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1.Introduction

This chapter introduces Functional Discourse Grammar,1 focusing on the way in which this
model is capable of accounting for the grammatical encoding of pragmatic distinctions and for
the typological variation found in this area of grammar. An outline of the model is given in
Section 2, which shows, among other things, that Discourse Acts rather than sentences are taken
as the basic units of analysis, and that the grammar is allowed to interact with a specification of
the context in which it is used. Within the grammar there are four levels of analysis, one of
which is pragmatic in nature. Section 3 presents this level of analysis in more detail. Sections 4
and 5 then present the way in which the model deals with several phenomena that are of interest
to pragmaticians. Section 4 is dedicated to a number of aspects related to Discourse Acts, such
as the encoding of illocution and of rhetorical relations, while Section 5 deals with aspects
related to ascription and reference, such as the encoding of the straightforwardness of
ascription, the specificity of reference, and the encoding of information structure. The chapter
ends with a conclusion in Section 6.

2.Outline of the model2
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2.1FDG and verbal interaction

As shown in Figure 1, FDG is conceived of as the Grammatical Component of an overall model
of verbal interaction in which it is linked to a Conceptual Component, an Output Component
and a Contextual Component. These three non-grammatical components interact in various
ways with the Grammatical Component, more specifically with the operations of Formulation
and Encoding. Formulation concerns the rules that determine what constitute valid underlying
pragmatic and semantic representations in a language. Encoding concerns the rules that convert
these pragmatic and semantic representations into morphosyntactic and phonological ones.

The Conceptual Component is responsible for the development of both a communicative
intention relevant for the current speech event and the associated conceptualizations with
respect to relevant extra-linguistic events, and is thus the driving force behind the Grammatical
Component as a whole. The Output Component generates acoustic or signed expressions on the
basis of information provided by the Grammatical Component. The Contextual Component
contains a description of the content and form of the preceding discourse, of the actual
perceivable setting in which the speech event takes place, and of the social relationships
between Participants. This type of information is relevant to many grammatical processes, such
as narrative chaining, reflexives, and passives.

Figure 1.FDG as part of a wider theory of verbal interaction
ERROR: image missing (fun4_1.svg)

2.2The architecture of FDG

The general architecture of FDG itself, in relation to the components that flank it, may now be
represented as in Figure 2, in which the Grammatical Component is presented in the centre, the
Conceptual Component at the top, the Output Component at the bottom, and the Contextual
Component to the right.

A distinguishing feature of FDG shown in Figure 2 is its rigorous top-down architecture: FDG
starts with the speaker’s intention and works down to articulation. This is motivated by the
assumption that a model of grammar will be more effective the more its organization resembles
language processing in the individual. Psycholinguistic studies (e.g. Levelt 1989) clearly show
that language production is indeed a top-down process. The implementation of FDG reflects
this process and is organized accordingly. This does not mean, however, that FDG is a model of
the speaker: FDG is a theory about grammar, but one that tries to reflect psycholinguistic
evidence in its basic architecture. The top-down organization of the grammar has far-reaching
consequences at all levels of analysis, as we will show in Section 4.

Figure 2.General layout of FDG
ERROR: image missing (fun4_2.svg)

In Figure 2 ovals contain operations, boxes contain the primitives used in operations, and
rectangles contain the levels of representation produced by operations. We will discuss all of
these in more detail in Section 4, and limit ourselves here to describing the general top-down
process on the basis of a simple example, given in (1), produced in a context in which the
Addressee wants to enter a field that hosts a bull:

(1)

There’s a bull in the field!
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In the prelinguistic Conceptual Component, what is relevant is a communicative intention
(issuing a warning) and the corresponding mental representation (of the event causing danger).
The operation of Formulation translates these conceptual units into pragmatic and semantic
representations at the Interpersonal and the Representational Levels, respectively. Warnings are
not a separate illocutionary category in English, but the Speaker solves this problem by
selecting a Declarative Illocution combined with an Emphatic operator at the Interpersonal
Level. The entity causing danger is furthermore characterized as a Focal Topic at this Level. At
the Representational Level the Speaker chooses to designate the entity causing danger as part of
a locative predication frame.

The configurations at the Interpersonal and Representational Levels are translated into a
morphosyntactic structure at the Morphosyntactic Level through the operation of
Morphosyntactic Encoding. In (1) this involves, for instance, the word order characteristic of
existentials, the insertion of dummy there, etc. Similarly, the structures at the Interpersonal,
Representational, and Morphosyntactic Levels are translated into a phonological structure at the
Phonological Level. In this case, for instance, the selection of the declarative illocution
combined with an emphatic operator is responsible for the overall intonation contour with a
high fall on the Focal Topic bull. By organizing the Grammatical Component in the way
illustrated here, FDG takes the functional approach to language to its logical extreme: within
the top-down organization of the grammar, pragmatics governs semantics, pragmatics and
semantics govern morphosyntax, and pragmatics, semantics, and morphosyntax govern
phonology.

The Phonological Level of representation is the input to the operation of Articulation, which
contains the phonetic rules necessary for an adequate utterance. Articulation takes place in the
Output Component, outside the grammar proper.

The various levels of representation within the grammar feed into the Contextual Component,
thus enabling subsequent reference to the various kinds of entity relevant at each of these levels
once they are introduced into the discourse. The Contextual Component feeds into the
operations of Formulation and Encoding, so that, for instance, the availability of antecedents
may influence the composition of (subsequent) Discourse Acts.

2.3Levels and layers

Each of the levels of representation distinguished within the Grammatical Component in Figure
2 is structured in its own way. What all the levels have in common is that they have a
hierarchically ordered layered organization. In its maximal form the general structure of layers
within levels is as follows:

(2)

(π V1: [head (V1)]: [Σ (V1)])Φ

Here V1 represents the variable of the relevant layer, which is restricted by a (possibly complex)
head that takes the variable as its argument, and may be further restricted by a modifier Σ that
also takes the variable as its argument. The layer may be specified by an operator π and carry a
function Φ. Heads and modifiers represent lexical strategies, while operators and functions
represent grammatical strategies. The difference between operators and functions is that the
latter are relational, holding between the entire unit and other units at the same layer, while the
former are not, applying only to the unit itself.

Not all relations between units are hierarchical. In those cases in which units together form a
non-hierarchical (equipollent) configuration, they are enclosed between square brackets, as
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exemplified in (2).

The levels differ as regards the nature of the distinctions that are relevant to each, but what they
all have in common is that only those distinctions are provided that are actually reflected in the
grammar of the language involved. This also applies to the Interpersonal Level, to which we
will direct our attention now. At this level, too, only those distinctions are represented that have
a grammatical (morphosyntactic, prosodic) impact. FDG is therefore not to be seen as a
discourse-analytical model, but as a tool for grammatical analysis sensitive to the
communicative functions of language.

3.The interpersonal level

The Interpersonal Level captures all distinctions of Formulation that pertain to the interaction
between Speaker and Addressee. These cover, at the higher layers, rhetorical notions of the
overall structuring of discourse, to the extent that they are reflected in linguistic form, and at the
lower layers, the pragmatic distinctions that reflect how Speakers mould their messages taking
account of their assumptions about the Addressee’s state of knowledge. The hierarchical
structure arises through the application of an appropriate set of frames from those available to
the Speaker. The following shows the hierarchical relationships that apply at the Interpersonal
Level, with each layer exhibiting the structure given in (2):

(π M1: [ Move
 (π A1: [ Discourse Act
 (π F1: ILL (F1): Σ (F1)) Illocution
 (π P1: … (P1): Σ (P1))S Speaker
 (π P2: … (P2): Σ (P2))A Addressee
 (π C1: [ Communicated Content
  (π T1: […] (T1): Σ (T1))Φ Ascriptive Subact
  (π R1: […] (R1): Σ (R1))Φ Referential Subact
  ] (C1): Σ (C1))Φ Communicated Content
 ] (A1): Σ (A1))Φ Discourse Act
 ] (M1): Σ (M1)) Move

The Move (M1) is the largest unit of interaction relevant to grammatical analysis. It may be
defined as an autonomous contribution to the ongoing interaction: it either calls for a reaction,
or is itself a reaction. A Move contains one or more Discourse Acts (A1), which may be
defined, following Kroon (1995:65), as “the smallest identifiable units of communicative
behaviour”. Kroon (1995:65) notes further that Discourse Acts, in contrast to Moves, “do not
necessarily further the communication in terms of approaching a conversational goal”. A
Discourse Act is characterized by the fact that it has an Illocution (F1), which captures the
lexical and formal properties of that Discourse Act that can be attributed to its conventionalized
interpersonal use in achieving a communicative intention. An Illocution specifies a relation
between a Speaker (P1)S, an Addressee (P2)A, and a Communicated Content (C1), which
contains the totality of what the Speaker wishes to evoke in his/her communication with the
Addressee. In actional terms it essentially comprises what Searle (1969) calls the
“representational act” and corresponds to the choices the Speaker makes in order to evoke a
picture of the external world he/she wants to talk about. In building up this picture the Speaker
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typically executes one or more Subacts of Reference (R1) and of Ascription (T1). An Ascriptive
Subact is an attempt by the Speaker to evoke an attribute, while a Referential Subact is an
attempt by the Speaker to evoke a referent.

4.Discourse Acts and the relations between them

4.1Introduction

Discourse Acts are fundamental units of analysis in Functional Discourse Grammar. In the top-
down approach advocated in this model Discourse Acts may map onto various kinds of
morphosyntactic unit: clauses, phrases, or single words. Everything else being equal, a Speaker
need not express more of his/her communicative intention than he/she thinks is required to
understand it. This is what we mean when we say that FDG is a discourse grammar rather than
a sentence grammar.

The structure of a Discourse Act, disregarding the internal structure of its component parts, is
given in (4):

(4)

(π A1: head (A1): Σ (A1))Φ

This representation shows that a Discourse Act may be modified by operators (π), such as the
Irony operator, and modifiers (Σ), such as style adverbs like briefly. Discourse Acts may also
carry a Function (Φ) in relation to other Discourse Acts, which is what we will concentrate on
in Section 4.2.

The head position of a discourse act is filled by a frame that maximally contains positions for
the Speaker (PS), the Addressee (PA), and the Communicated Content (C1). Not all of these
elements need to be present. Compare the following examples:

(5)

Ouch!

(6)

Congratulations (on winning the race).

(7)

I am hereby informing you that I wish to resign.

An Expressive Discourse Act such as (5) does not require the presence of an Addressee and
does not contain a Communicated Content either. An Interactive Discourse Act such as (6)
requires the presence of a Speaker and an Addressee, and optionally contains a Communicated
Content. Contentive Discourse Acts, such as (7), require the presence of a Speaker, an
Addressee, and a Communicated Content. These three types of Discourse Act may be
represented as in (8):

(8)

1. (A1: [(F1) (P1)S] (A1))Expressive Discourse Acts
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2. (A1: [(F1) (P1)S (P2)A {(C1)Φ}] (A1))Interactive Discourse Acts

3. (A1: [(F1) (P1)S (P2)A (C1)Φ] (A1))Contentive Discourse Acts

A defining feature of Discourse Acts is that they have an Illocution (F1). We will go into the
treatment of illocutionary values in FDG in Section 4.3.

4.2Rhetorical functions

A Move may consist of a number of distinct Discourse Acts. Typically, one Discourse Act is
communicatively central, and thus has a nuclear status. Other Discourse Acts either have the
same communicative status as the Nuclear Discourse Act, in which case the Move will contain
multiple nuclei, or otherwise they enter into a dependency relation with either the nucleus or
another subsidiary Discourse Act. The nature of the dependency may be specified by the
assignment of a Rhetorical Function. Consider the following move, which consists of two
Discourse Acts:

(9)

Watch out, because there will be trick questions in the exam.

Here, the Discourse Act performed by means of the because clause does not provide a reason
for watching out; rather, it is to be seen as a motivation for the Speaker’s decision to issue the
warning.3 Accordingly, (9) may be analyzed as in (10), with the Rhetorical Function
Motivation being assigned to the Subsidiary Discourse Act:4

(10)

(MI: [(AI: –watch out– (AI)) (AJ: –there will be trick questions in the exam– (AJ))
motiv
] (MI))

The choice of subordinate clause and conjunction in (9) is directly determined by the
Motivation relation. Now compare (9) with (11):

(11)

There will be trick questions in the exam, so watch out.

Even though the first act in (11) is realized as an independent main clause, it is again the
imperative clause which realizes the Nuclear Discourse Act, just like in (9). In this case the
Nuclear Discourse Act is introduced by so, which indicates its nuclear status, and (11) will
accordingly be analyzed as in (12):

(12)

(MI: [(AI: –there will be trick questions in the exam– (AI))
motiv
(AJ: –watch out– (AJ))] (MI))

The dependency relations in (9) and (11) are thus identical, but the alternation in form results
from the ordering of the two Acts.

The relative order of Discourse Acts within a Move is seen in FDG as an outcome of the
Formulation process rather than of the Encoding process. On the basis of contextual
considerations and communicative goals, the Speaker adopts a particular communicative
strategy for performing the intended Move and selects a frame in which Discourse Acts are
combined and, when they are dependent, carry a Rhetorical Function. These frames may
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contain Subsidiary Acts which either precede, interrupt, or follow the Nuclear Discourse Act.
Pre-nuclear Discourse Acts are orientational in nature, while interruptive or post-nuclear
Discourse Acts are in some sense elaborative. Thus, Rhetorical Functions do not trigger a
certain order, since Discourse Acts are already ordered within their frame. This is in contrast
with the workings of Pragmatic Functions relevant in the Communicative Content layer: in
particular languages and under certain circumstances, Pragmatic Functions may trigger the
placement of a constituent in a particular position in the clause (see Section 5.2 below).

In order to account for the Speaker’s strategic choices within the process of Formulation, more
would have to be known about what specific features of the output of the Conceptual
Component have an effect on the Formulation process, and how. This would allow a degree of
formalization of the Formulation process, leading to a further enrichment of FDG as a
discourse-sensitive grammar.

Another feature of the system of Rhetorical Function assignment worth noting is that, as
currently formulated, only those dependency relationships between Discourse Acts that have an
effect on their formal manifestation are captured by means of Rhetorical Functions (Hengeveld
& Mackenzie 2008: 53). This situation may be contrasted with that in for instance Rhetorical
Structure Theory (cf. Mann 2005; Taboada & Mann 2006), which recognizes a set of
multinuclear relations such as ‘list’ and ‘neutral contrast’ that are normally not formally
expressed. The major difference between the two theories lies, of course, in the status of the
rhetorical relations. Because RST aims to explain the coherence of texts, each unit of text is
assumed to be related by some specific rhetorical relation, which is the analyst’s attempt to
reconstruct the author’s rhetorical intention. FDG, by contrast, only makes use of Rhetorical
Functions inasmuch as they can account for specific features of linguistic expressions.
Accordingly, if there were languages where equipollent rhetorical relations such as ‘list’ were
linguistically coded, it would be necessary to define such Rhetorical Functions for the grammar
of the languages in question.

So far we have looked at Subsidiary Discourse Acts which are dependent on other complete
Discourse Acts. However, Subsidiary Discourse Acts may stand in a relationship with part of
another Discourse Act. This is the case with for instance left and right-dislocation constructions.
Consider (13) and (14):

(13)

John, he’s a real wizard.

(14)

He’s a real wizard, John.

In (13), the left-dislocated element John, which constitutes a Subsidiary Discourse Act that
would typically be expressed as a separate intonation and punctuation unit, serves to provide the
Addressee with an idea of one of the referents that the Speaker wishes to talk about within the
ensuing Nuclear Discourse Act. Similarly in (6), John can be seen as expressing a distinct
Subsidiary Discourse Act, but in this case serves to clarify an aspect of the Nuclear Discourse
Act. Whereas in Functional Grammar (Dik 1997: 310) the relation between dislocation
constructions and their host clause was seen as a matter of Pragmatic Function, FDG analyzes
them as involving Rhetorical Functions, as they are typically realized as independent intonation
units and can carry their own illocutionary force. (13) and (14) are analyzed as (15) and (16),
respectively, involving the Rhetorical Functions of Orientation and Clarification (Hengeveld &
Mackenzie 2008: 55):

(15)
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(MI: [(AI: –John– (AI))Orient (AJ: –he’s a real wizard– (AJ))] (MI))

(16)

(MI: [(AI: –he’s a real wizard– (AI)) (AJ: –John– (AJ))Clar] (MI))

Although such constructions typically involve a noun phrase, a similar function can be
performed by a prepositional phrase functioning as a framing adverbial, as in (17):

(17)

In the animal kingdom, moths usually have many pairs of wings?

This is an example of a set question format on a television quiz show. The expression In the
animal kingdom does not serve to identify the domain in which moths have a certain number of
wings; rather, it is an instruction to the contestant to activate a specific area of his/her store of
knowledge, with the aim of helping the contestant to answer quickly. Consequently, here too
the sentence is best analyzed as consisting of two Discourse Acts, an Orientational Discourse
Act followed by the Nuclear Discourse Act.

As noted in Section 3, by distinguishing between the Interpersonal and Representational Levels,
and by distinguishing at the Interpersonal Level between both rhetorical and information-
structure relations, FDG can account in an insightful way for features of linguistic expressions
which pertain to the Speaker’s management of the interaction with the Addressee and offers a
powerful tool for the analysis of these features. This analysis of structural phenomena in terms
of rhetorical relations rather than semantic or information-structure relations is by no means an
easy task and requires extensive knowledge of the language concerned. We give two examples
of the complexity of the task facing the investigator. The first involves initial subordinate
clauses, which in spoken and written English are often presented as separate intonation and
punctuation units, respectively. However, their relative independence does not necessarily mean
that they will typically constitute a separate Discourse Act. Hengeveld & Mackenzie (2008: 54–
55) discuss the case of concessive clauses, which like because clauses can entertain different
kinds of semantic and rhetorical relation with their hosts. Concessive clauses like that in (18),
represented in (19), may indeed be seen to constitute a separate Discourse Act, since the
optional addition of a performative predicate shows that such clauses may have illocutionary
force:

(18)

The work was fairly easy, although (I concede that) it took me longer than expected.

(19)

(MI: [(AI: –the work was fairly easy– (AI)) (AJ: –it took me longer than expected– (AJ))Conc]
(MI))

Hengeveld & Mackenzie (2008: 55) then argue that the situation is different when the
subordinate clause precedes the host clause, as in (20), which they assume constitutes one
Discourse Act, with the relation between the subordinate clause and the main clause being
captured at the Representational Level by a Semantic Function Concession, rather than by a
Rhetorical Function at the Interpersonal Level:

(20)
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Although it took me longer than expected, the work was fairly easy.

It is indeed generally assumed that subordination involves a neutralizing of illocutionary force,
and this is most strongly present where subordinate clauses occur in an orientational context
rather than an elaborational one (cf. Matthiessen & Thompson 1988: 315). However, examples
can also be found in which the initial concession clauses can indeed contain a predicate
functioning performatively, as witnessed by the following Internet examples:

(21)

While I will concede that these thoughts are somewhat simplistic, I firmly believe that they do
provide a more relevant philosophical framework for the development of future generations of
Agriculture and Agri-Food Policy.

(22)

David, although I happily admit that I work for the Vienna Symphonic Library as a freelancing
developer and engineer (I'm not employed by them), I strongly suggest to ask those questions in
the VSL’s own forum.

In these examples, the use of will in (21) and happily in (22) clearly indicates the performative
use of the verbs concerned. This suggests that even initial subordinate clauses may realize
separate Discourse Acts; accordingly, (20) may be analyzed as follows:

(23)

MI: [(AI: –it took me longer than expected– (AI))Conc (AJ: –the work was fairly easy– (AJ))]
(MI))

A second example of the complex nature of an analysis in terms of Rhetorical Functions relates
to the interpretation of certain phenomena which might be seen as either pragmatic – relating to
the informational status of elements within the Discourse Act, at the level of the Communicated
Content – or rhetorical, and hence relating to the relations between Discourse Acts. Dik (1997b:
85ff) discusses what he calls “orientation + clause” constructions, arguing in the case of (24),
from Imbabura Quechua (Cole 1982), that the suffix -ka may be interpreted as marking a
clause-external Orientation relation rather than a clause-internal Topic function:

(24)
Ñuka
I
chay
that
punlla-pi
day-on
chaya-shka-ka
arrive-nmlz-top
sumaj-mi
beautiful-val
ka-rka.
be-pst

‘Given my arriving on that day, it was beautiful.’

‘The day on which I arrived was beautiful.’
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Hengeveld & Mackenzie (2008: 57) counter this analysis, pointing out that it is clear that only
one Discourse Act is involved. Consequently, the -ka suffix is reanalyzed as a marker of the
pragmatic status of ñuka chay punllapi chayashka ‘my arriving that day’, rather than as a
marker of its rhetorical status.

The problematic nature of such cases lies first of all in the closeness of the conceptual
relationship between Topichood on the one hand, and Orientation on the other. The function of
the Orientational Act is to “orient the Addressee to the Speaker’s communicative intentions”
(Hengeveld & Mackenzie 2008:55), while the function of a Topic is to relate the
Communicated Content to existing information in the Contextual Component (Hengeveld &
Mackenzie 2008:92). In other words, both have a grounding function: ‘this is what the utterance
is about’. When the orientational element is not only intonationally distinct but also nominal in
form, it is attractive to analyze such an element as constituting a separate Discourse Act, but
when such an element is propositional, there are competing analyses: a Proposition-combining
and an Act-combining analysis. Another complicating factor may be the way the structures of
certain languages are described by linguists. In this regard, de Vries (2006) argues that some so-
called Topic markers in Papuan languages may in fact function as discourse markers, which in
FDG terms would realize a Rhetorical rather than a Pragmatic Function. He cites the following
example of clause chaining in Korowai (2006:826):

(25)
Wa-gol
that-pig
ülme-tél-e-kha-fè
kill-3.pl.real-tr-sub-top
nokhu-gol.
our-pig

‘Given that they killed the pig, it is our pig.’

or ‘As for killing the pig, it is our pig.’

The topic analysis for the clitic fè in such cases is based on the description that the information
provides the relevant discourse domain for what the next part of the utterance is about.
However, de Vries analyzes this use in the context of the strategy of thematization which is
characteristic of the narrative discourse of Papuan speech communities. He argues that
translations of such constructions involving for instance relative clauses (i.e. ‘the pig that they
killed is our pig’) promote a Topic analysis but do not do sufficient justice to the thematization
strategy. Indeed, such translations may distort the grammatical description. By contrast, the
alternative translation (‘as for killing the pig, it is our pig’) reflects the discourse strategy
employed by the Speaker.

All in all, the specification of Rhetorical Functions provides an insightful means of accounting
for the formal expression of the relations between Discourse Acts. However, a full
understanding of which formal features of linguistic expressions can best be accounted for in
rhetorical rather than semantic or information-structural terms requires in-depth analysis of
intonational and illocutionary phenomena, while at the same time taking heed of language-
specific discourse practices.

4.3Illocution

As stated above, Discourse Acts are characterized by the fact that they have an Illocution. The
Illocution of a Discourse Act captures the (lexical and grammatical) properties of that Discourse
Act that can be attributed to its conventionalized interpersonal use in achieving a
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communicative intention. Communicative intentions include such things as calling for attention,
asserting, ordering, questioning, warning, requesting, etc., which may map onto Illocutions such
as Vocative, Declarative, Imperative, etc. There is no one-to-one relation between a specific
communicative intention and an Illocution, neither within a language, nor cross-linguistically,
as languages may differ significantly in the extent to which they make use of linguistic means to
differentiate between communicative intentions.

The Illocution is represented by means of the variable F. Its maximal representation is given in
(26):

(26)

(π F1: head (F1): Σ (F1))

The Illocution may have various types of head and may be specified by operators (π), such as
the Reinforcing and Mitigating operators, and modifiers (Σ), such as illocutionary adverbs like
frankly.

The head position of the Illocution may be filled by lexical material or may be abstract.
Examples (27a) and (27b) differ in this respect:

(27)

1. I am hereby informing you that I wish to resign.

2. I wish to resign.

The head of their Illocution would be represented as in (28a) and (28b), respectively:

(28)

1. (FI: informV (FI))

2. (FJ: decl (FJ))

In (28a) the performative verb inform is inserted directly into the F-slot, giving rise to the
performative use of this verb. In (28b) the abstract illocutionary predicate decl is inserted into
the F-slot, triggering the prosodic and morphosyntactic devices that characterize the utterance
as conventionally associated with assertions. Languages may differ widely from one another in
the range of lexical elements that can be used performatively, as in (28a), and in the range of
abstract illocutions that can be distinguished on the basis of distinct prosodic and
morphosyntactic behaviour, as in (28b).

A study of cross-linguistic variation in the lexical domain is Verschueren (1989), which studies
the occurrence and distribution of “Basic Linguistic Action Verbs” (BLAVs) in a stratified
sample of 81 languages. The study shows that there are languages that have just one BLAV,
meaning something like ‘to use language’, ‘to express linguistically’ (Verschueren 1989: 31),
while other more specific meanings are expressed by non-basic verbs or constructions. The
highest number of BLAVs attested is twelve, including such specific meanings as ‘greet’,
‘answer’, and ‘name’. The intermediate types between 1 and 12 BLAVs show interesting
patterns, a very early split being the one between saying and asking a question, which normally
precedes the occurrence of BLAVs denoting Interactive Discourse Acts such as greeting and
thanking.

As regards abstract Illocutions, the following have been observed in one or more languages:
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Declarative (decl): the Speaker informs the Addressee of the Propositional Content evoked by
the Communicated Content

Interrogative (inter): the Speaker requests the Addressee’s response to the Propositional Content
evoked by the Communicated Content

Mirative (mir): the Speaker expresses his/her surprise about the Propositional Content evoked
by the Communicated Content

Optative (opt): the Speaker indicates to the Addressee his/her wish that the positive situation
evoked by the Communicated Content should come about

Imprecative (impr): the Speaker indicates to the Addressee his/her wish that the negative
situation evoked by the Communicated Content should come about

Imperative (imper): the Speaker directs the Addressee to carry out the action evoked by the
Communicated Content

Prohibitive (proh): the Speaker forbids the Addressee to carry out the action evoked by the
Communicated Content

Hortative (hort): the Speaker encourages him/herself or an Addressee together with him/herself
to carry out the action evoked by the Communicated Content

Dishortative (dishort): the Speaker discourages him/herself or an Addressee together with
him/herself from carrying out the action evoked by the Communicated Content

Admonitive (admon): the Speaker warns the Addressee against the situation evoked by the
Communicated Content

Cautionary (caut): the Speaker warns the speaker to avoid the situation evoked by the
Communicated Content

Commissive (comm): the Speaker commits him/herself to the future realization of the positive
situation evoked by the Communicated Content

Minative (min): the Speaker commits him/herself to the future realization of the negative
situation evoked by the Communicated Content

Permissive (perm): the Speaker grants permission to the Addressee to realize the situation
evoked by the Communicated Content

Supplicative (suppl): the Speaker asks permission of the Addressee to realize the situation
evoked by the Communicated Content

One study of cross-linguistic variation in the availability of abstract Illocutions is Hengeveld
et al. (2007), in which it is shown that a primary split in all languages is the one between
propositional Illocutions (those that have to do with exchanging information, such as decl, inter,
and mir) on the one hand, and behavioural Illocutions (those that have to do with influencing
behaviour, such as imper, hort, and admon) on the other. This means that there are languages
with a single propositional Illocution, in which there is no formal distinction between
constructions used for assertions and questions. Such a language is, for instance, Acoma. In this
language, the way to ask questions is to state ignorance or doubt. An example is (29) (Miller
1965: 123):
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(29)
C-aityata
2.dub-gather
dyâiyaani.
piñons

‘I guess you are gathering piñons.’

‘Are you gathering piñons?’

On the other hand, there are languages with a single behavioural Illocution, most often called
Imperative, though also serving to execute other kinds of speech act, such as warnings and
curses.

It is more common, however, to have a variety of behavioural Illocutions, the most common
ones being imper, hort, and proh, as in the following examples from Macushi (Abbott
1991: 50):

(30)
Apo’
fire
era'ma-ta.
get-imper

‘Go get firewood.’

(31)

Epîrema-n-pai’-nîkon.

pray-1.incl-hort-coll

‘Let’s all pray.’

(32)

K-ena-i.

proh-fall-proh

‘Don’t fall.’

Apart from performative verbs, languages may use specific particles to fill the illocutionary
slot, which may then give expression to highly specific interpersonal meanings. Examples from
English are particles such as hey (drawing attention), ouch (expressing pain), hello (greeting),
and many more.

Two components in the overall organization of FDG (see Figure 2) are fundamental in
accounting for the differences between languages as regards the availability of lexical and
abstract Illocutions: (i) the Lexicon, more specifically the set of (Interpersonal) Primitives
within it; (ii) the operation of Formulation. Both lexical and abstract Illocutions are stored in the
Lexicon contained within the grammar. The operation of Formulation then determines how
communicative intentions, developed in the Conceptual Component by the Speaker of a certain
language, map onto the various illocutionary expressions available in that language.
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5.Subacts and the relations between them

5.1Introduction

Several authors have emphasized that reference is actional in nature. Thus, Lyons (1977:177)
states that “… the speaker … invests the expression with reference by the act of referring”. In
FDG referring is similarly first and foremost interpreted as an act of the Speaker, but ascription
is considered to be actional in the same way as well. In exactly the same way as with referring,
the choice of lexical material, and the amount offered, are the result of decisions of the Speaker.
Hence Ascriptive Subacts (T) and Referential Subacts (R) are the basic units on the basis of
which Communicated Contents at the Interpersonal Level are organized. This approach is
supported by the fact that a single semantic unit may be used referentially, as in (33), or
ascriptively, as in (34):

(33)

A teacher came in.

(34)

He is a teacher.

The Speaker chooses configurations of Subacts partially in view of his/her estimate of the state
of knowledge of the Addressee, and may select particular strategies to adapt his/her message to
make it more suitable to be integrated into this knowledge. These information-structural
strategies are dealt with in Section 5.2. Individual Subacts may also be characterized in relation
to the state of knowledge of Speaker and Addressee, and with respect to their adequacy in the
light of the Speaker’s communicative aims, a topic we will address in Section 5.3.

5.2Pragmatic functions

The Communicated Content, as “the totality of what the Speaker wishes to evoke in his/her
communication with the Addressee” (Hengeveld & Mackenzie 2008: 87), comprises one or
more Subacts of Reference or Ascription. Each Communicated Content is shaped according to
the Speaker’s communicative aims and in particular to his/her assessment of the Addressee’s
communicative needs in the given setting. FDG captures this by assuming that for any given
language a speaker chooses, in the process of Formulation, a specific configuration of Subacts
called a Content Frame. Each Content Frame is characterized by a combination of Referential
and Ascriptive Subacts, one or more of which may carry a Pragmatic Function. The Speaker’s
adoption of a particular Content Frame in the process of Formulation lays out a blueprint for the
communicative shape of a Discourse Act.

A Subact carrying a Pragmatic Function represents an individual component of the Speaker’s
adopted communicative strategy which he/she wishes to pay special attention to in order to help
the Addressee interpret the informational status of that Subact in the given communicative
setting. FDG recognizes Pragmatic Functions along three different dimensions:

Focus – Background

Topic – Comment

Contrast – Overlap

The first element on each dimension represents the Pragmatic Function itself. Focus relates to
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information which the Speaker wishes to mark in terms of its newness in the communicative
situation; as such it typically reflects what the Speaker wants the Addressee to see as the point
of the utterance. Topic, which is clearly postulated as belonging to a separate dimension from
Focus, relates to the Speaker’s desire to mark what he/she sees as the communicative starting
point for the utterance. Finally, Contrast relates to the Speaker’s decision to highlight a
difference between one or more elements of the Communicated Content and elements of the
same or another Communicated Content. Information which belongs to the Background, the
Comment, and the Overlap will typically not be given special treatment in a language.

Hengeveld & Mackenzie (2008: 101) offer the following examples of types of Content Frame
containing Subacts with Topic and Focus status (note that SA stands for Subact):

(35)

Thetic

[(SA)N]
foc

(36)

Categorical

[(SA)TOP (SA)N (SA)
foc
]

(37)

Presentative

[(SA)N (SA)
topfoc
]

Thetic statements as a whole contain only new information, and however many Subacts are
involved, together they will be marked as in Focus. By contrast, Categorical statements
typically involve presupposed information of some kind, and will often, though not necessarily,
have elements which are marked not only for Focus but also for Topic. Finally, Presentative
constructions are characterized in FDG at the Interpersonal Level as combining Topic and
Focus functions. Each function – Focus, Topic, and Contrast – will now be detailed in turn.

Focus

The Focus function indicates the Speaker’s decision to give special treatment to information
which is new in the given setting. There are four frequently attested means for signaling Focus
function (cf. Dik 1997a: 327):

Focus markers

Special constituent order

Focus constructions

Prosodic prominence

An example of a language with a specific Focus marker is Wambon. In the following example
from de Vries (1985:172), the focus marker -nde is first used in a question to signal the gap in
the Speaker’s knowledge, and then in the answer to signal the piece of information which fills
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that gap:

(38)

1. Jakhove
3.pl
kenonop-nde
what-foc
takhim-gende?
buy-3.pl.pres.final

‘What do they buy?’

2. Ndu-nde
Sago-foc
takhim-gende
buy-3.pl.pres.final

‘They buy sago.’

In Turkish and Hungarian, there is a fixed position for the Focus constituent in a clause,
immediately before the verb:

(39)

Turkish (Kornfilt 1997: 190)

Kitab-ı
book-acc
Ali-ye
Ali-dat
Hasan
Hasan
ver-di.
give-pst

‘It was Hasan who gave the book to Ali.’

(40)

Hungarian (Kenesei et al. 1998: 166)

A
def
vendégek
guests
tegnap
yesterday
érkeztek
arrived
a
def
szállodá-ba.
hotel-loc
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‘It was yesterday that the guests arrived at the hotel.’

In Slavic languages Focus is preferably placed in clause-final position, for instance in Bulgarian
(Stanchev 1997):

(41)
Az
1.sg
vchera
yesterday
v
in
magazina
shop.def
kupix
buy.pst.1.sg
edna
indef
kniga.
book

‘I yesterday bought (a book)
foc
in the shop.’

With regard to special Focus constructions, an often noted example is the English it-cleft
construction:

(42)

1. Who ate my cake?

2. It was the dog that did it.

Verbal predicates are less happy in this cleft construction, but the pseudo-cleft and identifying
constructions allow a focused predicate to appear in either initial or final position:

(43)

1. What you want to do is disappear.

2. Disappear is what I want to do.

3. ??
It’s disappear that I want to do.

(44)

1. The only thing I want to do now is sleep.

2. *It is sleep that I want to do now.

Finally, Focus is perhaps most strongly associated with prosodic prominence. The use of
prosody is most strongly apparent in languages where the word order is not in the first instance
determined by pragmatic ordering, but by syntactic ordering. In these examples from English,
the capitalized words carry the nuclear stress:

(45)
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John PREFERS coffee, but he does not insist on it.

(46)

JOHN prefers coffee, not Fred.

(47)

John prefers COFFEE, not tea.

Topic

We turn now to the Topic function. As with Focus, certain languages have Topic markers. In
Oromo, for example, subjects, but not objects, may be marked for Topic, and if they do then
that also triggers gender agreement. If the subject does not have Topic function, then gender
agreement does not apply:

Oromo [Clamons et al.1996, quoted in Bolkestein 1998: 204]

(48)

1. Intal-tii-n
girl-f.sbj-top
magalaa
market
dhuf-t-e.
come-f-prf

‘The girl came to the market.’

2. Intala
girl
takk-a
indef-sbj
magalaa
market
dhuf-e.
come-prf

‘A girl came to the market.’

Certain languages also have fixed positions for the Topic constituent. An example is Mandarin
Chinese (van den Berg 1989: 38), where clauses are constructed on the basis of Topic-first:

(49)
Woˇmen
we
chī
eat
miàn.
noodles

‘We are eating noodles.’

Certain non-subject elements in a verb-second language like Dutch might also be analyzable as
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having Topic function when placed in initial position:

(50)
Dat
That
weet
know
ik.
I

‘I know.’

Contrast

Finally, we turn to Contrast, which is often seen as a special kind of Focus because both notions
involve saliency. However, FDG places it on a separate dimension, as it can co-occur with both
Topic and Focus. Kham (Watters 2002: 183–185) has a special contrast marker te:

(51)
Ao
this
po:-lә
place-loc
te
contr
tam
wheat
ja:h-si-u
put-detrans-nmlz
li-zya.
be-cont

‘In this place, as opposed to others, wheat has been sown.’

In Bulgarian (Stanchev 1997), Focus constituents appear clause-finally, as we noted above, but
contrasted information appears in pre-verbal position (though before clitics):

(52)
Az
1.sg
kola-ta
car-def
vchera
yesterday
ya
3.sg.acc
prodadox,
sell.pst.1.sg
a
and
ne
neg
dnes.
today
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‘It was yesterday that I sold the car, and not today.’

As the previous example suggests, it appears that languages may also exhibit strategies for
marking combinations of Pragmatic Functions. For instance, Korean has a special Contrastive
Topic marker (see Lee 1999), illustrated by the following example (Pultr 1960: 224):

(53)
Na-nɯn
1.sg-contr.top
morɯ-mnida.
not.know-hon

‘I don’t know (but others may).’

The combination of Topic and Focus is seen as characteristic of Presentative constructions,
which introduce a new Topic into the discourse. Consider this example from French:

(54)
Il
it
est
aux.pres.3.sg
arrivé
arrive. ptcp.sg.m
trois
three
trains.
trains

‘There arrived three trains.’

In this construction the single argument appears in clause-final position and there is no
agreement on the verb. The position of the constituent expressing the presented entity can be
directly related to the combination of the Topic and Focus functions.

We would like to round off this section by referring to certain problematic aspects of linguistic
analysis when it comes to assessing the coding of pragmatic status. We already saw in Section
4.2 that it may be difficult to determine whether certain phenomena should be analyzed as
rhetorical or as pragmatic in nature. Another aspect is what actually constitutes the coding of
information status. First of all consider this stretch of text analyzed by Moya Guijarro
(2005: 212):

(55)

Our little farm [new topic] is a combined small-farm park and nature trail, designed to fascinate
children, parents and grandparents equally […]. The incubator and Hatchery [subtopic] houses
fertilized eggs being kept warm until they [known topic] hatch […]. The shop [subtopic] sells
gifts and all kinds of delicious, local country fare from Stilton to strawberry jam. The Old
Cowshed Tea Room [subtopic] will refresh and replenish. Lots of information inside the
buildings [known topic] will help you understand more about the animals.

Moya Guijarro shows how different kinds of topicality (see the elements in square brackets) are
involved in creating coherence in a text, and how different degrees of accessibility of individual
referents may affect the form of the referential expression and may do so in particular ways in
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certain genres. However, in cases like this there is no actual coding of Topichood in the
grammar itself.

The informational status of elements can also have an influence on grammatical choices without
pragmatic status having to be coded. Here is an example from Latin (Bolkestein 1985, quoted in
Dik 1997a: 320) involving two alternative constructions for the same three-place predicate:

(56)

1. Mensam
table.acc
aqua
water.abl
aspergit.
sprinkle.3.sg.pres

‘He sprinkles the table with water.’

2. Aquam
water.acc
mensae
table.dat
aspergit.
sprinkle.3sg.pres

‘He¯sprinkles¯water¯onto¯the¯table.’

In the first example, mensa is in the accusative, whereas in the second example aqua has
accusative case. Bolkestein shows that which element will be presented in the accusative here is
strongly determined by what is the discourse topic at that point in the discourse, or what is to be
introduced as a new discourse topic. In the first example, the table will tend to be topical; in the
second, the water will be topical. However, there is no formal marking of Topichood, by means
of either clause position or case form.

There are thus many linguistic choices that are influenced by pragmatic factors which are
recorded in the Contextual Component, and which have an effect on the Formulation process in
terms of, for example, the choice of predication frame and referential strength. Nevertheless, in
FDG the underlying representation that results from Formulation will not carry a Pragmatic
Function in such cases.

5.3Ascription and reference

Ascriptive and Referential Subacts may be represented as in (57) and (58):

(57)

(π T1: head (T1): Σ (T1))

(58)

(π R1: head (R1): Σ (R1))

In most cases Subacts have no lexical heads, since the lexical material they contain is
introduced at the Representational Level. There are, however, certain lexical elements that can
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be introduced directly into the head slot of a Referential Subact. These elements include proper
names and pronouns used deictically. Proper names can be used as uniquely referring elements
that have no meaning in the strict sense, while pronouns used deictically derive their reference
from the speech situation in which they are used. Both classes of elements can thus be said to
function uniquely at the Interpersonal Level. While most Subacts are thus headless, mapping
onto lexical material available at the Representational Level, they can be modified in various
ways, either by grammatical (π) or by lexical (Σ) means. We will consider the various types of
modification in what follows.

The most important operators applying to the R-variable have to do with the identifiability of
the referent, as assessed by the Speaker. FDG distinguishes between two aspects of
identifiability. The first concerns the Speaker’s assumptions about the identifiability of the
referent for the Addressee: this is reflected in the operators {+id, –id} for identifiable and non-
identifiable, respectively. The second concerns the Speaker’s indication of the identifiability of
the referent for her/himself: this will be reflected in the operators {+s, –s} for specific and non-
specific, respectively.

The two sets of identifiability operators can be combined in the following ways:

– {+id, +s} applies in all cases in which the referent is assumed to be identifiable for both
speech act participants, as in (59):

(59)

I met the teacher today.

– {–id, +s} applies when the referent is identifiable for the Speaker but assumed to be non-
identifiable for the Addressee:

(60)

I am looking for a (certain) teacher.

– {–id, –s} applies when the referent is identifiable to neither Speaker nor Addressee:

(61)

I am looking for someone to help me prepare for my exams.

– {+id, –s} applies when the referent is non-identifiable for the Speaker but assumed to be
identifiable for the Addressee. This is the situation typically reflected in content questions, such
as:

(62)

Who do you think can help me prepare for my exams?

This four-way distinction is helpful in accounting for a wide range of linguistic facts. We will
give just two examples here.

In Spanish, case-marking of human Undergoers is sensitive to specificity: all specific human
Undergoers are introduced by the preposition a, while all non-specific human Undergoers lack
this preposition. Thus, we get oppositions like:

(63)
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1. La
def.f
anciana
old.woman(f)
ama
love.pres.3.sg
a
u
los
def.m.pl
niño-s.
child(m)-pl

‘The old woman loves the children.’

2. La
def.f
anciana
old.woman(f)
ama
love.pres.3.sg
los
def.m.pl
niño-s.
child(m)-pl

‘The old woman loves children (in general).’

(64)

1. Busc-o
look.for-1.sg.pres
a
u
un-a
indef-f
mujer.
woman(f)

‘I am looking for a certain woman.’

2. Busc-o
look.for-1.sg.pres
un-a
indef-f
mujer.
woman(f)

‘I am looking for a wife.’

In both the definite (63) and the indefinite (64) domain, Spanish thus systematically
distinguishes between specific and non-specific reference. The relevance of this distinction for
Spanish grammar furthermore shows up in the fact that the verb in relative clauses in non-
specific NPs is in the subjunctive, while it is in the indicative in relative clauses in specific NPs.
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Bininj Gun-Wok (Evans 2003) provides another example of how specificity may play a
pervasive role in the organization of grammar. Interrogative and indefinite pronouns share the
feature ‘non-specific’ in the analysis given above. This fits in nicely with the formal properties
of Bininj Gun-Wok, a language in which interrogative and indefinite pronouns form a single
class of elements, labeled “ignoratives” by Evans (2003: 273). In this language it is the
Illocution (Interrogative versus Declarative) that leads to the intended interpretation of the
ignorative. Thus, njale is variously glossed as ‘what’ or ‘something’. What the interrogative and
indefinite uses of ignoratives such as njale share in terms of FDG is the presence of an operator
for non-specificity at the layer of the Referential Subact.

The most important operators at the layer of the Ascriptive Act concern the indications on the
Speaker’s part that the Subact only approximates his/her actual communicative intentions. This
involves introducing a hedge to this effect. Consider the following examples (see Hengeveld &
Keizer 2011):

(65)

Don’t you get the feeling that she’s living there in that house, and the rest of it’s sort of derelict
or totally deserted.

(66)

He like wrestles with me and just stuff that a big brother would do.

(67)

The wall is yellowish.

The elements sort of in (65), like in (66), and -ish in (67) all indicate that the Speaker thinks the
Ascriptive Subact is realized by means that are not fully adequate to express the intended
meaning. They are thus called approximative expressions that lead to non-straightforward
Ascription.

The opposite of approximation is exactness. Some languages do not mark approximation but
rather the opposite. Such a language is Leti (van Engelenhoven 2004: 160):

(68)
a.

N-tivl=e.

3.sg-flap=exct

‘It flaps.’

b.

N-tivla.

3.sg-flap

‘It (sort of) flaps.’

The presence of the exactness morpheme in (68a) indicates that the Speaker considers the
Ascription fully adequate, while its absence in (68b) indicates that the Ascription is
approximate.
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In FDG the distinctions that we have outlined in this section are captured by operators at the
Subact layer to the extent that they are expressed by grammatical means, and by modifiers to
the extent that they are expressed by lexical means. Operators and modifiers of these types are
stored as part of the set of Interpersonal Primitives within the FDG Lexicon, and inserted into
underlying structure by the Formulator.

6.Conclusion

In this chapter we have outlined the basic characteristics of FDG, focusing on those aspects of
this model that are of particular interest to those working in the field of pragmatics. FDG is a
functionally oriented model of grammar, which means that it uses pragmatic notions only to the
extent that languages encode the distinctions corresponding to these notions, be it
morphosyntactically or phonologically. This perspective, when applied to a sufficiently varied
sample of languages, provides new insights within the field of pragmatics, to the extent that it
shows how the grammars of languages may be used to uncover pragmatic distinctions that
language communities have found sufficiently crucial so as to encode them in their linguistic
system.

Appendix

Abbreviations used

1

first person

indef

indefinite

3

third person

loc

locative

abl

ablative

m

masculine

acc

accusative

neg

negation
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aux

auxiliary

nmlz

nominalization

coll

collective

pl

plural

cont

continuative

pres

present

contr

contrast

prf

perfective

dat

dative

proh

prohibitive

def

definite

pst

past

detrans

detransitivizer

ptcp

participle
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dub

dubitative

real

realis

exct

exact

sbj

subject

f

feminine

sg

singular

final

final verb form

sub

subordinator

foc

focus

top

topic

hon

honorific

tr

transitive

hort

hortative

u

undergoer

imper
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imperative

val

validator

incl

inclusive

Notes

1.A full description of FDG may be found in Hengeveld & Mackenzie (2008). Technical terms
specific to FDG are presented in title case throughout the text.
2.This section is largely based on Hengeveld & Mackenzie (2009).
3.Note that the Function Motivation is defined in FDG in speaker-related terms, in contrast to
Rhetorical Structure Theory, where it is addressee-related (cf. Mann et al. 1992: 70).
4.This is a representational convention; the rhetorical relation actually holds between the two
acts (cf. Hengeveld & Mackenzie 2008: 306).
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