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Pragmatic markers in comparative perspective:

A contribution to cross-language pragmatics

1. Introduction. The larger question issue this study addresses is whether languages develop functionally-parallel discourse markers in the same way as they develop, say,  functionally parallel grammatical categories?
 Specifically, if different languages independently develop pragmatic markers displaying the same function or, more strikingly, the same range of functions, and if the lexical sources of these markers are also similar, then this state of affairs would appear to have important implications for cross-language pragmatics. As a contribution to this agenda, I present here a case study, highlighting its theoretical implications for comparative pragmatics. 


2. Background of the project: genre and like. This project began about two years ago when Marina Yaguello showed me a piece she had written documenting some new uses of the word genre in informal spoken French (Yaguello 1998). Genre, according to standard grammars, is a noun meaning ‘kind’, ‘type’, ‘sort’ and of course ‘genre’. It often appears in the constructions de ce genre ‘of that kind/that kind of’ or du genre de ‘along the lines of’ that posit an approximate comparison, as in (1):

(1a) ...des gens de ce genre ‘that kind/type of people’

(1b) Il aime les films (du) genre policier ‘He likes detective kind of films’

(1c)  Elle m'a répondu quelque chose du genre «je (ne) suis pas ta bonne» ‘She answered something along the lines of “I'm not here to wait on you”’

When I saw Yaguello’s data (see now also Yaguello forthcoming), I was struck by its similarities to the uses of the now ubiquitous like in informal spoken English. The two of us then set to work collecting additional data and looking more systematically into the functions of these two pragmatic markers as well as into their histories, trying to establish in particular the trajectory that led from basic lexical meanings through the various pragmatic functions these items now display in informal speech and in particular in narrative utterances (loosely defined as any utterance in which a speaker reports something that happened). Some examples illustrating the parallelism of these two markers are given in (2)-(5):

(2) Elle téléphone genre dix fois par jour ‘She calls like ten times a day’

(3) Ce jean, il me va mieux, genre il me serre déjà moins ‘These jeans are better on me, like they’re not as tight’

(4) Quand je lui ai dit que t’étais pas sûr de venir elle était vraiment pas contente, genre si vous jouez pas je chante pas ‘When I told her you weren’t sure you were coming [to her party] she was really upset, like if you won’t [be there to] play [the piano], I won’t sing’

(5) Elle me dit: “Trois heures de cours dont une de dessin, ça fait deux ça”, genre le dessin ne compte pas. ‘She [the teacher] says to me: “Three hours of class including an hour of drawing, that makes two”.... like drawing doesn’t count!’

These examples illustrate several different pragmatic functions of genre and like, which I sort out in what follows; for now notice that in all cases genre can be felicitously and idiomatically glossed by like.

3. Pragmatic functions of like: Three main pragmatic functions have been identified in the literature on like, namely as a focus marker (Underhill 1988, Miller & Weinert 1998), as a hedge or marker of attenuation (Schourup 1983/85, Jucker & Smith 1998, Andersen 1998), and as a quotative, or introducer of reported discourse (Blyth et al. 1990), specifically a quotative that introduces a kind double-voiced discourse (Butters 1982, Schourup 1985, Tannen 1986, 1989, Romaine & Lange 1991, Ferrara & Bell 1995, Fleischman 1995) that is often ironic (Haiman 1993) and includes not only reported speech but also reported thought and attitude (Tannen 1989, Blyth et al. 1990, Lucy 1993). Comparative analysis with French has shown that genre displays this same range of functions (Fleischman 1998; Fleischman & Yaguello forthcoming). 

Several investigators have attempted to incorporate the various functions of like under unitary pragmatic umbrellas, revolving for the most part around the idea that what like signals is a speaker’s acknowledgment of a mismatch, or less-than-perfect fit, between what s/he is about to say and what s/he has in mind or feels might ideally be said in the circumstances in question.
  Schourup has labeled this metalinguistic disclaimer “loose fit,” Andersen “loose talk”, while for Jucker & Smith it signals that a clause or expression “should not be taken too literally.” Purists—who uniformly decry the use of like—would presumably concur with these interpretations, putting a negative spin on them: like signals inarticulateness, or an inability to express oneself properly. 

 4. Like and genre: Before illustrating the pragmatic functions of genre and like, a few observations about sociolinguistic issues, prosody, syntax, and register.

4.1. Sociolinguistic considerations and prosody. Anyone in current contact with contemporary spoken English is presumably aware that like is no longer sociolinguistically restricted to teenagers in either American or British usage. Though it began with younger speakers—which appears to be the case in the various languages that have developed analogous pragmatic markers—like in English has now migrated well up the age continuum. Without advertising my own age, I’ll confess to using it myself—all the more so since undertaking this project!—though still mainly for transitional, or bridging, uses, i.e. in utterances that are potentially ambiguous between lexical and pragmatic meanings, as in: 

(6a) This is like one of her ‘I’m-such-a-martyr’ stories that make me crazy.

(6b) He’s like the man I’ve been dreaming about all my life!

Is “the story” referred to in (6a) ‘like’ her familiar martyr stories, and the subject of (6b) ‘like’ the man I’ve been dreaming about all my life, in which case, like is a comparative preposition, and deleting it would alter the propositional meaning of the sentence? Or is “this” in fact one of her martyr stories, and is “he” in effect the man of my dreams, in which case like is functioning pragmatically and is deletable without essentially altering propositional meaning. These utterances can be read either way, though prosody can at times distinguish them. When like is used as a marker, the pitch tends to be lower, it is invariably destressed and often followed by a slight pause. The potential ambiguity of these utterances is precisely what enables the transition from one meaning to another, so examples of this kind are crucial to the task of tracing the path of functional-semantic development through which lexical or grammatical items come to function as pragmatic markers.

Genre has also already migrated up the age continuum—the utterance in (4) above was produced by a well-educated adult—though French speakers are often reluctant to acknowledge this. At present, however, like is both more frequent and sociolinguistically more widespread than genre. It has also received considerably more attention in the linguistic literature, which may have to do at least in part with an attitude of language purism for which the French are well known and which has not overly encouraged the study of phenomena regarded as non-standard. For the record, genre is infrequent, though attested, in Canadian French; Shana Poplack (p.c.) notes that francophone Canadians prefer comme, which may be a loan-translation of like, an independent development, or an independent development influenced by like. 

4.2. Syntax. With respect to syntax, like is—for now at least—syntactically more flexible than genre; it can be inserted virtually anywhere in an utterance,
 and this syntactic versatility may account in part for its exceedingly high frequency in casual speech. Genre is more restricted, perhaps because it is still grammatically a noun, albeit widely used as a preposition in informal speech, as in (7), also (1b), repeated below:

(7a) un type genre Michael Jackson ‘a Michael-Jackson kind of guy’

(7b) un canard genre Libération ‘a Libération-style newspaper’

(1b) Il aime les films (du) genre policier ‘He likes detective kind of films’

(1b) is a candidate ‘bridging’ example for transition to the attenuating function, which, with slightly different prosody, would yield the gloss ‘He likes like detective films’. 


Resourceful French-language users have enhanced the connective capacity of genre by adding to it the lubricating complementizer que, thereby enabling it to function as a kind of generic subordinator and thus increasing its syntactic scope, as in the following examples produced by high-school aged students:


(8a) Tout le monde en parle à l'école, genre que c'est super important ‘Everybody’s talking about it at school, like it’s really important’

(8b) Il me dit: “Tu vas te planter au brevet,” genre que  je vais me laisser impressioner ‘He says to me: “You’re gonna screw up on the brevet exam.” Like I’m going to be upset by that!’

Intonation makes clear that the speaker of (8b) was hardly upset by her classmate’s remark; this statement is informed by the same counterfactual modality as utterances in colloquial English followed by Not!, as in (8c).

(8c) My favorite class is Statistics. Not! (cf. also § 8.1 below on irony)

4.3. Register: Pragmatic like is acknowledged to be a feature of spontaneous spoken language, which, as Miller & Weinert have compellingly argued, has a grammar and organization of its own that differ in various respects from those of more formal varieties of speech as well as from those of written discourse. It appears, though, that both like and genre are now migrating into written language, not only in informal e-mail—in many ways essentially an electronic transcript of speech—but also in more formal written genres where the markers function as sociolinguistic indices of spontaneous speech/thought. Consider (9a) from a New Yorker article on the manipulative tactics of waiter in an upscale New York restaurant. The protagonist is quoted as saying: 

(9a) “A lot of times when people asked about the menu, I’d make it sound so elaborate, they’d just leave it up to me.... I’d describe, like, three dishes in excruciating detail, and they’d just stutter, ‘I, I, I can’t decide, you decide for me’” (Nina Teicholz, Confessions of a rogue waiter, The New Yorker, 5 April, 1999, p. 30))

Like in this example is a hedge of the type that often precedes expressions of quantity, indicating that the numerical expression may not be exact, but “something like” three dishes. (9b), from Salman Rushdie’s novel The ground beneath her feet, is excerpted from a passage of interior-monologue in which the narrator, a pilot, is concerned about evacuating people from the site of an earthquake:

(9b) ... Listen, the staff were out of there, I mean like bats out of, not meaning any disrespect, I understand how they felt, I’d probably have done the same thing myself, but they were gone. And I’m like, How quickly can I get myself and my guests to a place of safety, wherever that is, you know? Like, we’ve been lucky so far, but don’t push it.... (Salman, Rushdie, “Vina Divina,” The New Yorker, 5 April, 1999, p. 77)

The highlighted like’s in this passage both illustrate the quotative function of the be like construction, introducing the narrator’s thoughts at the time (the copula is ellipted from the second like utterance). Finally, the French example in (10), also from contemporary fiction, moves us similarly into the thoughts of a narrator, reflecting on how patients differ in their approaches to the business of paying for a doctor’s visit:

(10) Il y en a qui dès qu'ils entrent sortent le chéquier, le posent sur le bureau genre attention je paie donc j'en veux pour mon argent. ‘There are people who, right when they come in, they take out their check book and put it on the desk, like hey, I’m paying you so I want my money’s worth’ (Martin Winckler, La Maladie de Sachs, 1998)

My point with these examples has to do with their presence in ‘sophisticated’ varieties of written discourse. Whereas traditionally ‘markers of dysfluency’ would routinely be edited out of written reports, they are more and more coming to be retained as markers of ostensibly authentic speech or thought. The issue then becomes simply how—or whether—to punctuate them.


5. Agenda. Since the focus of this paper is to move beyond the comparison of like and genre undertaken elsewhere (Fleischman 1998, Fleischman & Yaguello forthcoming), I abbreviate considerably here discussion of a number of issues raised by the French and English data and simply summarize, with examples, the major pragmatic functions of these items and outline a plausible diachronic scenario for their development into pragmatic markers. The emphasis will be less on the grammatical aspects of these developments—changes in syntactic scope of the respective markers and concomitant category shifts—and more on semantic and functional developments. I conclude by drawing parallels from a number of other languages and raising some theoretical questions prompted by the data.


6. Marking focus: As pragmatic operators in spontaneous speech, like and genre function prominently in the structuring of information in terms of Topic and Focus. Specifically, they mark as focus whatever occurs to the right of them, which may be a word (11), a phrase (12), a sentence constituent (13), or an entire utterance (14) (focal information bolded):

(11a) She’s not like depressed, she just had a bad day.

(11b) C’était genre glauque ‘It was like a drag’


(11c) C'est un mec genre style zonard. ‘He’s kinda like a dropout’

(12a) I’m only going to walk like so far 
(12b) His clothes were like sixties hippie
(12c) L’avion était genre presque vide ‘The plane was like nearly empty’

(13a) My problem isn’t like doing the work, I’ve just gotta do it 

(13b) C'est par ce message que je vous annonce que nous avons sérieusement démenagé, ...genre...loin, loin de Nice. ‘This message is to let you know that we’ve made a major move, ... like really far from Nice.’ [e-mail message to multiple friends]

(13c) Elle téléphone genre dix fois par jour  ‘She calls like ten times a day’

(13d) Maman, tu peux me passer du fric pour genre acheter un jean? ‘Mom, can you give me some money to like buy a pair of jeans?’

(14a) Our library is like lame, like there are no books there 
(14b) Un jour elle nous fait l'imparfait et genre la semaine d'après on passe au passé simple ‘One day she’s doing the imperfect and like the next week we’re on to the passé simple!’

(14c) Philippe, il est toujours ric-rac, genre il part de la maison sept minutes avant l’heure du train ‘Phillipe always cuts it close, like he leaves the house seven minutes before the train’s due’

A few remarks about these examples:

6.1. Co-occurrence of pragmatic markers: In (11c) genre co-occurs with another discourse marker, style (pronounced [stil] or chicly anglicized as [stajl]). According to our analysis of this example, genre marks the term zonard as focus while style hedges it, though both markers can have both functions. Hansen (1998) and others have observed that pragmatic markers in a language often overlap functionally with one another and can also co-occur.
  This co-occurrence of multiple markers is not, I would argue, a redundancy; rather, in any given situation each marker is carrying out a different pragmatic function, even in cases of markers that can substitute for one another.


6.2. Scope: The scope of pragmatic markers is often ambiguous. In English and French they typically appear directly to the left of a segment over which they have scope, leaving the right boundary open. Thus in (13a) it is unclear whether the clause “I’ve just gotta do it” is or is not part of the focal information. For clarity, then, some speakers insert like before each segment of focal information, as in (14a), produced by a Berkeley undergraduate. This contrasts with (11a), where only the adjective of the first clause is focused. Similarly in the Rushdie example, (9b), quotative like is repeated before the second sentence of reported thought to clarify that the thought quotation continues. An alternative solution to the scope problem, documented in certain varieties of British English, is to repeat the marker at the end of a focused segment, as in (15):

(15) Well she tried to act like really friendly like
This “bracketing” like construction makes clear that the focal information is the entire phrase really friendly and not just the intensifier really.


6.3. ‘For example’. In a number of utterances like and genre connect two segments of discourse of which the 2d, the focal information, is an explanation, justification, or elaboration of the first:

(16) I couldn’t come to class yesterday, like I had this accident on the freeway. 
(17a) Il y a pas grand-chose comme commerce, genre il y a un arabe et une boulangerie, c’est tout ‘There’s not much in the way of shopping there, like there’s an Arab [grocer] and a bakery, that’s all’
(17b) Il a vraiment rien dans la tête, celui là, genre il ouvre son cartable et ya toujours quelque chose qui lui manque ‘The guy’s a flake, like every time he goes to get something out of his schoolbag it’s not there’
 In (16) the freeway accident is offered as an explanation for why the speaker didn’t come to class. In (14c) above and the examples in (17) genre shows this same function, namely to introduce a clause that exemplifies, justifies, or elaborates the clause that precedes it. In (14c) Philippe’s late arrival at the train station is offered as an example of his last-minute behavior; in (17a) the two shops mentioned elaborate and justify the speaker’s preceding assertion that there’s not much there in the way of shopping; while the speaker of (17b) justifies her negative evaluation of her classmate by presenting as evidence the fact that he never has what he needs in his schoolbag.


6.4. Approximate quantity. In a number of our examples the information focused by like/genre is an expression of quantity, as in (18):

(18a) She’s been here for like three weeks now

(18b) Come on, that happened like ten years ago

(18c) Il saute genre 1m 30 sans peine ‘He can jump like a meter 30 with no difficulty’

(18d) Elle fait des contrôles genre toutes les semaines ‘She gives tests like every week’

(18e) Il m’a reveillée genre à quatre heures du matin ‘He woke me up at like four in the morning’

Examples like these are prime candidates for a ‘bridge’ between the focus and hedge functions. Under the latter interpretation, the procedural marker instructs listeners not to interpret the quantifier expression too literally: it’s only approximate. And approximation is a natural extension of the basic lexical meanings of like and genre.


7. Hedging. In examples that don’t involve a quantifier phrase, the approximative meaning often takes the form of a hedge that might be translated as ‘sorta, kinda,’ or in French, ‘du genre de, de ce genre’. This hedge is typically epistemic or evidential, with like/genre operating to lessen the abruptness, assertiveness, or negative evaluation of an utterance:

(19) Elle est genre méchante avec les cas, cette prof ‘She’s like mean to the problem kids, that teacher is’

(13d) Maman, tu peux me passer du fric pour genre acheter un jean? ‘Mom, can you give me some money to like buy a pair of jeans?’

(20) What about like ‘demon’ ? (from Haiman 1993)

(21) A: You seem dissatisfied ?  B: Like what do you mean? (from Underhill)

In (19) the speaker uses genre seemingly as a politeness strategy to back off from a derogatory characterization of her teacher. In (13d) genre attenuates the directness of a impositional speech act, a request for money. (20) is a suggestion made by a student to a teacher in class; without like it might be perceived as abrupt or peremptory. The same holds for (21). Examples in which the markers have a hedging function are among the most common in our data. At times they indicate hesitation on the speaker’s part, or the tentative nature of a suggestion, at other times they constitute a politeness strategy for downplaying the aggressiveness of speech-acts that might otherwise threaten the addressee’s negative face.


8. Quotative. The third major function of these two particles is what I have elsewhere (Fleischman 1998, Fleischman & Yaguello) called a Double-Voiced Quotative and what Romaine & Lange call a Quotative Complementizer. In a number of our examples like/genre introduce discourse segments that have the form of directly reported speech or thought:

(22) And i’m like: “Gimme a break, will you?”

The colon and quotation marks are, of course, simply written-language conventions inserted to underscore the fact that this utterance has the form of a direct quote. But the so-called quotation is rarely if ever a verbatim (or ostensibly verbatim) report of speech,
 but rather the narrator’s interpretation of what a quoted speaker said or may have thought, and often in a highly condensed version. In (4) above, for example, the sentence following genre, “if you’re not playing I’m not singing,” represents the distillation of a long exchange between the quoted speaker (referred to as “she”) and the higher-level addressee.


The be like construction often introduces quoted thought, i.e. what a quoted speaker thought but didn’t actually say, or even quoted attitude. This is clear from examples in which the reported discourse is something the speaker would not say or would not have said aloud in the circumstances in question. (23) and (24) are statements by medical students reporting on their experiences learning to interview patients:

(23) She was telling herself like don’t cry now.
(24) And i’m like OK, how am I gonna get her ‘chief complaint’ out of her?
The patient in (23) obviously didn’t utter the words “don’t cry now”; this is the interviewer’s inference. And in (24), the student is verbalizing his own thought process about how to get a reluctant patient to tell him what she had come in for. Clearly, he didn’t utter the segment following like in front of the patient, though he reports it in the form of a direct quote. (25) and (26) from French similarly involve thought quotations:

(25) Elle veut plus nous donner de fiches de lecture à faire à la maison, genre que c'est trop tard dans l'année  ‘She doesn’t want to give us any more reading assignments to do at home, like it’s too late in the year.’
(26) Tu sais à quelle heure elle nous remplace son cours genre pour pas nous déranger? à huit heures samedi!  ‘You know what time she [the teacher] picked for the make-up class, so it wouldn’t like interfere with our schedules?  8 o’clock Saturday morning!’
In (25) the clause that follows genre, “it’s too late in the year,” is what the speaker imagines to be the teacher’s rationale for the decision to assign no more reading homework (literary narratology would call this Free Indirect Thought). (26) was produced by the same speaker, irked about the time her teacher had chosen for a make-up class. Superimposed onto the thought quotation attributed to the teacher (bolded) is the sarcasm of the student, obliged to roust herself out of bed too early on a weekend morning. 

8.1. Irony. Quotations introduced by like and genre are frequently ironic, as in (27)-(29), where like is paraphrasable by counterfactual ‘as if’:

(27) Like I’m Mr Popular 

(28) Yeah, sure, like I haven’t heard that one before

(29) Like I was even remotely interested

In these examples, the markers enable dual-voiced utterances through which narrators can use the direct-quote form to report thoughts or attitudes they attribute to participants in their narratives while at the same time superimposing onto those ‘quotations’ their own evaluative judgments.

8.2. Non-verbal quotation. At times what follows quotative like or genre is merely a gesture, facial expression, or vocalized sound effect, not an actual utterance, as in (30) and (31):

(30) So then she tells me the baby’s by herself, and I’m like [facial expression of shock] 

(31) Suddenly he comes out in a purple dress and we’re like “aaaaahhhhhh” [high-pitched screeching sound]

With the conventional quotatives (‘say’, ‘think’, etc.) this non-verbal material would be if not impossible, at least decidedly odd. Pragmatic quotatives also differ syntactically from conventional quotatives: whereas the latter can either precede or follow a quoted segment, marker quotatives only precede the material they introduce, a function of their origin as conjunctions/prepositions.


8.3. Quotation and narrative performance. The question arises as to why a narrator would choose this type of quotative, particularly for conveying information that was never actually uttered. The reason is presumably, as various investigators have pointed out, that information packaged as directly reported discourse dramatizes and enlivens a narrative, drawing the listener in. It is one of several narrative devices that turn storytelling into performance.


8.4. Multiple quotatives:  A final point on quotatives concerns that fact that like at least can co-occur with other quotatives, notably say,  go, and think:

(32) And she said like I took to him instantly 
(33) Well this is it, we've said like there's so much that everybody's got to pay for non-payers, isn't there? 

(34) Why did they go like do you have to do it both together? 

(35) And I’m thinking like why’d you do a dumb thing like that?

Just as there is functional division of labor when focal like co-occurs with another pragmatic  marker, so too with quotative like. For (32)-(34) I would argue that say/go indicate that speech occurred, words were uttered; like tells us that the reported utterance is not verbatim. Mutatis mutandis, the same holds for the think in (35). This strategy allows reported discourse to be rephrased, often completely, from the narrator’s perspective.


9. Diachrony. The three major functions of like and genre can be subsumed, then, under the umbrella headings of focus, hedge, and quotative. The striking functional parallelism of these two markers found in casual French and English conversation naturally raises questions about diachronic parallelism—have the two markers evolved along parallel paths?—and at a broader level about the extent to which languages might be expected to develop parallel discourse markers. Regarding the pathway of  “pragmaticization,” 
 I hypothesize that at a point in their respective histories like and genre each came to have a meaning of ‘similarity’—‘something like that’, ‘quelque chose de ce genre’—whereby an item is considered in relation to a norm or paradigm, or as an approximation thereof. I agree, then, with various investigators into pragmatic like (Schourup, Underhill, Romaine & Lange) that its pragmatic functions have their origin in this comparative meaning of the word and would make the same claim for genre. In a nutshell: (a) comparatives can give rise to focus markers (Haiman 1988), (b) words meaning ‘approximately’ are prime candidates for hedges, and (c) in conjunction with explicit verba dicendi, approximators may give rise to markers of non-verbatim quotation, as in (36) and (37):

(36) My mother would always say stuff like: “Don’t go out without your coat!” 

(37a) Miss Lewinsky asked me something like: “What if they ask me about the gifts...?” (Bill Clinton, testimony to the Grand Jury)

In these examples the quoted segment is offered as a paradigmatic exemplar: one statement among others, similar in form and content, that might have been produced in the circumstances in question. Eventually, if the verbum dicendi is ellipted, we arrive at the kind of statement Clinton might have made privately, hypothesized in (37b):

(37b) So Monica’s like what if they ask me about the gifts?

We might diagram the historical development roughly as in Figure 1, keeping in mind the potential relationships between, on the one hand, focus and quotative—a direct quote is always focal/foregrounded information
—and between quotative and hedging, i.e., what these markers introduce are non-verbatim or ‘hedged’ quotes. 

Figure 1: Development of the pragmatic functions like/genre:
     lexical meaning

     ‘similar to/approximately’











        focus           ?             quotative           ?           hedge

Note that quotative represents the last (most recent) of the three pragmatic development, deriving from earlier focus and/or hedge functions. As the above diagram suggests, I concur with Romaine & Lange  (1991: 262) that a simple linear model of grammaticalization may be inadequate to account for these developments; rather, what may emerge from grammaticalization is a network of related meanings of an item.

 
10. Theoretical questions. We come, finally, to the larger issues raised by these data and the functional parallelism they present. In a recent study, Tagliamonte & Hudson (1999) find the use of the like quotative in younger British and Canadian speakers to be “remarkably parallel” to that documented for the U.S. “This finding,” they write, “provides evidence for a systematic global diffusion of be like across geographically separated speech communities and calls for further research into the social and linguistic mechanisms underlying such international...linguistic change” (147, my emphasis). Some years earlier Traugott (1995) posed the question of “whether there are cross-language generalizations to be made about discourse particles in terms of both their likely semantic sources and their semantic-pragmatic paths.” And observing that “discourse markers tend both synchronically and diachronically to have a number of more or less closely related uses, and to have evolved from items belonging to other word classes,” Hansen (1998: 85) ponders the question of how to “account for this state of affairs without having to postulate strings of homonyms.”


The analysis we have done comparing like and genre would seem to offer an ideal case-study for exploring these questions. And to make that case more convincing, I have sought out corroborating data from other, unrelated languages. 

11. Homologous markers: a preliminary survey. The initial phase of this inquiry has turned up a number of markers that appear to have one or more of the functions discussed here. I have excluded from consideration markers that have evolved from alternative lexical sources—Swedish ba, for example, from  bara ‘just, only’
—and focused on markers displaying more than one of the functions at issue. Candidates items identified to date are listed in (38):

(38) Functional analogues of like and genre:

—German so ‘thus, so, in this way’ — all 3 functions (Golato; N. Norick, p.c.)


—Finnish niinku ‘like’ (< niin kuin ‘as if’) — all 3 functions (A. Hakulinen, S. Määttä p.c.)


—Bislama (New Guinea) olsem (< Eng. ‘all the same’) — all 3 functions (Meyerhoff; Meyerhoff & Niedzielski)

—Swedish liksom ‘like’ (< lik ‘like’ + som ‘as’) — all 3 functions (?)

—Quebec French comme ‘like, as’ — all 3 functions (?) (S. Poplack, p.c.)

—Spanish como (que) ‘like, as’— all 3 functions

—Hebrew ke’ilu ‘as if’— hedge, focus (Ziv; T. Linzen, Y. Tobin, p.c.)

—Italian tipo (che) ‘type, kind, sort’ — hedge, focus (data from De Mauro et al.)

—Swedish typ ‘type, kind, sort’ — hedge, focus 
—Japanese nanka ‘like’ (< nani ‘what’ + question particle ka, originally meaning ‘something’) — hedge (Saito, Philips)

—Lahu (Tibeto-Burman) qhe ‘like, as, thus’ — hedge, quotative (data from Matisoff)

—Hebrew kaze ‘like this’ (< ka ‘like’ + ze ‘this’) — hedge, quotative  (?) (Ziv; Henkin, p.c.)

—Tok Pisin (New Guinea) olsem (< Eng. ‘all the same’) — quotative (Woolford)

—Buang (New Guinea) (na)be ‘like, thus’ — quotative (Woolford) 

   ? —Hittite (i)-wa(r) ‘like’ (? related to Skt iva ‘like, as’) 
 — quotative (Joseph)

12. Quotatives.  A number of the languages listed above show a word meaning roughly ‘like’ that also functions as a quotative, as in:

(39a) Finn. Ja sit mä olin niinku että herrajjumala et voi olla totta ‘And then i was like oh my God, I can’t believe it’ (Määttä, p.c.)

(39b) Swed. Jag tittade på honom och liksom inte en chans! ‘I looked at him and like no way!’ 

(39c) Heb. histakalti 'al ha-sha'on ve-haya shalosh az ani kaze higia zman lishon ‘I looked at the clock and it was 3 [a.m.] and then i’m like ‘time for beddy-bye!’ (accompanied by a surprised look and gestures) (Henkin, p.c.)

(40a) Ger. Ich sagte ihm, dass er gehen muss. und er so, ich werde es mir überlegen ‘I told him he had to go. and he’s like I’ll think about it’ (Norick, p.c.)

(40b) Ger. Ja, ich war auch... ich hatte meine Sonnenbrille noch auf, ich so.. ‘Yeah, I was also... I still had my sunglasses on, i’m like .... [high-pitch voice, fists 6" apart as if holding up a card, head moves quickly from left to right] (Golato)

In the examples in (41) below, as in (32)-(37) above, the marker quotatives co-occur with an explicit introduction-to-discourse verb (‘say’, ‘speak’, ‘think’): 

(41a) Bislama.  Lili i tok olsem “e yu”  ‘Lili says like “Hey you!”’ (Meyerhoff)

(41b) Tok Pisin. Elizabeth i tok olsem, “Yumi mas kisim il samting pastaim”


‘E. spoke thus/like, “We must get things first” (Romaine)

(41c) Lahu. “te mâ ph(?” qhe qô? pî ve  ‘He said he couldn’t do it [lit. “Cannot do it” thus he said]’ (Matisoff)

(41d) Ger. meint er so... /er meint so .... ‘he says like ... ’ (Golato)

(41e) Finn. Sit mä vaan niinku ajattelin et okei, olkoon sit niin ‘Then I just thought like, okay let it be like that’ (Määttä)

A few comments on the above examples: First, Matisoff  notes, apropos of (41c), that as a quotative, Lahu qhe is less formal than the quotative particle t( and likely, therefore, to be expressing the non-verbatim nature of the quoted material (1973: 468). Specifically non-verbatim quotation has also been ascribed to Bislama olsem (Meyerhoff & Niedzielski), as in (41a), and German und ich/er so (Golato 1999), as in (40a). 

Second, the examples in (39) and (40) all illustrate quoted attitude, i.e. a verbalization of the quoted speaker’s feelings rather than words actually uttered; (40a) is either quoted attitude or simply a non-verbatim speech report. In a detailed analysis of the German construction und ich/er so ‘and I’m/he’s like’, Golato notes that though this quotative is less frequent than its English counterpart, still restricted mainly to younger speakers, and verbless, in other respects it is strikingly similar to the English be like construction: the same slight pause intervenes between the quotative and the material it introduces, the quote is often double-voiced, and both constructions can introduce non-verbal elements: facial expressions, gestures, or sound effects, as in the video-taped example (40b). As these examples show, an adverb meaning ‘like this,’ ‘thus,’ ‘in this way’ that directly precedes a quote is in a favorable position to be reanalyzed as a quotative, the ‘non-verbatim’ nuance deriving from adverb’s original lexical meaning.

13. Focus markers. The next set of examples illustrates the focus function:

(42a) Ger. der schreibt so ziemlich depri... so schwartz ‘he writes like pretty negative, ... like dark’ (Golato)

(42b) Swed. Det  (r liksom dyrt typ  ‘It’s kinda expensive like’

                               Det (r typ transparency liksom ‘It’s kinda like a transparency’

(42c) Finn. Se kurssi on niinku todella vaikee mulle, mä en niinku ollenkaan tajuu mistä siellä puhutaan. ‘That class is like really difficult for me, like I don’t understand at all what they’re talking about’ (Määttä)

(42d) Heb. Hu haya normali ke'ilu?  ‘Was he like normal?’ (Hitin)


In the Swedish examples in (42b) the focal information is bracketed between two markers, typ and liksom,
 in a manner similar to the way certain British speakers use bracketing like. 


In the Finnish example in (42c), the niinku of the first clause introduces its focal information, while the second clause provides an elaboration of the speaker’s claim in the first clause. Similar examples in which the marker—always in utterance-initial position—offers an ‘example’ are given in (43):

(43a) Ital. ….cioè meno anni de Michele, tipo che sta con una che, che ha vent’anni più di me ‘...that is, younger than Michele, like he’s got one [a woman] who’s twenty years older than me’ (De Mauro et al.)

(43b) Swed. Sen spenderade jag och Thim restem av natten...med att spela Red Alert over Internet, det var forbannar kul... typ larde kanna folk och sant ‘Then Thim and I spent the rest of the night...playing Red Alert on the Internet, it was really cool. like you’d meet people, and stuff.’ (Määttä, from a teenager’s website)

(43c) Heb. hu st'am mitbadeax 'iti 'oy yoy yoy...ke'ilu lo 'ixpat lo  'he's just kidding around with me [saying] oy yoy yoy, like [it] doesn't matter to him' (Maschler)

(43d) Jap. A: Amerika-jin wa yoku sedai o koete hanasu ne. B: nanka chitchai kodomo to saa, kookoosee no niichan toka hanasheritu mon. ‘A: Americans often communicate with each other across generations, don’t they. B: like (we often see) young children and high-school students talking to each other. (Philips)

(43e) D. itta n desu kedo, […] ayashii machi da na toka, nanka koo sakaete, sakaete nakute, kikenna machi tte kanji ga suru ‘We went to the town of D. […], kind of a strange town, like uh it’s not flourish..., flourishing, and looks like a dangerous town’ (Philips)

In these examples, as in (3) and (16)-(17) above, the focal information introduced by the markers is an elaboration, explanation, or justification of the preceding clause, paraphrasable as ‘for example’. In (43b) “meeting people and stuff” is offered as an example of what was “cool” about this session on the Internet.


In a number of examples from the expanded corpus also, focus markers precede expressions of quantity, marking that quantity as imprecise (cf. examples in (18) above). Consider in this regard:

(44a) Swed. Dar satt vi till typ 1 eller nat...Sen drog alla it. ‘We sat there till like one [o’clock] or so....then everybody left’ (Määttä, from a teenager’s website)

(44b) Lahu. (â  gâ  qhe  ‘like five people’ 


              nî ha lâ?  qhe ‘like 200 miles’ (Matisoff)

(44c) Ger. Kanst du mir mal so zwanzich Mark geben? ‘Can you give me like twenty marks?’ (Golato)

(44d) Ital: [re an event on TV] A: ... a che ora e'? B: eh, sai, tipo alle quattro di pomeriggio... ‘A: What time is it on? B: uh, you know, like at four in the afternoon’

(44e) Jap:  Marui no maitsuki sa harai ga sa, nanka goman mo rokuman mo natte sa ‘Monthly payments to Marui’s [a store] will be like 50,000 or 60,000 yen’ (Saito)

(44f) Span: No lo vi desde hace como tres años ‘I haven’t seen him in like three years’

(44g) Heb. Shalom, lo ra'iti otax ke’ilu mizman ‘Hi, I haven’t seen you in like a long time’
 (Maschler)

14. Hedges. Examples exhibiting pragmatic meanings subsumable under the hedge umbrella are among the most common in the cross-language data also. As in French and English, these include, on the propositional level, markers of imprecise quantity, as in (44) above, and lexical hedges paraphrasable as ‘sorta, kinda (like)’, as in (45a-d): 

(45a) Ger. Es kam so ein komischer Typ daher ‘This like funny guy came along’ (Norrick)

(45b) Ital. [re how to separate smokers from non-smokers] ... e nelle stazioni ferroviarie, negli aeroporti, nelle discoteche, [....] e nei ristoranti, cioe' mettono tipo una separazione dei locali  ‘and in train stations, airports, discos, [...] restaurants, they put up like a space-separator in between’ (De Mauro)

(45c) Heb. At muxana kaze laazor li? ‘Are you like [sort of] ready to help me?’ (Ziv)

(45d) Bisl. afta olsem hem i jas kambak, be afta i olsem long, u tidak, a ‘and like he’d just come home, and it was like, it was night, eh’ (Meyerhoff & Niedzielski)

On the procedural level, hedge markers function both evidentially, to mark a statement as ‘merely’ the speaker’s opinion, a frequent function of Japanese nanka (45e-f):

(45e) Jap. nanka biiru to pizza tte awanai ki ga suru ‘it’s like I don’t think beer and pizza go together’ (Saito)

(45f) Jap. nanka garasu ikooru tainetu to omottyatta n desyoo nee. ‘like [= it’s probably that] (I) thought that somehow ‘glass’ means heat resistant glass, you know.’ (Karatsu) 
and to modify speech acts, in particular to soften or back off from potentially awkward questions (45g-i) and requests (45j-k): 

(45g) Finn. .... Niin me yöllä mietittiin et missä niinku... missähän neutu nukku ‘So we were wondering where, like...where this girl might be sleeping’ [Määttä, from college-girls’ Internet chat]

(45h) Heb. At yexola kaze lehagid li lama lo bat? ‘Can you tell me like why you didn’t come?’ (Ziv)

(45i) Heb. Hatisporet sheli motset-xen be'eynayix, ke'ilu? ‘My haircut, do you like like it?’ (Hitin)

(45j) Heb. ke'ilu lif'amim netse leseret baerev? ‘[Maybe] we could like go to a movie some time?’ (Hitin)

(45k) Heb. Ata yaxol lehalvot li et haet shelax … kaze?
 ‘Could you like lend me your pen?’ (Ziv)

Ziv (1988: 268; 1998: 209) notes that when kaze occurs in requests it signals the speaker’s lack of commitment to the appropriateness of the request, e.g. where the request might be perceived as an imposition, as in (45j-k). Cf. (13d), above, in which a teenager uses genre to hedge a potentially inappropriate request for money to buy a yet another pair of jeans

.

The inappropriateness condition holds also for questions, i.e., these markers will only occur in questions that the speaker judges to be in some sense a violation of normal assumptions of appropriateness in a given context and which therefore call for a softener. Niinku in (45g) expresses the speaker’s awareness of the indelicacy of asking where a young woman spent the night; kaze in (45h) softens a question that might be interpreted as a reproach; while ke’ilu in (45i) expresses the speaker’s awkwardness in asking for a compliment.


14. Relevance of the data to larger theoretical questions. The various markers under survey here can, I believe, shed relevant light on the broader questions raised by Traugott and Hansen (see §10). Synchronically, these markers show striking functional similarity, and diachronically, they have evolved from lexical sources which, while not identical at the outset, have at different points in their respective histories arrived at a comparative meaning conducive to the development of the marker functions they now display. In line with Hopper’s principle of ‘persistence’ in grammaticalization, we should not be surprised that the nature of the lexical sources determines to some extent the uses of markers that derive from them; moreover, the lexical meanings of these markers have remained in the respective languages together with the marker functions—what Hopper calls ‘layering’.


The interest of these data for the question posed in my introductory remarks (§1) lies precisely in the fact of having multiple situations in which similarly functioning discourse markers have evolved, independently, from similar lexical sources and have presumably followed more or less parallel paths of development.
 The question I cannot  answer (yet?) is why these developments all appear to be relatively recent—with the exception of Hittite, of course, which is controversial (see n. 14)—unless it is the case that they are not as recent as we think, but rather, like many phenomena belonging to colloquial registers, have only recently attracted linguists’ attention. The OED credits pragmatic like with history dating back to the 19th century!


One final methodological question has to do with the legitimacy of comparing discourse markers across languages. As Hansen, Rossari, and others point out, pragmatic/discourse markers constitute language-specific systems, in that a given marker in language X rarely has one and only one equivalent in language Y. This is not surprising, given that even within a language markers often display functional overlap both with other markers and with lexical items that have not, or not yet, become pragmaticized. The list in (46) is intended to be merely illustrative not exhaustive:

(46) Functional overlap among discourse markers and candidates for marker status

English: like, you know, I mean, say, kinda, sorta

French: genre, style, tu sais, quoi [utterance-final]


Swedish: typ, liksom, ba(ra), sär (< så här)

German: so, und zwar, quasi

      
Japanese: nanka, mitai-na, chotto 

Hebrew: ke’ilu, kaze, beerex, s’tomeret 

The issue of comparing pragmatic markers across languages is not qualitatively different from that of cross-language comparison of grammatical categories. So, to the extent that markers are translatable—a premise strongly supported by the data of this study—a promising agenda for future pragmatic research might well involve identifying the markers used by different languages to carry out particular functions crucial to conversation management, and then, to the extent possible, tracing the histories of those markers through their various stages of pragmaticization. In other words, more case studies like this one.
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� For contributions to and/or assistance with the data, my thanks to Rutie Adler, Giulia Centineo, Andrea Golato, Auli Hakulinen, Roni Henkin, Minna Hitin, Mutsuko Endo Hudson, Mariko Karatsu, Yael Maschler, Simo Määttä, Miriam Meyerhoff, Neal Norrick, Suzanne Romaine, Polly Szatrowsky, Tom Shannon, Mia Svensson, Yishai Tobin, Sonja Tirkkonen-Condit, Marina Yaguello.


� If Discourse Markers are defined as necessarily specifying a relationship between two segments of discourse (see Fraser 1999 and others he cites), then the items at issue in this paper are preferably termed Pragmatic Markers, notably of the variety Fraser (1996: 179-184, 1999: 942) labels “commentary markers.” However, these items share a number of properties with Discourse Markers sensu strictu: they derive from the same grammatical sources—adverbs, conjunctions, and prepositional phrases; they have meanings that are generally “procedural” (Blakemore 1987) rather than conceptual, i.e. they instruct addressees on how to interpret the discourse segment over which they have scope; and they are unstressed. In the French pragmatic tradition, these items are called particules énonciatives (Fernandez 1994), best rendered in English as markers of speaker attitude (See also Ducrot 1984).


� Cf. Philips’ observation that nanka, a functionally parallel marker in Japanese, “seems to express speakers’ inability to immediately formulate what they want to express” (1998: 144).


� Cf. Ziv’s note (1998: 218, n.7) on attitudes toward the younger generation’s use of analogous kaze  in Israel: “Teachers and educators have been preaching against what they consider to be the degraded nature of [young people’s] language and the evident lack of desire on the part of the users of kaze to make any commitments…. Similar attitudes have been detected with respect to the use of discourse markers in other languages.”


� Schourup (1985: 54-55) notes, however, the oddity of like in positions where a pause (to consider how to continue) would also be inappropriate, e.g. *I did, like, not!


� In France one pays the doctor directly, at the time of the visit.


		� Zonard ‘dropout’ derives from the colloquial term for ‘the fringes of society’, la zone. In France, specifically Paris, this socio-economically defined area is located at the urban periphery—la zone—rather than the center (the “inner city”), as in the States.


� Note the name of a new serial on American television, “It’s like, you know,” coined to stereotype the speech style of Los Angeles.


� It is now widely acknowledged that nearly all (non-tape recorded) reported speech and thought is fictive and approximative (cf. Ducrot 1984, Tannen 1986, 1989, Mayes 1990, Chafe 1994, among others); what the convention—expressed in writing by quotation marks—communicates is simply an instruction to the addressee to construe the segment as a more or less faithful report of a thought or of words spoken.


� Commenting on the ability of a functionally parallel Swedish marker (see n. 13 below) to quote emotions and attitude and on the prominence of this marker in adolescent speech, Eriksson (1995: 40) cites Nordberg’s observation that the language of adolescents is characteristically emotional (1984: 22) along with Garme’s observation (1991) that when adolescents narrate an experience they tend to report important material in the form of direct quotations. 


� I use—or coin—this term as the pragmatic analogue of Grammaticalization, which sensu strictu refers to the development of grammatical categories or operators.





� What is here labeled focus corresponds roughly to what Eriksson (1995), in an account of the development of the Swedish marker ba(ra) (see n.13 below), refers to as the narrative foregrounding function. Albeit conceptually distinct, focus, foreground, and emphasis overlap in usage.


� Interestingly, this marker exhibits the same three functions as those evolving from a ‘comparative’ lexical source. A word meaning ‘just, only, no more than’ is likewise a natural candidate for becoming hedge (it’s only me; I just wanted to know what you were doing) and/or focus marker, and from there, a quotative. See Eriksson 1995.


�  The relationship of this particle to Sanskrit iva is controversial, leaving aside the methodological problem of obtaining reliable spoken-language data from dead languages.


� The difference between these two markers remains to be sorted out.


�  In this example the ke’ilu could alternatively be rendered ‘as if’. 


� Without nanka Saito says that the meaning would be ‘50,000 or 60,000 yen,’; with the marker ‘somewhere around fifty or sixty thousand yen’.


� The marker here might alternatively be rendered ‘it seems to me that…, I’m trying to recall…’.


�  Ziv (1988: 267) invokes sentence-final positioning as evidence against the common view of kaze as a filler—a common lay view of discourse/pragmatic markers in general.


� Cf. Ziv (1988: 262, n.2): “The semantic similarity between the various items and the apparent pragmatic correspondence in their extensions is indicative of a natural tendency for such developments, under the reasonable assumption that these are independent linguistic phenomena.”
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