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Discourse Markers: now and then 

 
Course Description: 
Pervasive in colloquial speech are what linguists call “discourse markers” or “pragmatic markers” such 
as now, then, well, okay, right, like, oh, and anyway, as well as clausal forms (called “comment 
clauses”) such as y’know, I mean, I think, I guess, and it seems. While traditionally stigmatized as 
meaningless fillers, they have, in the last thirty-five years, been studied as part of discourse structure 
(approached from a variety of perspectives such as conversational analysis or Relevance Theory or 
functional grammar). Such studies have shown discourse markers to be essential elements in the 
pragmatic functioning of discourse. Not only do they serve textual functions (in organizing discourse, in 
marking boundaries, or in assisting in turn-taking), but they also have a number of subjective and 
intersubjective uses in expressing speaker attitude and in achieving common ground and intimacy 
between speaker and hearer. 
 
Beginning in the mid-1980s, scholars began to explore the possibility of studying the existence of 
discourse markers in earlier stages of language and their origins and development over time. This type 
of study encounters a serious “data problem” as we have no direct access to spoken language from 
earlier periods. However, we now speech-based data has become much more readily available (such as 
the Corpus of English Dialogues 1560-1760, which includes both authentic dialogue [trial proceedings 
and witness depositions] and constructed dialogue [drama, prose fiction, didactic works]). Moreover, it 
is now recognized that discourse markers are a feature of written as well as spoken language. The field 
of “historical pragmatics” or “historical discourse analysis” is now flourishing, with much of the work 
focusing on English. 
 
After attempting to define a discourse marker, this course will turn to a number of seminal articles on 
the function of particular discourse markers in Present-day English. The focus of the course, however, 
will be on discourse markers in the historical stages of English and their development over time. Since 
most of this work here has been undertaken in the context of grammaticalization studies, the course 
will also serve as a brief introduction to this approach towards language change. 
 
The requirements of the course will include leading the class discussion on one or two of the assigned 
readings, a research paper, and a 20-minute oral presentation based on the research project. For their 
projects students may choose a discourse marker to study over time (in which case the use of available 
historical corpora of English will  be utilized) or they may study the use of discourse markers in a 
literary or non-literary text from any period before Present-Day English.  A third option would be a 
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more theoretical comparison of the approach(es) toward discourse markers as embodied in the 
readings in the course (e.g., whether the development of discourse markers is best seen as 
grammaticalization or pragmaticalization). 
 
Required Texts: 
Background readings: 

 Brinton, Laurel J. 1996. Pragmatic Markers in English: Grammaticalization and Discourse 
Functions. Berlin/New York: Mouton de Gruyter. (selection - § 2.1) 

 Fraser, Bruce. 1996. Pragmatic markers. Pragmatics 6.2:167-190. 
 Schiffrin, Deborah. 1987. Discourse Markers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

(selection – Chapter 2) 
 Schourup, Lawrence. 1999. Discourse markers. Lingua 107: 227–265. 

Discourse markers in contemporary English: 

 Aijmer, Karin. 1987. “Oh and ah in English conversation”. In: Willem Meijs (ed.), Corpus 
linguistics and beyond, 61-86. Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

 Blakemore, Diane. 1988. “So as a constraint on relevance”. In: Ruth M. Kempson 
(ed.), Mental representations: The interface between language and reality, 183-195. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 Krug, Manfred. 1998. British English is developing a new discourse marker, innit? A study in 
lexicalisation based on social, regional and stylistic variation.Arbeiten aus Anglistik und 
Amerikanistik 23: 145–197. 

 Romaine, Suzanne and Deborah Lange. 1991. The use of like as a marker of reported 
speech and thought: A case of grammaticalization in progress.American Speech 66:227-279. 

 Thompson, Sandra A. and Anthony Mulac. 1991. A quantitative perspective on the 
grammaticization of epistemic parentheticals in English. In: Elizabeth Closs Traugott and 
Bernd Heine (eds.), Corpus linguistics and beyond Vol. 2, 313–329. Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins. 

Discourse markers in the history of English: 

 Blake, Norman. 2002. On Shakespeare’s informal language. Journal of Historical 
Pragmatics 3:179-204. 

 Brinton, Laurel J. 2008. The Comment Clause in English: Syntactic Origins and Pragmatic 
Development. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. (selection – one or two chapters) 

 Brinton, Laurel J. 2010 (forthc.) “Discourse Markers”. In: Andreas H. Jucker and Irma 
Taavitsainen(eds.), Historical Pragmatics. Vol. 8 of Handbooks of Pragmatics. Historical 
Pragmatics, 285-314.Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

 Fischer, Andreas. 1998. Marry: From religious invocation to discourse marker. In: 
Borgmeier, Grabes, and Jucker (eds.), 35–46. 
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 Claridge, Claudia. 2008. The development of three pragmatic markers: as it were, so to 
speak, and if you like. 

 Paper presented at ICEHL, Munich, August Gehweiler, Elke. 2008. From proper name to 
primary interjection: The case of gee! Journal of Historical Pragmatics9: 71–93. 

 Jucker, Andreas H. 1997. The discourse marker well in the history of English. English 
Language and Linguistics 1: 91–110. 

 Jucker, Andreas H. 2002. Discourse markers in Early Modern English. In Richard Watts and 
Peter Trudgill, eds., Alternative Histories of English, 210-230. London and New York: 
Routledge. 

 Lenker, Ursula. 2000. Soþlice and witodlice: Discourse markers in Old English. In: Olga 
Fischer, Annette Rosenbach, and Dieter Stein (eds.), Pathways of Change: 
Grammaticalization in English, 229–249. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

 López-Couso, María José. 1996. On the history of methinks: From impersonal construction 
to fossilized expression. Folia Linguistica Historica 17:153-169. 

 Méndez-Naya, Belén 2006  Adjunct, modifier, discourse marker: On the various functions 
of right in the history of English. Folia Linguistica Historica 27: 141–195. 

 Person, Raymond F.  2009   “Oh” in Shakespeare: a conversation analytic approach. Journal 
of Historical Pragmatics 10: 84–107. 

 Traugott, Elizabeth Closs. 1995 (version of 11/97). The role of discourse markers in a theory 
of grammaticalization. Paper presented at the 12th International Conference on Historical 
Linguistics, Manchester, UK, August 1995. Available at www.stanford.edu/~traugott/ect-
papersonline.html 

 Wischer, Olga. 2000. Grammaticalization versus lexicalization: ‘methinks’ there is some 
confusion. In: Olga Fischer, Annette Rosenbach, and Dieter Stein (eds.), Pathways of 
Change: Grammaticalization in English, 355–370. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 
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