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95 DISCOURSE MARKERS

the verbal complex is formed in the lexicon
or in the syntactic derivation along the lines
of Baker’s (1988) theory of incorporation. The
fact that an object or the particle le may occur
between the verb and its directional comple-
ment points to the possibility of deriving the
verbal complex in syntax. Recent developments
in Distributed Morphology (Matushansky and
Marantz 2013) not only strengthen this syntactic
manipulation but also make it unavoidable since
word formation is distributed in the process of
syntactic derivation. If directional complements
could be regarded in principle as resultative
complements, questions remain as to whether
it is possible to derive them in a similar way to
what Li (2005) did to resultative constructions
in Chinese. Exactly how to derive directional
complements awaits further research.
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Xiaoguang Li

Discourse Markers
1. INTRODUCTION

Discourse markers (DMs henceforth) have
been a popular topic in discourse and prag-
matics research over the last couple of decades
(Schiffrin 1987; Miracle 1991; Fraser 1999; Ran
2000; Feng 2008; Yin 2012, to name but a few
publications on the topic). A recent query in
the Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts
(LLBA; October 5, 2015) database shows that
DMs have been studied in Spanish, English,
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Table 1. Linguistic properties of DMs in Chinese

1. DMs are unstressed compared with other adjacent words and/or structures;

4. The majority of Chinese DMs are monosyllabic or disyllabic. Tri-syllables and

1. DMs cannot be readily pigeonholed into any given grammatical category;

2. DMs are syntactically optional, except that they are used as independent

3. DMs have flexible positions. DMs can take initial, middle and final positions in a

discourse segment, the initial position being the most frequent; and

4. Many Chinese DMs can take sentence-final particles (e.g., @ W, ba ", ne g, ya

1. DMs can suggest the start, continuation, shift and termination of a turn or

Prosody
2. There are perceptible pauses before and/or after DMs;
3. Very often DMs form prosodic units by themselves; and
four-syllabic ones are also possible but much less frequent.
Semantics DMs lack propositional meaning.
Constituency
conversational turns;
%, etc.; > Utterance Final Particles).
Discourse-
pragmatic prosodic unit;
functions

2. DMs express and implicate attitude of the speakers;

3. DMs enable interaction between the interlocutors; and
4. DMs highlight topic and give clue to the information focus in discourse.

French, Chinese, Japanese (in the descending
order of the number of publications), and many
other languages. The majority of DM research
has been on spoken discourse, as spoken inter-
action is commonly understood as a dynamic
process of speaker and listener constructing
an intersubjective world of discourse. Along
the flow of discourse, DMs function as “traffic
lights” or “landmarks”, as it were, and they are
generally assumed to create discourse coher-
ence and to achieve situated interpretations of
utterances.

2. CHINESE DMs AND THEIR
STRUCTURAL AND FUNCTIONAL
PROPERTIES

Investigating DMs is both easy and difficult. It is
easy in the sense that they are very frequent in
real-life discourse but difficult when we attempt
to technically define them. As a matter of fact,
there is no definition of DMs that is commonly
accepted in the field. This article does not intend
to propose an all-satisfying definition either.
Here DMs are described as lexical items, be
they words or short phrases, which help con-
nect prior and following discourse segments.
Most likely, DMs do not have a prominent

grammatical status or semantic content in their
local linguistic contexts. For instance, in the fol-
lowing discourse segment:

L iF, BFERIEE.
Hdo, womén yan
good 1PL
‘OK, let’s get back to our business.’

gul
words back real.stuff

zhéngzhuan.

In its normal reading, an apparently audible
pause follows hdo #f ‘OK’. The pause isolates
hdo as a grammatically independent element
in its linguistic context. Semantically, the hdo
in the example does not carry any meaning of
‘goodness’ or any other specific lexical mean-
ing. In other words, it does not add or deduct
much semantic content to or from the discourse
segment. As such, this fAdo makes itself a good
candidate of a DM in Chinese discourse given
the following criteria.

In light of the properties discussed above,
about twenty frequent Chinese DMs were iden-
tified out of a mini-corpus of real-life spoken
Chinese discourse of approximately 140,000
characters (see Xti 2009).

The eighteen DMs in Table 2 can be function-
ally categorized into four groups, to be charac-
terized as:
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Table 2. Frequent DMs in Chinese (sorted by

frequency)

DMs Freq. (in descending order)
en & 1,390
a 598
o I 538
na(ge) A (1) 531
dui ¥t 228
ranhou 8% 223
hdo I 201
it L 169
shi & 129
ai " 105
2hé 38 48
ao B 44

e g 38
xing 1T 29
OK 17
name HPJE 9

zénmeyang EMERE 7
wdshishuo B2 7

(a) backchanneling

and acknowledgment

token (e.g., en "&)

2. /I

Xidoféng:
Xidofeng:

Xidoféng:

INE
Xiaojun:
Xidojan:
Xiaojun:
/J\[[l% :
Xidofeng:
Xidoféeng:

Xiaofeng:

IREIR EILELFFH R, IRE
% KR ?

Ni shuo ni
25G  say
zheixié shi
these poems recite well 2sG
yao  dudchang
need how.much time

‘How long do you think it takes to
learn the poems by heart?’
THGE

Bu zhidao.

not know

‘I don’t know.’

=K AX? +R¥MEA?

yao ba
2SG want OBJM
bei sht, ni

shijian?

San  tian? Wu tian? Shi
three day five day ten
tian ban ge yue?

day  half cLF month

‘Three days? Five days? Ten days
or half a month?’

-/ J \ﬁ :
Xidojan:
Xidojan:
Xiaojun:

Wa, THLE.

En, bu zhidao.
Well not know
‘Well, I don’t know.

(b) agreeing response (e.g., hdo If)

3. /I

Xidofeng:
Xidoféng:

Xidoféng:

B
Xidojan:
Xidojan:
Xiaojun:
> I
Xidoféeng:

Xidoféng:

Xidoféng:

kRGN L TR UEER

1] >

Tansuan qingna de
sodium  bicarbonate sUB
huaxué fangchéngshi zénme
chemical formula how
xi¢  a?

write PART

‘Do you know how to write the

chemical formula of sodium

bicarbonate?’

e, THIE. B, HCH.

Baitus, bu zhidao. Xié,
come.on not know  write
ziji xié.

yourself  write
‘Come on. I don’t know. Write it by

yourself.’

ity , BOEBRE, HMrER
o

Hao hao hado, ziji  xié

good good good myself write
ba, buhao-yisi a.

PART pardon.me PART

‘OK, OK, OK, I will write it by
myself. Sorry about that.’

(c) initiating a new topic or “buying” time for

thinking (e.g., na(ge) AME)

4. S
Fuqin:
Father:

Father:

JINR -

Xidohut:
Xidohui:
Xidohui:

TR —FIRRER 1 B 1 2

Nimén na yI  mén
2PL which one cLF
ke xué de zul man?

course learn GET most slowly?
‘Which course is going with least
progress?’

&

31=)

Yuwén

Chinese

‘Chinese.’
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FEOCEE RN IREESCE
B AR #E B e
Yuwén xué de
Chinese learn GET most
man  a?
slowly PART 2PL
btshi hén yodu-jingyan
teacher not
me?

PART

2
Fuqin: zul
Father:
Nimén ytuwén
Chinese
laoshi
very experienced

Father: ‘How come that your Chinese
course is going with least prog-
ress? Isn't your Chinese teacher
very experienced?’

A, Tz, BAEED
RESC B e AV E
Na, womén gai
well 1pPL change textbook,
you jingyan yé
even.more have experience even
bunéng ba
OBJM
néige

-

Xidohut:
Xidohui:

jiaocai,
zai

jiaocai

cannot textbook

géi
give that
Xidohui: ‘Well, we’'ve used a new text-
book, so a teacher cannot go
that smoothly even if he or she is

extremely experienced.’

(d) connecting two lexico-grammatical constit-
uents (e.g., ranhou S81%)

FslEBEHR T —(ERERER —
@&, MBI, &
BBIILEC T

Di-wi ge wo ba shuo le
fifth  cLF 1sG dad say Asp
yige hén fuza de
one.CLF very complex SUB
yige ci,
one.CLF word then

5. /INFIT

Xidoli:
Xidoli:

ranhou wo shuo
1SG say
guo, ranhou
learn Asp  then
wo méi ji le.
1SG just not take.down Asp
‘My dad mentioned a word for
question number five, which is

wOo méi xué

1SG not

jitt
Xidoli:

a quite complex one, and then I
said that the word was new

to me, and so I didn’t take it

down.’

/N W, Wil T?

Xifdogiang: Méi, méi ji le?

Xidoqidng: not not take.down Asp?

Xidogiang: ‘What, you didn't take it down?’

/N Rk, FolAthZil, WAK
@MY, BB T come
upo

Xidoli: Ranhou, di-jiu ge yé

Xidoli: then ninth cLF also
méi ji, yinwei  tai
not note.down because too
fuza le, wo jiu
complex Asp 1SG thus
xi€¢ le ge ‘comeup.
write ASP CLF ‘come up’

Xidoli: ‘And then, I didn’t write the
ninth down either, because that
one is too complex, and I wrote
COME UP instead.’

/N ] 2

Xidogiang: A?

Xidogiang: what

Xidogiang: ‘What?’

The four categories are by no means exhaus-
tive; more would be found if more Chinese texts
were collected and analyzed. More often than
not, a lexical item can take different roles given
different contexts. In other words, there is no
strict one to one correspondence between dis-
course functions and DMs. Other DMs discussed
in the literature include jiushi (shuo) FLiE(EL),
wd xidng B8 wo shuo FER, wo renwéi
BEy, winle (ythou/zhihou) 5T (LM% [21%),
shébu SET, ni kan ni (RETF, dul bi dui ¥4~
¥}, shangqié 1 H., hékuang [T, and so forth.
The four groups of DMs form a continuum from
the most colloquial and interactive to the most
substantive lexical items of the DM family. Typi-
cal DMs are monosyllabic or disyllabic. They
are versatile in pragmatic functions, highly flex-
ible in terms of position and frequent in actual
language use. Some of the controversies in the
research of DMs is related to the fact that some
DMs are in the process of grammaticalization,
which means that they are definable as DMs by
their context of use only.
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3. APPROACHES TO CHINESE DISCOURSE
MARKER STUDIES

The study of Chinese DMs is generally under-
stood as a recent phenomenon, but the interest
in discourse-pragmatic features of some so-called
function words (xazi fiE ¥ or xici ) has a
history as long as the Chinese language has been
studied. For example, Chao (1968) has special
sections on particles, interjections, as well as the
non-canonical usage of demonstratives, some
adverbs and conjunctions in spoken Chinese. Lii
(1980, 1985), Zhang and Fang (1996) succinctly
observed that there are frequent non-deictic
uses of demonstratives in Chinese. As it turns
out, discourse-pragmatic interpretations of lexi-
cal items in Chinese are quite frequent, but
these items are generally not called DMs. More
systematic attention is paid to Chinese DMs in
dicourse related studies and neighboring fields
such as interactional sociolinguistics, pragmat-
ics, and functional linguistics. Studies on Chi-
nese DMs can be seen to have developed from
two different directions. First, there is the work
done by discourse analysis specialists working in
foreign language departments in Chinese univer-
sities as well as Chinese scholars overseas, such
as: Ran Yongping f37K*F-, Féng Guangwu 5
I, Chén Yiya [ffkrE and Hé Agnes Wéiytin
{Alf&=. Secondly, there is the work done by
functional linguists at Chinese departments in
Chinese universities, such as: Fang Méi 15 and
Gao Zéngxia w1, The first group of scholars
investigate the Chinese DM usage from the per-
spective of analytical frameworks found in pub-
lications in English, for example, Interactional
Sociolinguistics, Relevance Theory, Adaptation
Theory. Deborah Schiffrin, Bruce Fraser and
Diane Blakemore are among the scholars they
often refer to. The second group, the scholars in
Chinese departments, sees DMs as the product
of pragmaticization and/or grammaticalization.
Semantic bleaching and inter-subjectivity are
popular topics among these scholars. Working
on the discourse-pragmatic and the functional-
grammatical properties of DMs respectively,
the two ‘camps’ are working toward each other
from two ends of a tunnel, which appropriately
reflects the continuum nature of DMs—from
interactive tokens to sentence connectives.
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Discourse Processing
1. INTRODUCTION

The decoding of characters and words, the anal-
ysis of sentences and the processing of discourse
are all indispensable components in discourse
comprehension. As the most complicated level
of comprehension, discourse is a linguistic unit
consisting of a series of sentences, such as a
paragraph, passage, or narrative section of text.
Discourse comprehension integrates incom-
ing information with previous information and
maintains the local and global coherence. Local
coherence refers to the integration between
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