs can be found in
Shiffrin’s book Discourse Markers (1987). Schiflrin gives an expla-
nation to the functions of eleven English DMs: oh, well, and,
but, or, so, because, now, then, I mean, and you know and

treats DMs as encoding information about the sequential relations
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PART 1 A Study on English Discourse Markers

between adjacent portions of a discourse, Schiffrin argues that DMs
“propose the contextual coordinates within which an utterance is
produced and designed to be understood” (1987 315). The “con-
textual coordinates” refer to the discourse domain in which the
marker functions, and the indexical role of the marker. According
to Schiffrin, these coordinates function on five different “domains
of talk” (1987. 316). These domains are:

—ideational structure, based on the ideational or prepositional
content of the utterance;

—action structure, based on the action performed by the utter-
ance (e, g. a question, a repair, etc,);

—exchange structure, based on the role the utterance plays in
the turn-taking system (whether the speaker is ceding the floor, or
whether they want to continue their turn) ;

—participation framework, based on the relationship between
the speaker and hearer, and the speaker’s attitude or position in re-
gards to the content of the utterance;

—information state, based on the state of knowledge of the in-
terlocutors, both in terms of what the speaker knows and what
they know others know.

(1987 24 -29)

Shiffrin (1987) examines the distribution and different inter-
pretations of DMs in her selected data and proposes that those
markers mentioned above indicate three functions:

(1) They work as contextual coordinates for utterances by lo-
cating them on one or more domains (outlined above) ;

(2) They index adjacent utterances to the speaker, the hearer,
or both;

(3) They index adjacent utterances to prior and/or subsequent
discourse,

(1987:41)
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From the above, Schiffrin aims to make research on the coher-
ent function of DMs in a discourse construction. And she maintains
that coherence is achieved by DMs’ setting up the relations between
adjacent units in a discourse.

Secondly, the cognitive approach to DMs is mainly based on
Relevance Theory proposed by Sperber and Wilson (1995). It is
Blakemore (1987, 1992, 2002) who first applies the Relevance
Theory to DMs. According to Relevance Theory, the process of hu-
man communication and understanding is to search for relevance:
hearers interpret utterances on the basis of how they are relevant to
the knowledge they have from the surrounding context. While one
utterance may have a range of possible interpretations, hearers will
make the interpretation that can be arrived at with the least amount
of processing effort (Blakemore 1992; Sperber and Wilson 1995).
The function of DMs is to help the hearer interpret the speaker’s in-
tended meaning by limiting the selection of the hearer’s context.
Blakemore argues that DMs express “procedural meaning” instead
of “conceptual meaning”, which indicate the logic relation between
adjacent portions of a discourse without changing the truth condi-
tion of propositions. She recognizes procedural meaning and concep-
tual meaning as two different types of meaning. “linguistic meaning
does not just encode constituents of propositional representations,
or in other words, concepts, but may also encode a procedure for
manipulating propositional interpretations in inferential computa-
tions” (1992:333). Blakemore believes DMs can guide the hearer to
the interpretation intended and limit the set of available interpreta-
tions of a given utterance, then proposes three main ways in which
DMs can make the relevance of an utterance: they can introduce a
contextual implication (e. g. so, therefore); they can strengthen an
assumption expressed, or introduce further evidence for it (e. g.

after all , besides , moreover , furthermore) ; and they can deny, or
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PART 1 A Study on English Discourse Markers

contradict an assumption (e, g. however, but) (1992. 137 - 142),
Thirdly, the pragmatic approach is the research on DMs based
on Argumentation Theory, developed by Ducrot (1980) and Ans-
combre and Ducrot (1983, 1994). The theory is firstly applied to
give an explanation to Spanish DMs by Briz (1993a, 1993b, 1998).
The approach aims to find out the pragmatic functions of DMs in
order to explain how DMs build up relations between speech acts

and finally contribute to discourse coherence.
1. 2 Objective of the Study

In the 70s of the 20th century, with the advent, establishment
and development of pragmatics broadly conceived as a study of lan-
guage in use, there appeared a tendency to studying DMs (Van
Dijk, 1979). Not surprisingly, DMs have become one of the highly
explored linguistic phenomena within the current linguistic re-
search, but the studies of DMs have never been complete. A pionee-
ring study of DMs as a linguistic entity is made by Van Dijk (1979.
447 - 456) in discussing the pragmatic connectives and s but s or, so
and 7f, and he makes a comparison between semantic connectives
and pragmatic connectives, Whereas semantic connectives express
relations between denoted facts, pragmatic connectives express re-
lations between speech acts. However, the above account of the
connectives is only partial, few people have ever paid attention to
studying DMs from the aspect of cognition, and some remaining
problems are still found existing. Firstly, how DMs function in
speech communication and what constraints they have on utterance
interpretation have seldom been explored; secondly, it is well
known that DMs can achieve coherent force, but how DMs achieve
coherent force has not been well explained from the cognitive per-

spective; thirdly, little attention has been paid to teaching DMs in
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