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Gisle Andersen: Pragmatic markers as expressions of contextual alignment and divergence 

This paper explores the functions of pragmatic markers from the point of view of their role as explicit signals of the inferential processes that occur in the interpretation of utterances. In conversation, the mutual cognitive environment of the interlocutors is constantly modified as the conversation develops. I argue in this paper that pragmatic markers contribute to the expression of speaker-hearer relations in a cognitive sense (common ground). 

A very general characteristic of many pragmatic markers is their ability to mark explicitly how ideas that are communicated cohere with a context. From a relevance-theoretic point of view, ‘context’ involves not only preceding discourse or situational features but refers to assumptions that are brought to bear in utterance interpretation. One can distinguish between information that is relevant because it supports and strengthens existing contextual assumptions and that which is relevant because it contradicts (and possibly eliminates) existing assumptions, as well as the third type of relevance: contextual implications. Pragmatic markers like right, really, I mean and you know, are commonly used to make explicit that these inferential processes occur. They provide explicit signals that the interpretation process involves, or is expected to involve, either support or rejection of background assumptions that are entertained by the interlocutors. For this reason, pragmatic markers can be used to express agreement or disagreement, belief or disbelief, endorsement or rejection, conviction or doubt, and they can mark information as new or old, surprising or trivial, etc. Common to all these dichotomies is that they may describe how a communicated idea relates to the extant cognitive environment of a speaker, whether it supports a belief of hers or whether it contradicts one. 

Against this background, this paper presents a general model for the analysis of pragmatic markers. This model incorporates two crucial distinctions, firstly the distinction between A-signals and D-signals, dependent on whether markers convey contextual alignment or contextual divergence between the interlocutors, and secondly the distinction between presumption versus recognition of a particular inter-speaker contextual relation. Although this analytical model is meant to have a wide and general application, I illustrate the proposed distinctions with examples from English, and I argue that the two main distinctions are cross-cutting. 

 

