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Abstract 
This chapter provides an overview of the organization of the Interpersonal Level in Functional 
Discourse Grammar (FDG). The Interpersonal Level in FDG captures the actional aspects of 
utterances to the extent that these are formally encoded, including, among many other aspects, 
rhetorical relations, illocutionary force, speaker attitude, and definiteness and specificity. The 
chapter pays special attention to the changes proposed as regards the architecture of the 
Interpersonal Level since its first full presentation in Hengeveld & Mackenzie (2008) 
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1 Introduction 
 
One feature that distinguishes Functional Discourse Grammar from most other models of grammar 
is the presence of a separate pragmatic level, the Interpersonal Level, in its central architecture. 
After the first detailed description of this level in Hengeveld & Mackenzie (2008), the design of 
the Interpersonal Level has undergone several changes. The aim of the present chapter is to provide 
an overview of the Interpersonal Level that includes these changes, as well as aspects of its 
architecture that have not changed.1  
 The Interpersonal Level captures all the formally encoded aspects of a linguistic utterance 
that reflect its role in the interaction between a speaker and an addressee. What is represented is 
not the descriptive contents of the message, but the sequence of actions performed by the speaker 
in building up a linguistic utterance. It is, in other words, a strategic level, representing the steps 
taken by the speaker to attain his/her communicative goals. Although the actions performed by the 
speaker are executed sequentially, the linguistic units corresponding to these actions are organized 
hierarchically in FDG, with higher layers containing lower layers. This means that the organization 
of this level is based on (interpersonal) scope relations. In Section 2 we present this layered 
structure of the Interpersonal Level, after which we discuss the various layers one by one in 
Sections 3-10.  
 
  
2 The layered structure of the Interpersonal Level 
 
The Interpersonal Level is composed of a number of layers, each representing a particular kind of 
action performed by a speaker to attain his/her communicative goal. At the top, we find the 
Discourse Segment, a unit of variable length consisting of one or more Moves, which in turn 
contain one or more Discourse Acts. The head of a Discourse Act consists of (maximally) four 

 
1 This chapter is largely based on a preliminary version of Chapter 3 of Hengeveld, Keizer & Giomi (in prep.), 
which itself draws on Chapter 2 of Hengeveld & Mackenzie (2008). 
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non-hierarchically organized layers: the Illocution, the two Speech Participants, and the 
Communicated Content. The Communicated Content, in turn, consists of a Comment and (in most 
cases) one or more Referential Subacts. The Comment contains at least one Ascriptive Subact, 
and, optionally, further Referential and Ascriptive Subacts. As we will see below, Referential and 
Ascriptive Subacts again may contain further layers. The overall organization of the Interpersonal 
Level is given in (1), where Π stands for operator, Σ for modifier, and Φ for (rhetorical or 
pragmatic) function2. A single colon introduces the head of a layer, a double colon introduces 
modifiers. 
 
(1) (S1: [                    Discourse Segment 
  (Π M1: [                  Move 
    (Π A1: [                Discourse Act 
      (Π F1: … (F1):: Σ (F1))            Interpersonal Property  
      (Π P1: … (P1):: Σ (P1))S           Speaker 
      (Π P2: … (P2):: Σ (P2))A          Addressee 
      (Π C1: [              Communicated Content 
        (Π R1/T1/C2: […] (R1/T1/C2):: Σ (R1/T1/C2))Φ   Subact/Communicated Content 
        (Π Cm1: [            Comment 
          (Π R2: […] (R2):: Σ (R1))Φ      Referential Subact 
          (Π T2: […] (T2):: Σ (T1))Φ      Ascriptive Subact 
          (Π C2: […] (C2):: Σ (C1))Φ      Communicated Content 
        ] (Cm1):: Σ (Cm1))Φ         Comment   
      ] (C1):: Σ (C1))Mess            Communicated Content 
    ] (A1):: Σ (A1))Φ              Discourse Act  
  ] (M1):: Σ (M1))Φ                Move 
 ] (S1))                     Discourse Segment 
  
 As will become clear in the course of this chapter, the Interpersonal Property (F) occurs in 
various slots, being used in all those cases where a lexeme is introduced at the Interpersonal Level. 
This means that all interpersonal modifiers (represented in (1) as Σ) will be analysed as 
Interpersonal Properties. In addition, these Properties function as the head of Speech Participants 
and (Ascriptive and Referential) Subacts when the heads are expressed lexically at the 
Interpersonal Level. Finally, Interpersonal Properties are used to represent lexical (and by 
extension, abstract) Illocutions; it is in this use that it has been included in (1). 
 All layers have a similar representation, in the sense that: 
 
a. each layer is symbolized by an indexed variable, indicating the type of unit in question; 
b. each layer may contain a head, consisting of one or more lower layers; 
c. each layer can be specified by one or more modifiers, which represent additional lexically 

expressed information (i.e. consist themselves of a variable and a head); 
d. each layer can be specified by one or more operators, which capture morphosyntactically 

or phonologically expressed grammatical information; 
e. units at each layer may have a rhetorical function, a Participant function, or a pragmatic 

function. 
 

 
2 What is not shown in (1) is that the pragmatic functions Background and Contrast may be assigned to the 
Interpersonal Property, the Speaker, and the Addressee as well. This will be discussed in Sections 8.2.2.3 and 
8.2.2.4.  
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This results in the following general structure for each interpersonal layer: 
 
 (2) (ΠN V1: Head (V1):: ΣN (V1))Φ 
  where: 
  V  =  a variable of any kind  
  ΠN =  one or more operators 
  ΣN =  one or more modifiers 
  Φ =  a pragmatic, Participant, or rhetorical function 
 
Since the variable is the only obligatory element, the minimum structure of a layer is (V1). By 
looking at which optional elements can be added at each layer within a particular language, it 
becomes possible to build up an inventory of frames for each layer available in that language. 
 Although utterances consisting of full clauses typically require the presence and 
specification of the layers in (1), there are many instances where one or more layers are not present 
in the interpersonal representation of an utterance. After all, Discourse Acts need not be realized 
by complete clauses: they may consist of a single word or phrase. In that case, only those layers 
will be present that are needed to trigger the word or phrase in question.  
  
3 The Discourse Segment 
 
3.1 General characterization 
 
As can be seen from the representation in (1), the most inclusive interpersonal layer is the 
Discourse Segment, which can be defined as a combination of rhetorically related Moves. As the 
highest layer in the model, only a few of its properties are formally expressed in a systematic 
manner (cf. Boland 2006: 106-106; 219ff.). Thus, unlike other layers, Discourse Segments do not 
seem to have their own modifiers or operators; and although they may play a specific role in the 
larger discourse context, these roles do not seem to be systematically expressed by linguistic means 
either. Nevertheless, some languages have dedicated means of indicating the beginning or end of 
a Discourse Segment. For instance, in Spanish the expression pues nada indicates that the speaker 
wants to end the conversation. An example is given in (3): 
 
 Spanish (Indo-European) 
 (3) Bueno,  pues nada...  Hasta   luego. (CORPESXXI) 
  ok,    so   nothing  till         later 
  ‘Ok then. See you later.’  
 
  
3.2 The Head 
 
The head of the Discourse Segment consists of one or more Moves. Moves may carry rhetorical 
functions, which can be either frame-oriented or host-oriented. Frame-oriented functions are 
assigned to independent Moves and indicate the role of a Move within the larger Discourse 
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Segment, while host-oriented functions are assigned to dependent Moves and indicate a relation 
between two Moves within a Discourse Segment.  
 An example of a Move with a frame-oriented rhetorical function is given in (4), where the 
expression in sum at the beginning of the passage introduces a new Move, indicating the discourse-
organizational function this Move performs within the overall organization of the Discourse 
Segment: 
 
 (4)  In sum, accelerating accumulation pushed up employment quite rapidly, but not as 

fast as the stock of capital rose, since mechanization proceeded apace (figure 8.8). 
Ample labour supplies permitted the operation of new machines without the need 
for product wages to rise as fast as productivity. The situation was also eased by 
rapid mechanization (figure 8.9). Capitalists realized the rising share of profits by 
increasing investment at a faster rate than production (figure 8.10). Since 
productivity rose faster than mechanization, the output-capital ratio rose, boosting 
the profit rate still further. (BYU-BNC, academic) 

  (SI: [… (MI: –accelerating … further– (MI))Sum] (SI)) 
 
 Host-oriented rhetorical functions at the layer of the Move include, first of all, the macro-
functions Prelude, Aside, and Extension, which determine whether a Subsidiary Move precedes, 
interrupts or follows the Nuclear Move, respectively. Such Subsidiary Moves may be further 
specified by a micro-function, which is then overtly marked by a connective. In (5), the Subsidiary 
Move (MJ) has the macro-function Extension, signalled by its position, and the micro-function 
Concession, expressed by although. As shown in the representation, this conjunction specifies a 
rhetorical relation between a Nuclear Move consisting of two Discourse Acts and a Subsidiary 
Move that consists of three Discourse Acts. Note that the last two Discourse Acts of the Subsidiary 
Move provide a motivation for the first. 
 
 (5)  You come to Oxford for the evening, for the first time, you say, since you stopped 

teaching at Homewood. Although, why you stopped, we don't know. It was a nice 
posh school. Good money.  (The TV Corpus) 

  (SI: [ … (MI: [(AI: –You come … Homewood– (AI)) (AJ: –you say– (AJ))Aside (MI)) 
(MJ: (AK: –why … know– (AK)) (AL: It was … school (AL)) (AM: Good money 
(AM)) (MJ))Ext-Conc] (SI)) 

 
 
4 The Move 
 
4.1 General characterization 
 
The Move functions as “an autonomous contribution to an ongoing interaction” (Hengeveld and 
Mackenzie 2008: 50), a description based on Kroon’s (1995: 66) definition of the Move as “a 
minimal free unit of discourse”. Additionally, a Move may be embedded within another Move; 
such an embedded Move consists of a combination of Discourse Acts that functions as a single 
unit with respect to another unit within the higher Move. An important characteristic of Moves is 
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that they are typically used by speakers to provoke some reaction from an addressee (by making a 
statement, asking a question, etc.), or that they themselves form such a reaction (e.g. an indication 
of (dis)agreement with a statement, an answer to a question, etc.). 
 The clearest cases of Moves can be found in conversation, where a Move typically 
corresponds to a speaker’s turn, and where intonation is often used to indicate the end of a turn. 
The brief dialogue in (6) thus consists of two clearly distinguishable Moves: 
 
 (6) A: What did your father do for a living? 
  B: My father was a miner, all his life. (BYU-BNC, interview oral history) 
 
 
4.2 The Head 
 
The head of a Move consists of one or more Discourse Acts, sometimes also in combination with 
other embedded Moves. Following Kroon (1995: 65), Discourse Acts are defined as “the smallest 
identifiable units of communicative behaviour”, which, unlike Moves, “do not necessarily further 
the communication in terms of approaching a conversational goal”. When a Move consists of more 
than one Discourse Act of equal communicative status (i.e. in a relation of equipollence), these 
Discourse Acts either have no rhetorical function, or they have a frame-oriented function. In 
example (7), we have one Move consisting of four Discourse Acts (each with its own Illocution 
and intonation contour), none of which carries a rhetorical function. 
 
 (7) (outcome of a horse race) 
  Red Rum had won. Crisp had lost. L’Escargot was third, Spanish Steps 

fourth (BYU-BNC, misc) 
  (MI: [(AI: –Red Rum had won– (AI)) (AJ: –Crisp had lost– (AJ)) [(AK: –L’Escargot 

was third– (AK)) (AL: –Spanish Steps fourth– (AL))] (MI)) 
 
 In (8), the third Discourse Act carries a frame-oriented function Addition, which indicates 
the role of the Discourse Act within the larger Move. The fact that it is in an equipollent 
relationship with the preceding Discourse Acts is reflected in the presence of the coordinator and. 
 
 (8) Get a hold of the Chronicle. I wanna find what Rayford's itinerary is. And also get 

me a copy of his last speech. (The TV Corpus) 
  (MI: [(AI: –get a hold of the Chronicle– (AI)) (AJ: –I wanna find what Rayford's 

itinerary is– (AJ)) (AK: –get me a copy of his last speech– (AK))Add] (MI)) 
 
In other cases, however, the speaker does not assign equal communicative status to the two 
Discourse Acts; instead, one Discourse Act is an unmarked Nucleus, while another Discourse Act 
is subsidiary, carrying a host-oriented rhetorical function, indicating a relation between two 
Discourse Acts within the Move.  
 As in the case of Moves within Discourse Segments, two subtypes of host-oriented 
functions are distinguished: macro-functions (Prelude, Aside, and Extension) and micro-functions. 
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The macro-functions determine the position of the Subsidiary Discourse Act vis-à-vis the Nuclear 
Discourse Act: 
 
 (9) Poor Crisp, he lost by just a couple of inches. 
  (MI: [(AI: –poor Crisp– (AI)Pre (AJ: –he lost by just a couple of inches– (AJ))] (MI)) 
 (10) He lost, poor Crisp, by just a couple of inches.  
  (MI: [(AI: –he lost by just a couple of inches– (AI)) (AJ: –poor Crisp– (AJ)Aside] (MI)) 
 (11) He lost by just a couple of inches, poor Crisp. 
  (MI: [(AI: –he lost by just a couple of inches– (AI)) (AJ: –poor Crisp– (AJ)Extension] 

(MI)) 
 
Micro-functions, on the other hand, always trigger an explicitly expressed indication of the kind 
of rhetorical relation between the Nuclear and the Subsidiary Discourse Act. In those cases, the 
Subsidiary Discourse Act will be assigned both a macro- and a micro-function, as illustrated in 
(12)-(13), where the Correction introduced by or rather can either follow or interrupt the Nuclear 
Discourse Act: 
 
 (12) But the residents are the problem, or rather the lack of them. (BYU-BNC, newsp) 
  (MI: [(AI) (AI)Extension-Corr] (MI)) 
  (13) Telling her the truth about my feelings, or rather the lack of them, would just have 

made our life together even more intolerable. (BNY, fiction) 
  (MI: [(AI) (AI)Aside-Corr] (MI)) 
 
 Finally, the following example illustrates how a Move may contain an embedded Move 
with a host-oriented function: 
 
 (14) I'll leave you alone. Because if you wanna know, you make me sick to my 

stomach! (The TV Corpus - adapted) 
  (MI: [(AI: –I'll leave you alone– (AI)) (MJ: [(AJ: –you wanna know– (AI))Pre-Cond 

(AK: –you make me sick to my stomach– (AK)) (MJ))Ext-Mot] (MI))  
 
In this example, within the main Move (MI), the conjunction because specifies a rhetorical relation 
between a single, nuclear Discourse Act (AI) and an embedded Move (MJ). The latter must be a 
Move itself, as it consists of two Discourse Acts between which there is a rhetorical relation of 
Condition. Note that the expression of the rhetorical function of the Move (because) precedes the 
expression of the rhetorical function of the first Discourse Act it contains (if), thus reflecting the 
scope relation between this and the following Discourse Act. 
 
 
4.3 Modifiers 
 
Modifiers at the layer of the Move are lexical elements providing additional information about the 
execution of the Move. Modifiers can be distinguished from operators as they are lexical elements, 
i.e. they have a number of properties which grammatical operators lack — for instance, they are 
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themselves modifiable. Examples are such discourse-organizational expressions as to conclude or 
to sum up. An example is given in (15), where the modifier to sum up has scope over a number of 
Discourse Acts: 
 
 (15)  To sum up, in 1922 the Soviet government found itself in a situation similar to that 

of the late Tsarist regime, which in its final years had grasped the connection 
between literacy and modernization and between formal schoolwork and social 
control. Neither political system could rely with confidence on those to whom it 
entrusted the task of educating the peasants. (BYU-BNC, academic) 

 
 
4.4 Operators 
 
Operators, like modifiers, provide additional information about a Move; in the case of operators, 
however, this information is expressed in the form of grammatical elements. An example can be 
found in Mandarin, which has a pair of specific sentence-final particles to express the speaker’s 
attitude in expressing a Move: Friendliness (a) and Insistence (ou) (Fang & Hengeveld 2022: 901-
906). Evidence for assuming that these particles operate at the layer of the Move (rather than the 
Discourse Act) can be found in the fact that they can be combined with other sentence-final 
particles. An example is given in (16) where the Friendliness marker a combines with the 
Mitigation particle ba. The fact that two mitigating elements can be combined without creating a 
tautology can be explained if we assume that they operate at different layers of analysis: i.e. if we 
assume that ba mitigates (the force of) a Discourse Act, while a indicates the speaker’s friendly 
attitude in expressing the higher Move. Note also that the Friendliness marker a scopes over two 
Discourse Acts, each mitigated by the particle ba, and that the relative order in which the two 
particles occur reflects their scope differences (Fang & Hengeveld 2022: 904). 
 
 (16) Xing, dai zhe ba, dai   he  ba  a. 
  fine  stay PROG MIT stay  PROG MIT FRNDL 
  ‘Fine, stay where you are, all right, stay where you are, all right, please do that.’ 
  (friend MI: [(AI) (AJ) (AK)] (MI)) 
 
 
5 The Discourse Act 
 
5.1 General characterization 
 
As mentioned previously, Discourse Acts are the smallest identifiable units of communicative 
behaviour. Thus, unlike Moves, Discourse Acts do not have the potential to bring the 
communication closer to a communicative goal, in the sense that they do not, by themselves, form 
or invite a reaction. What they have in common with Moves is that they do not have a specific 
formal (morphosyntactic) equivalent: although a Discourse Act typically corresponds to a Clause 
at the Morphosyntactic Level, they may also be realized by units smaller than the Clause or by 
units larger than a clause. An example of the former situation can be found in (17): 
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 (17) A:  What did you buy? 
  B:  A new coat.  
 
B’s answer in (17) will be analysed as a Move consisting of one Discourse Act, the Communicated 
Content of which consists of one Referential Subact only.  
 A Discourse Act may be expressed by more than one clause. This is shown most clearly 
by considering languages that make use of special chaining strategies to express units larger than 
a single predication or proposition in one individual Discourse Act. The following examples 
illustrate this strategy (see also Hengeveld & Mackenzie 2008: 61-62): 
 
 Turkish (Turkic; Kornfilt 1997: 110; Ersen-Rasch 1980: 107)  
 (18) Hasan  iş-e    gid-ip  ev-e   dön-dü-∅. 
  Hasan  work-DAT go-NARR house-DAT return-PST-3 
  ‘Hasan went to work and returned home.’ 
 (19) Reçete-yi    al-ıp   eczane-ye  gid-eyim. 
  prescription-ACC take-NARR chemist’s-DAT go-ADH.1.SG 
  ‘Let me take the prescription and go to the chemist’s.’ 
 (20) Televizyon-u  teyze-m-ler-e    götür-üp  bırak-ınız. 
  tv.set-ACC    aunt-1.SG.POSS-PL-DAT take-NARR leave-IMP.2.PL 
  ‘Take the TV set to my aunt’s family and leave it there.’ 
 
Turkish has a narrative converb ending in -Ip, sensitive to vowel harmony, which is used to signal 
that the verb form to which this ending is attached is to be interpreted as carrying the same 
inflectional endings as the next finite verb. This means that in (18) the narrative verb form 
functions as a declarative past tense verb form with a third person subject, in (19) as an adhortative 
verb form with a first person singular subject, and in (20) as an imperative verb form with a second 
person plural subject. The fact that in each of the examples the Illocutionary value is coded only 
once, and must be shared with the subclause, shows that each example forms a single Discourse 
Act; this Discourse Act, however, corresponds to two predications at the Representational Level, 
each expressed as a clause at the Morphosyntactic Level. 
 
5.2 The Head 
 
Discourse Acts have a configurational head consisting of maximally four units: the Illocution 
(represented as an Interpersonal Property F), the two Speech Participants ((P1) and (P2)) and the 
Communicated Content (C). These units are not hierarchically organized; rather, they are in a 
predicate-argument relation. Thus, the Illocution functions as an interpersonal predicate, with the 
other three units functioning as arguments. As shown in (21), each of these arguments is assigned 
a frame-oriented function expressing their role within the Discourse Act: S(peaker), A(ddressee), 
and Mess(age): 
 
 (21) (A1: [(F1: ILL (F1)) (P1)S (P2)A (C1)Mess] (A1)) 
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Most Discourse Acts contain all four units, as they are used by Speakers to communicate some 
content to an Addressee. We refer to these as Communicative-Contentive Discourse Acts. In a 
sentence like (17A), for instance, we have a speaker asking an addressee for information; this is 
represented as in (22), where the Illocution has the interrogative abstract head ‘C-INTER’ (for 
Content Interrogative): 
 
 (22) (AI: [(FI: C-INTER (FI)) (PI)S (PJ)A (CI: –you bought what– (CI))Mess] (AI)) 
 
Sometimes a Discourse Act is communicative in the sense of being interactive, but without 
conveying any content. An example is given in (23), where the element Thanks! is seen as a direct 
expression of the Illocution (expressing an act of thanking), and as such is analysed as the lexical 
head of the Illocution. Since the Discourse Act is clearly directed at an Addressee, it is analysed 
as containing three elements: 
 
 (23) Thanks! 
  (AI: [(FI: thanks (FI)) (PI)S (PJ)A] (AI)) 
 
 It is also possible for Discourse Acts to only contain an Illocution and a Speaker. In that 
case, we are dealing with Expressive Discourse Acts, which directly express the speaker’s feelings. 
An example is given in (24), where the element ouch is used to express the speaker’s experience 
of pain. As in the case of thanks in (23), ouch is analysed as the lexical head of the Illocution.  
 
 (24) a. Ouch! 
  b. (AI: [(FI: ouch (FI)) (PI)S] (AI)) 
 
Finally, lexical heads of the Illocution can also be found in Communicative-Contentive Discourse 
Acts. This is the case in explicit performative expressions (see Keizer, this volume) such as (25): 
 
 (25) I order you all to circle up! 
  (AI: [(FI: order (FI)) (PI: –I– (PI))S (PJ: –you all– (PJ))A (CI: –to circle up– (CI))Mess]
  (AI)) 
 
A more detailed description of the different kinds of Illocutions is provided in Section 6, while 
Sections 7 and 8 are devoted to the Speech Participants and the Communicated Content, 
respectively. 
 
5.3 Modifiers 
 
Modifiers at the layer of the Discourse Act may indicate the stylistic properties of a Discourse Act 
(e.g. (very) briefly, (more) succinctly), its role within the Move (e.g. in addition (to this), finally), 
or the Speaker’s emotional state while uttering the Discourse Act, such as sadness or surprise. 
Some examples are given in (26) and (27): 
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 (26) In addition to the above, for overseas deliveries there may also be additional 
prohibited items, which would also be excluded from insurance cover. (BYU-BNC, 
advert) 

 (27) Sadly, we have to report the death of Mr. Jim Parker, no. 112 (BYU-BNC, misc) 
 
 
5.4 Operators 
 
Operators of the Discourse Act can fulfil a variety of functions, the most common of which being 
Reinforcement, Mitigation, Irony, and Quotation. Operators of this kind are analysed at the layer 
of the Discourse Act – rather than the Illocution – if they can scope over different kinds of 
Illocutions. As shown in the following examples, the Dutch particle even can mitigate Discourse 
Acts with Declarative (28), Interrogative (29) and Imperative (30) Illocutions: 
 
 Dutch (Indo-European) 
 (28) Ik   zal     het   even do-en. 
  1.SG WILL.PRS.SG 3.SG.N MIT do-INF 
  ‘I will do it.’ 
 (29) Wil      je   het   even  doen? 
  want-PRS.2.SG  2.SG 3.SG.N MIT do-INF 
  ‘Do you want to do it?’ 
 (30) Doe   het   even! 
  do.IMP 3.SG.N MIT 
  ‘Do it.’ 
  
 
6 The Illocution 
 
6.1 General characterization 
 
Illocutions represent the Speaker's intentions in those cases where these intentions are 
systematically expressed in a given language. Given the fact that FDG regards Discourse Acts as 
the smallest identifiable units of communication, each Discourse Act contains one, and only one, 
Illocution; the presence of an Illocution, in other words, can be used as a diagnostic for identifying 
Discourse Acts.  
 Illocutions take either a lexical head (e.g. in the case of explicit performative verbs, as in 
(31)), or an abstract head (in which case they are expressed by conventionalized grammatical 
means, as in (32), see also Giomi et al., this volume). In both cases, they are analysed as 
Interpersonal Properties, represented by the variable F (to be discussed in more detail in Section 
10). 
 
 (31) I promise I’ll be home by eight. 
  (AI: [(FI: promise (FI)) (PI)S (PJ)A (CI)Mess] (AI)) 
 (32) I’ll be home by eight. 
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  (AI: [(FI: DECL (FI)) (PI)S (PJ)A (CI)Mess] (AI)) 
 
This means that the general schema for the Illocution can be represented as follows: 
 
(33) (Π F1: ◊/ILL (F1):: Σ (F1)) 
 
 
6.2 Heads 
 
As already mentioned, Illocutions can have either an abstract or a lexical head. Since most 
Illocutions are abstract, we will consider these first. Next, we turn to lexically expressed 
Illocutions, starting with explicit performatives, and then moving on to a number of other, highly 
conventionalized lexically expressed Illocutions.  
 Discourse Acts with abstract Illocutions are “implicit performatives”, with the Speaker 
relying on the use of a ready-made Illocution, i.e. “a coincidence of grammatical structure and 
conventional conversational use” (Sadock & Zwicky 1985: 155), to express their communicative 
intention. The abstract Illocution functions as a predicate, taking the two Speech Participants and 
a Communicated Content as its arguments. The general frame for Discourse Acts with an abstract 
Illocution thus takes the following form, with ILL representing the Illocution (e.g. Declarative or 
Interrogative). 
 
(34) (AI: [(FI: ILL (FI)) (PI)S (PJ)A {(CI)Mess}] (AI)) 
 
 In keeping with the Principle of Formal Encoding (Keizer 2015: 15), which states that only 
those semantic and pragmatic phenomena that have systematic formal reflexes should be captured 
by the grammar, there are only as many abstract Illocutions in each language as are systematically 
reflected in the formal behaviour of the Discourse Act of a given language. This means that FDG 
does not assume there to be a one-to-one relationship between the Illocutions of a language and 
the actual communicative intentions a Speaker may wish to convey; the number of abstract 
Illocutions of a particular language is more restricted than the number of intentions Speakers of 
that language may have. For instance, in some languages, an Imperative Illocution is not only used 
to express an order, but also, indirectly, to convey wishes and invitations.  
 Languages often have Declarative, Interrogative, Imperative, Interpellative, and 
Exclamative Illocutions, but may also have more specific ones, such as the Prohibitive in (35) and 
the Maledictive in (36): 
 
 Tauya (Nuclear Trans New Guinea; MacDonald 1990: 213): 
 (35) Yate-ʔatene! 
  go-PROH.SG 
  ‘Don’t go!’ 
 Turkish (Turkic; Lewis 1967: 115): 
 (36) Geber-esi! 
  die.like.a.dog-MALD.3.SG 
  ‘May he die like a dog!’ 
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 In addition to abstract Illocutions, FDG also acknowledges the possibility of Illocutions 
being realized lexically, as in the case of performatives. In (31) above, the performatively used 
speech act verb promise occupies the position of the head of the Illocution. Its representation 
parallels that of an abstract Illocution; compare, for instance, (31) and (32). A second type of 
lexical Illocution concerns the use of interjections, as illustrated above in (23) and (24).  
 
6.3 Modifiers 
 
Modifiers of the Illocution provide lexically expressed additional information about the way in 
which the illocutionary force of a Discourse Act is expressed; examples are sincerely, frankly, or 
solemnly. Like all interpersonal modifiers, they are non-truth-conditional: they do not contribute 
to the Propositional Content contained in an utterance, but instead function as comments on the 
illocutionary predicate, whether lexical (37) or abstract (38).  
 
 (37) I frankly admit that I don’t believe in much of what she says (COCA, fiction) 
  (AI: [(FI: admit (FI):: (FJ: frankly (FJ)) (FI)) (PI)S (PJ)A (CI)] (AI)) 
 (38) I frankly don’t care what these scientists are out to prove. (BYU-BNC, religious) 
  (AI: [(FI: DECL (FI):: (FJ: frankly (FJ)) (FI)) (PI)S (PJ)A (CI)] (AI)) 
 
6.4 Operators 
 
Two important operators of the Illocution that can be found in numerous languages are 
Reinforcement (see also Favaro, this vol.) and Mitigation. An example of Reinforcement in 
English would be the use of do in Imperatives, as illustrated in example (39).  
 
 (39) ‘Oh, do shut up,’ said Lydia. ‘We’re trying to think.’ (BYU-BNC, fiction) 
 
Mitigation can be expressed by means of maar in Dutch Imperatives: 
 
 Dutch (Indo-European) 
 (40) Geef  maar  aan  mij. 
  give MIT  to  me 
  ‘Just give it to me.’  
 
The fact that these grammatical expressions are limited to specific types of Illocution leads to their 
analysis as Illocution operators rather than Discourse Act operators. 
 
 
7 The Speech Participants 
 
7.1 General characterization 
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As explained in Section 5.2, the two Speech Participants, (P1) and (P2), function as arguments of 
the Illocution. They alternate as Speaker and Addressee, which, therefore, serve as functions 
indicating the roles the Participants play within the Discourse Act. Moreover, although in most 
cases the Speech Participants are not directly expressed, direct expression of one (or both) of the 
Participants is possible in the case of Discourse Acts with lexical Illocutions, and in particular 
explicit performatives (see Section 6.2). When not expressed, the Participant is presented without 
a head; when expressed, the Participant is headed either by an Interpersonal Property (F) or by an 
abstract feature (+S or +A). This means that the general frame for the Speech Participants has the 
following structure (where Ø indicates the absence of a head): 
 
 (41) (Π P1: Ø/(F1)/[+S/+A] (P1):: Σ (P1))Ф 
 
 Even when not expressed directly, the presence of the Participants is relevant to account 
for phenomena such as the one illustrated in the following examples:  
 
 Kamaiurá (Tupi-Guaraní, Seki 2000: 156, 227) 
 (42) H-ajme-ma’e     te’  an  pa! 
  3.SG-have.sharpness.NR FOC PROX EXCL.MS 
  ‘Wow, how sharp this (knife) is!’ 
 (43) Mawite  t=a-’e=ma’e! 
  how   F=1.SG-say=EXCL.FS 
  ‘How can I say!’ 
  
The exclamative particle used by the male speaker in (42) is different from the one used by 
the female speaker in (43). The only way to account for this difference is to assume that the 
Interpersonal Level contains slots for the Speaker and Addressee, whose gender can be retrieved 
from the Contextual Component.  
 
7.2 The Head 
 
When the Speech Participants are expressed in explicit performatives, they typically take the form 
of pronouns, as in example (44). As shown in the underlying structure, the pronouns are triggered 
by the presence of the features [+S] and [+A] in the head position of the Participant in question: 
 
 (44) we hereby order you to leave town (COCA, spoken) 
  (AI: [(FI: order (FI):: –hereby– (FI)) (PI: [+S] (PI))S (PJ: [+A] (PJ))A (CI: –to leave 

town–  (CI))Φ] (AI)) 
 
In vocatives, the Addressee Participant can also be headed by a proper name, as shown in (45).  
 
 (45) Hey Peter! 
  (AI: [(FI: hey (FI)) (PI)S (PJ: –Peter– (PJ))A] (AI)) 
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7.3 Modifiers 
 
The Participant layer can be modified by an element that is deemed relevant for the execution of 
the performative Discourse Act (as in I Caesar) or for selecting a particular Addressee (as in You 
there). The latter example will be represented as follows: 
 
 (46) (PI: [+A] (PI):: –there– (PI))A 
 
 
7.4 Operators 
 
Information about the two Speech Participants is stored in the Contextual Component. When this 
information is expressed grammatically, it will be represented in the form of an operator specifying 
the Speech Participant, such as Number. Applied to example (44) above, this would lead to the 
following underlying representation, where the plural operator ‘m’ triggers the plural form of the 
first person pronoun: 
 
 (47) (AI: [(FI: order (FI):: –hereby– (FI)) (m PI: [+S] (PI))S (PJ: [+A] (PJ))A (CI: –to leave 

town– (CI))Φ] (AI)) 
 
Languages may furthermore use different morphological (or other) forms to indicate the social 
relationship between Speaker and Addressee. This will be captured by operators such as 
Hon(orific) and (Hum)ilific, which represent perceived and formally expressed differences in 
social status of the Participants and/or social distance between them (politeness vs. familiarity, 
degree of formality, etc.). 
 
 
8 The Communicated Content 
 
8.1 General characterization 
 
As we have seen in Section 5.2, the head of the Discourse Act consists of an (abstract or lexical) 
Illocution and its arguments, the two Speech Participants (Speaker and Addressee) and the 
Communicated Content, which represents the Message transmitted by the Discourse Act: 
 
 (48) (A1: [(F1: ILL/◊ (F1)) (P1)S (P2)A (C1)Mess] (A1)) 
 
The Communicated Content itself also has a configurational head. This head typically consists of 
one or more topical units (Referential (R) or Ascriptive (T) Subacts, or an embedded 
Communicated Content) and a Comment (Cm). The Comment, in turn, consists of one or more 
Referential and/or Ascriptive Subacts, and, possibly, further Communicated Contents (see also 
Mittendorfer 2025: 355-359). Ignoring for the moment the situation in which a Communicated 
Content consists of multiple juxtsposed Communicated Contents (see Section 8.2.1), this leads to 
the maximal structure of the Head of the Communicated Content in (49):  
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 (49) (C1: [(R1/T1/C2)N

{Φ} (Cm1: [(R2/T2)N
{Φ} (C3)N] (Cm1)){Φ}] (C1))Mess 

 
The Communicated Content contains all the information the speaker wishes to evoke in his/her 
communication with the addressee. In actional terms, it corresponds to what Searle (1969) calls 
the ‘representational act’. The Communicated Content is thus the unit within which the mapping 
to the Representational Level takes place. In Discourse Acts in which such a mapping is absent, 
e.g. Expressives and certain Interactives, there is, therefore, no Communicated Content. 
 Since the Communicated Content presents the message to be transmitted by the Speaker, 
it is at this layer that the notion of information structure becomes relevant. Thus, the 
Communicated Content contains an “informationally structured representation” (Smit 2007: 107) 
of the Message the speaker wishes to convey to the addressee. This means that it is within the 
Communicated Content that the pragmatic functions Topic and Focus are assigned.  
 
8.2 The Head 
 
8.2.1 Introduction 
As mentioned above, Communicated Contents have a configurational head typically consisting of 
one or more Referential or Ascriptive Subacts and a Comment. As can be seen from the general 
frame in (49), the Comment can also contain another Communicated Content. Although these 
embedded Communicated Contents are only a component part of the overall message, they do 
have their own information structure, as elements within this embedded Communicated Content 
can be assigned pragmatic functions independently of those assigned to elements in the higher 
Communicated Content.3  
 In addition, it is possible for a Communicated Content to consist of two (or more) other, 
non-hierarchically organized, Communicated Contents, resulting in the frame given in (50), where, 
again, each Communicated Content has its own information structure (i.e. distribution of 
pragmatic functions) (cf. Mackenzie 2019b; see also Ten Wolde, this vol.). 
 
 (50) (C1: [(C2) (C3)] (C1))Mess 
 
An example of this structure is given in (51), which, depending on intonation, allows for a reading 
in which both the Comment of the temporal clause and that of the main clause are in Focus: 
 
 (51) When Mary introduced herself to Peter, he became very shy. 
  (CI: [(CJ: [(RI) (CmI)Foc] (CJ)) (CK: [(RJ) (CmJ)Foc] (CK))] (CI))Mess 
 
In accordance with the Principle of Formal Encoding, pragmatic functions are only assigned if 
they are systematically reflected in morphosyntactic and/or phonological form. Thus, in languages 
that systematically code topical information, the Subacts outside the Comment in (49) can be 
assigned the pragmatic function Topic; they may, however, also appear without a pragmatic 
function. In either case, this basic structure captures the traditional division between topic-

 
3 Note that in some cases Focus is assigned only within the most embedded Communicated Content and then 
projects upwards (see Mittendorfer 2025, Hengeveld, this vol.). 
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comment that is relevant for languages around the world (e.g. Hockett 1958: 201-202; Sasse 1987). 
Note also that it is possible to have more than one (Topic) Subact outside the Comment for those 
languages that allow for multiple Topics. The Comment usually provides focal information. This 
is represented in the underlying structure by the pragmatic function Focus, which can be assigned 
to the Comment as a whole, to a unit within the Comment, or to a topical constituent. Once again, 
this function is only assigned to a unit when its focal status is systematically coded, e.g. through a 
particle, a particular construction and/or prosodic prominence 
 FDG distinguishes two more pragmatic functions that may be assigned to elements within 
the Communicated Content. One of these is Contrast, which can, but need not, be combined with 
Topic or Focus. The other is the pragmatic function Background, which can be regarded as the 
counterpart of Focus in that it presents an element as having a low degree of salience. As we will 
see later, these two pragmatic functions differ from Focus and Topic in that they can also be 
assigned to elements outside the Communicated Content. 
 Not all sentences, however, have this Subact-Comment structure, i.e. not all sentences 
serve the purpose of commenting on a topical element. In addition to such categorical sentences, 
there are also sentences that consist of all-new information (thetic sentences) and sentences that 
are used to introduce a new Topic into the discourse (presentative sentences). As we will show 
below, these different sentence types are characterized by different combinations of Topic and 
Focus assignment. 
 However, before we discuss these different information structures, let us first define the 
various pragmatic functions distinguished in FDG. 
 
8.2.2 Pragmatic functions 
8.2.2.1 Focus. As in many other (functionalist) approaches, FDG regards an element as being focal 
if it provides new or important information. As soon as the status of a piece of information is 
formally coded as being focal, it will be assigned the pragmatic function Focus, which can thus be 
regarded as an update instruction to the Addressee (Smit 2007, 2010). Every Communicated 
Content has a Focus. 
 The clearest cases of focal information can be found in answers to explicit wh-questions, 
as in examples (52)-(55). 
 
 (52) (Who took this decision?) The head of Department (took this decision). 
 (53) (What did you do with the letter?) I burned it. 
 (54) (What are you doing?) (I’m) watching a film. 
 (55) (Who invited who?) Jane invited her sister. 
 
The examples in (52)-(55) show that Focus function can be assigned to different types of 
interpersonal units. In (52), Focus function is assigned to a Referential Subact corresponding to 
the phrase the head of department, in (53) to an Ascriptive Subact (expressed as burned), and in 
(54) to a Comment, in this case to the combination of an Ascriptive Subact (watching) and a 
Referential Subact (a film). Example (55) shows that Focus can be assigned to more than one unit, 
in this case to two Referential Subacts. 
 In other cases, the Focus element provides unelicited new information (Dik’s (1997: 331) 
completive Focus): 
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 (56) I was telling myself that it would soon be over when I heard a sharp crack (BNC, 

fiction) 
 
 
8.2.2.2 Topic. Many declarative sentences have a Topic-Comment structure, with the Comment 
providing (typically new) information about a topical element, i.e. an element related to the topic 
of the ongoing discourse. In those cases where the aboutness status of an element is formally 
coded, it will be assigned the pragmatic function Aboutness Topic (A-Topic). In other words, A-
Topic function is assigned to an element exhibiting special treatment, indicating that this element 
represents the entity the Message is about (cf. Dik 1978: 130). In Turkish, for instance, the initial 
position is normally reserved for subjects, as in (57); when a (non-subject) element is assigned A-
Topic function, however, it occurs before the Subject, as in (58): 
 
 Turkish (Turkic; Kornfilt 1997: 90, 200) 
 (57) Hasan kitab-ı  Ali-ye  ver-di-ø. 
  Hasan book-ACC Ali-DAT give-PST-3.SG  
  ‘Hasan gave the book to Ali.’  
 (58) Istakoz-u  Hasan Ali-ye  ver-di-ø. 
  lobster-ACC Hasan Ali-DAT give-PST-3.SG 
  ‘(Speaking of) the lobster, Hasan gave (it) to Ali.’ 
 
In many languages, however, Topic function can also be assigned to elements that provide the 
setting for the entire Discourse Act. These will be referred to as Frame-Setting Topics (FS-Topics) 
following, e.g., Rizzi (1997), Jacobs (2001), and Bross (2020).  
 A’ingae, for instance, uses the same marker ta for both FS-Topics and A-Topics. When 
these two topics occur in the same sentence, as in (59), the difference between the two is encoded 
positionally, as FS-Topics must precede A-Topics. 
 
 A’ingae (Isolate; Hengeveld & Fischer in prep.) 
 (59) Kaninda tsû'the'uta vakapi tsû'the'ka'un.  
  kan=ni=ta    tsû'the='u=ta    vakapi tsû'the='kan='u 
  see=LOC=NEWTOP foot=AUG=NEWTOP  duck  foot=SIMIL=AUG 
  ‘When she was looking, the feet were like duck’s feet.’ 
 
Note that, defined this way, Topic (whether Aboutness or Frame-Setting) is not complementary to 
Focus: although Topics are typically assumed to present information familiar to the Addressee 
(retrievable or inferable from the Contextual Component), they can, under certain circumstances, 
also provide the most salient information within the Communicated Content, in which case they 
combine with Focus function. 
 A-Topic assignment is not restricted to Referential Subacts. Under certain circumstances, 
Ascriptive Subacts may also form (part of) the point of departure for a statement, as in the following 
Spanish example: 
 



 

18 

 

 Spanish (Indo-European) 
 (60) Llov-er  no  lluev-e. 
  rain-INF NEG rain-PRS.3.SG.IND 
  ‘It doesn’t rain.’ 
  “Raining it doesn’t rain.” 
 
The topical Ascriptive Subact is realized through an infinitival copy of the main verb in initial 
position.  
 Finally, Topic function can also be assigned to embedded Communicated Contents. The 
temporal clause in the A’ingae example (59) is a case in point. 
 As mentioned above, FDG does not regard Topic and Focus as complementary, which 
means that combinations of the two functions are possible. Consider, for instance, the following 
example, where the new information in B’s answer (the direct object Peter) receives focal stress, 
while at the same time its position, preceding the finite verb, is triggered by the fact that it functions 
as the A-Topic. 
 
 Dutch (Indo-European) 
 (61) A:  Wie  heb     je   gezien? 
    who  have.PRS.2.SG you see.PTCP 
    ‘Who did you see?’ 
  B:  Peter   heb     ik  gezien. 
    Peter  have.PRS.1.SG I  see.PTCP 
    ‘I saw Peter.’ 
   
 
8.2.2.3 Contrast. The third pragmatic function distinguished in FDG is Contrast, which signals the 
Speaker’s desire to bring out the particular differences between two Discourse Acts or between a 
Discourse Act and contextually available information. Contrast can be coded in different ways: by 
means of affixes, particles, position and/or intonation. Contrast may be combined with Focus or 
Topic function. A combination of Focus and Contrast function can be found in example (62) (from 
Smit 2007: 111; cf. Dik’s (1997: 332-333) replacing Focus); and a combination of Topic and 
Contrast in (63). 
 
 (62)  A:  Did the butcher chop the meat? 
  B:  (Chop?) He SHREDded it. 
 
 Wambon (Nuclear Trans New Guinea; de Vries 1985: 174) 
 (63) A:  Nombone ndu-ngup ande-ngup? 
    this   sago-and banana-and 
    ‘What about this sago and bananas?’ 
  B:  Wembane ndu-nde  takhima-tbo, 
    Wemba  sago-CONTR buy-3SG.PST 
    ‘Wemba bought the sago, 
    Karolule ande-nde  takhima-tbo. 
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    Karolus  banana-CONTR buy-3.SG.PST 
    Karolus bought the bananas.’ 
 
 Like Focus, Contrast can be assigned not only to individual Subacts but also to a whole 
Comment. In (64), it is the whole Comment of the second Discourse Act (listen to music) that is 
contrasted with that of the previous one: 
 
 (64) She didn’t watch a movie, she listened to music. 
 
Finally, Contrast function can also be assigned to elements outside the head of the Communicated 
Content. In the following example, for instance, contrastive prominence is used as a way of 
contrasting Speech Participants. 
 
 (65)  Hey, you. No not you, YOU! 
 
 
8.2.2.4 Background. The final pragmatic function distinguished in FDG is that of Background. 
This function is assigned to information that, from a strictly communicative point of view, is not 
considered important or salient, but is nevertheless included in the message for reasons of 
coherence, completeness, or disambiguation. Background information cannot combine with any 
of the other pragmatic functions, all of which seem to involve at least a certain measure of 
salience.4 Moreover, like Contrast, it is not restricted to elements within the Communicated 
Content. 
 An example of backgrounded information within the Communicated Content is provided 
in (65), from Turkish. This language has a basic constituent order in which the predicate occupies 
the final position in the clause. Predicates can, however, be followed by arguments that designate 
referents that have been introduced in the preceding discourse/are assumed to be familiar to the 
addressee, in which case they appear in de-accented form. The specific linear and prosodic 
realization of such elements is triggered by the presence of the pragmatic function Background. 
 
 Turkish (Turkic; Kılıçaslan 2004: 727 
 (66) Context: ‘When did Oya marry Kaya?’ 
  Iki  yıl   önce  evlen-di  Oya Kaya=yla. 
  two years  before marry-PST Oya Kaya=COM 
  ‘Oya married Kaya two years ago.’ 
  (AI: [(FI: DECL (FI)) (PI)A (PJ)S (CI: [(RI)FS-Top (CmI: [(TI) (RJ)Bckgr (RK)Bckgr 

(RL)Foc] (CmI))] (CI))Mess] (AI)) 
 
 Background function can also be assigned to interpersonal adverbs, which are outside the 
Communicated Content and are often used as a kind of filler. This means that, when functioning 
as modifiers at the Interpersonal Level, such adverbs can have different prosodic realizations: 
accented, as in (67), where the illocutionary adverb honestly is prosodically prominent, and de-

 
4 Not only Focus, but also Topic, involves a degree of salience, as it defines the point of departure of the 
Communicated Content. 
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accented as in (68), where honestly appears in final position (but is still part of a larger Intonational 
Phrase; see Kojadinović (2022: 607-608)). This difference is captured in the representations given. 
In (67), the illocutionary adverb is not provided with a pragmatic function. In (68), on the other 
hand, honestly is assigned the pragmatic function Background, resulting in an unaccented 
realization in final position. 
 
 (67) A:  What attracted you to that form? 
  B:  I HONestly don’t know. (ICE-GB: S1B-048 107-108) 
    (AI: [(FI: DECL (FI):: (Emph FJ: honestly (FJ)) (FI)) (PI)A (PJ)S (CI: [(RI) (CmI: 

(TI) (CmI))Foc] (CI))Mess] (AI)) 
 (68) Context: Speaker A points out how her grandma always wanted her to become a 

doctor 
  A:  She wanted me to be a medical doctor. 
  B:  Well you are going to be a doctor. 
  A:  Yeah 
    I put my foot down at being a medic so this is a compromise (laugh) 
    Well she’s an old battleaxe honestly (ICE-GB: S1A-039 116-121) 
    (AI: [(FI: DECL (FI):: (FJ: honestly (FJ))Bckgr (FI)) (PI)A (PJ)S (CI: [(RI) (CmI: 

(TI) (CmI))Foc] (CI))Mess] (AI)) 
 
 
8.2.3 Types of sentences 
8.2.3.1. Introduction. In this section, we will briefly discuss the information structure, in terms of 
Topic-Focus assignment, of three types of declarative sentences, i.e. categorical sentences, thetic 
sentences and presentative sentences. To capture these differences, each of these will be provided 
with its own Content Frame. 
 
8.2.3.2 Categorical sentences. Most of the sentences analysed in the previous sections are 
categorical in nature. These sentences have the traditional topic-comment structure, in which new 
information is given about a topical element (cf. Hannay’s (1991) “topic mode”). Sentences of this 
kind typically have one Focus. In FDG, this type of sentence is analysed as having a 
Communicated Content consisting of one or more Subacts and a Comment (which in turn consists 
of at least one Subact). The Subacts outside the Comment present topical information. In those 
cases where the topical status of these elements is systematically coded in the language, these 
Subacts will be assigned the pragmatic functions A-Topic or FS-Topic. As shown in example 
(61B) above, these elements can also be assigned Focus function; in (61B) the Comment is not 
assigned Focus function, and, as shown in (52), need not be expressed. Usually, however, Focus 
function is assigned to the Comment as a whole (see example (54)) or to a Subact within the 
Comment (e.g. example (53)). 
 The Content Frame for categorical sentences may therefore take the following forms:5 
 
 (69) a.  (CI: [(SA)N

{Top-A/Top-FS} (CmI: (SA)N (CmI))Foc] (CI)) e.g. example (54)  

 
5 For reasons of readability we have left out possible assignments of the Background and Contrast functions. 
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  b.  (CI: [(SA)N
{Top-A/Top-FS} (CmI: [(SA)N … (SA)Foc] (CmI))] (CI))  e.g. example 

(53) 
  c.  (CI: [(SA)N

(Top+)Foc {(CmI: [(SA)N … (SA)] (CmI))}] (CI))  e.g. example (52) 
  
 
8.2.3.3 Thetic sentences. Thetic sentences provide all-new information (Hannay’s (1991) “all-new 
mode”; see also Cornish (2004)); they serve to add information to the Addressee’s knowledge base 
without linking this information to the ongoing discourse (see Smit 2007: 111-112). These 
sentences often answer the (implicit or explicit) question ‘What happened?’, as in example (70): 
 
 (70) (What happened?) 
  A lot of people died. (COCA, TV)  
 
These sentences are analysed as consisting solely of a Comment, providing information about a 
situation in the context (cf. Smit 2007). Given that in these cases all the information within the 
Comment is salient, the Comment as a whole is assigned Focus function. The Content Frame of 
thetic sentences thus takes the following form: 
 
 (71) (CI: (CmI: (SA)N (CmI))Foc (CI)) 
 
 
8.2.3.4 Presentative sentences. Presentative constructions serve the purpose of introducing a new 
topic into the discourse. Since the newly introduced discourse referent is both salient and a 
potential future topic, presentative constructions are analysed as containing (at least) a Referential 
Subact carrying the complex pragmatic function TopFoc. Note that this function needs to be 
distinguished from the combined pragmatic function Top+Foc in example (64B) above: in the 
latter case, a single element is marked for both Topic and Focus, while in the former case the 
complex function TopFoc triggers a specific (presentative) construction. 
 An example of a language with a dedicated presentative construction is Saisiyat, which 
uses the nominative preposition ka with a postverbal subject to indicate the introduction of a new 
topic (72), while in non-presentative constructions the subject is preverbal and the nominative 
particle is absent (73): 
 
 Saisiyat (Austronesian; Hsieh & Huang 2006: 99-100) 
 (72) Hiza=hayza’ ila  koSa’en ka  SaiSiyat. 
  there=EX  PFV PAUS  NOM Saisiyat 
  ‘Once there were Saisiyats.’ 
 (73) Takem  kas’oehaz   ila. 
  frog   A.FOC.move.out PFV 
  ‘The frog moved out.’ 
 
 A constituent with the combined pragmatic function TopFoc may be used contrastively, as 
shown in (74), where the function TopFoc leads to the choice of the presentative construction type, 
while the function Contr is reflected in prosodic prominence: 
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 (74) there is lots of DUST and not much acid (BYU-BNC, non-acad) 
 
In the examples given so far, only the TopFoc Subact is present. However, a Comment may also 
be added, as shown in (75): 
 
 (75) There is a janitor at my job that stares me down. (The TV Corpus) 
 
This means that presentative constructions can be represented by means of the general Content 
Frame in (76), in which the Communicated Content consists either of a single Subact with TopFoc 
function (as in example (72)) or of a TopFoc Subact and a Comment. In addition, the Subact 
representing the new Topic may be assigned the pragmatic function Contrast (as in example (74)): 
 
 (76) (C1: [(SA1)TopFoc{+Contr} {(Cm1){Contr}}] (C1)) 
 
 
8.3 Modifiers 
 
Modifiers of the Communicated Content provide additional information concerning the content of 
the head, such as the Speaker’s subjective attitude towards this information (e.g. (un)fortunately, 
(un)surprisingly, sadly, and understandably) or the source of this information (e.g. reportedly, 
supposedly, allegedly). They may also express approximation, emphasis, and exactness. 
 An example of an attitudinal modifier is given in (77), where the adverb sadly expresses 
the Speaker’s personal view of the message expressed in the Discourse Act. In English, such 
modifiers often take the same form as manner adverbs.6  
 
 (77) Sadly their wild habitat is now suffering destruction for the hotel and tourist 

industries. (BYU-BNC, written, misc.) 
 
An example of a reportative modifier is given in (78), in which the adverb allegedly is used to 
indicate that the Speaker has received the information from someone else. 
 
 (78) … her clients have only allegedly been assaulted (GloWbE, newsp. GB) 
 
These modifiers can also apply to embedded Communicated Contents (see the frame in (49) 
above). An example can be found in (79), where the attitudinal modifier unfortunately comments 
only on the content expressed in the complement of the verb assume. 
 
 (79) I assume it will unfortunately happen (COCA, blog) 
  (CI: [(RI) (CmI: [(TI) (CJ: [(RJ) (CmJ: (TJ) (CmJ))] (CJ):: –unfortunately– (CJ))] 

(CmI))Foc] (CI))Mess 
 

 
6 Sadly can also serve as modifier of the Discourse Act; in that case the adverb indicates the Speaker’s state-of-mind 
while uttering the Discourse Act. 
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 In other cases, a Communicated Content can simply consist of two separate juxtaposed 
Communicated contents, neither of which is embedded within the other (cf. Mackenzie 2019b: 
311-312). An example would be the adverbial clause introduced by because in (80), which has its 
own modifier (unfortunately), but which is not part of the Comment of a higher Communicated 
Content; since the causal relation between the two events is captured at the Representational Level, 
it is not represented at the Interpersonal Level. 
 
 (80) I got to know them because unfortunately one of their limousines ran over my cat. 

(COCA, TV) 
  (CI: [(CJ: [(RI) (CmI: [(TI)Foc (RJ)] (CmI))] (CJ)) (CK: [(RK) (CmJ: [(TJ) (RL)] 

(CmJ))Foc] (CK):: –unfortunately– (CK))] (CI))Mess  
 
A similar example can be found in (81); here, however, the attitudinal modifier unfortunately 
scopes over the two juxtaposed Communicated Contents, and will thus be analysed as modifying 
the higher Communicated Content. Again, the relation between the two juxtaposed Communicated 
Contents, in this case coordination, is captured at the Representational Level, leading to the 
following Interpersonal Level representation: 
 
 (81) Unfortunately Manny shifted to politics and we will not see more of his good fight 

(COCA, blog) 
  (CI: [(CJ: [(RI) (CmI: [(TI) (RJ)] (CmI))Foc] (CJ)) (CK: [(RK) (CmJ: [(TJ) (RL)] 

(CmJ))Foc] (CK))] (CI):: –unfortunately– (CI))Mess 
 
 
8.4 Operators 
 
Where English uses modifiers like reportedly and I hear to indicate the relayed status of a 
Communicated Content, other languages use grammatical means. In Shipibo-Conibo, for instance, 
the suffix -ronqui is used to indicate that the Speaker is passing on information expressed by 
others: 
 
 Shipibo-Conibo (Pano-Tacanan; Faust 1973)  
 (82) Cai-ronqui  reocoocainyantanque. 
  going-REP   he.turned.over 
  ‘Reportedly, while he was going (in the boat), he turned over.’ 
 
In cases like this, the reportative form will be triggered by an operator at the layer of the 
Communicated Content: 
 
 (83)  (rep C1: […] (C1)) 
 
 Operators at the layer of the Communicated Content can also be used to indicate Exactness, 
Emphasis, and Approximation. Grammaticalized expressions of Emphasis often find their origin 
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in cleft-like constructions. Scottish Gaelic, for instance, uses a construction that is also used for 
clefting: 
 
 Scottish Gaelic (Celtic; Lachlan Mackenzie, pers.comm.) 
 (84) ‘S     ann   a  dh’fheumas  tu  rud beag de  dh’eòlas   
  COP.NPST in.3.SG REL must/need  2.SG thing little of  knowledge 
  ciùil 
  music.GEN 
  ‘It’s just that you must have some knowledge of music.’ 
 
 
 
9. The Comment and the Subacts 
 
9.1 The Comment 
 
9.1.1 General characterization 
As has become clear from the previous section, the general frame for the Communicated Content 
reflects the traditional topic-comment structure that is characteristic of categorical sentences: 
 
 (85) (C1: [(SA)N

{Φ} (Cm1: [(SA)N
{Φ} {(C2)}] (Cm1)){Φ}] (C1))Mess 

 
In such sentences, the Comment typically serves to provide (in most cases new or salient) 
information about an entity evoked by a Subact outside the Comment; in other words, the 
information in the Comment is intended to increase the addressee’s knowledge about some topical 
entity (Lambrecht 1994: 20). Thetic sentences, on the other hand, do not have this topic-comment 
structure; instead, they introduce an all-new event or situation into the discourse. This means that 
in thetic sentences, too, the Comment adds information to the addressee’s knowledge,  although 
not about a topical entity.. Finally, presentative sentences serve to introduce new entities into the 
Discourse; if no further information is provided about these entities (e.g. There are many 
problems), such sentences do not contain a Comment.7 This means that we can now define the 
Comment as that part of the Communicated Content that increases the addressee’s knowledge by 
providing information about a (topical or new) entity (in a categorical sentence) or a new event (in 
a thetic sentence). 
 
9.1.2 The Head 
As shown in (85), the Comment consists of one or more Referential and/or Ascriptive Subacts, 
and, possibly, further Communicated Contents. Within the Comment, pragmatic functions can be 
assigned, but with certain restrictions. Thus, the pragmatic function Topic is always assigned to a 
Subact outside the Comment, with the Comment providing information about the topical entity 
evoked by this Subact. Focus function, on the other hand, can be assigned to the Comment as a 
whole, as in (86), or to one or more Subacts within the comment, as in (87): 

 
7 Note that presentative sentences may also contain a Comment. This is the case in sentences in which further 
information is provided about the entity introduced, as in There are many problems in France. 
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 (86) A:  And so what did you do? 
  B:  I immediately called the police. (COCA, spoken) 
    (CI: [(RI) (CmI: [(TI) (RJ) (TJ)] (CmI))Foc] (CI))Mess 
 
 (87) A:  What did you find?  
  B:  I found two hairs. (COCA, movie) 
    (CI: [(RI) (CmI: [(TI) (RJ)Foc] (CmI))] (CI))Mess 
 
Subacts within the Comment can also be assigned the pragmatic function Contrast, as in (88): 
 
 (88) A.  Do you like kids? 
  B.  I LOVE kids (COCA, movie) 
    (CI: [(RI) (CmI: [(TI)Foc+Contr (RJ)] (CmI))] (CI))Mess 
 
The Comment may also contain an element with Background function. An example can be found 
in (66) above, where the two post-verbal arguments are backgrounded, while the preverbal 
temporal constituent is in focus.  
 
9.1.3 Modifiers 
Modifiers at the layer of the Comment can be used to express emphasis, approximation, and 
exactness. Examples of Emphasis modifiers are adverbs like really, totally or absolutely on their 
intensifying use. An example is the following: 
 
 (89) Lopez reportedly really wanted to do Simon’s show (COCA, spoken) 
 
As shown in (89), the intensifying adverb really falls within the scope of the reportative modifier, 
which modifies the higher layer of the Communicated Content. 
 An example of an approximating modifier of the Comment is more or less in (90), which 
serves to indicate that the Speaker considers that the Comment applies only approximately: 
 
 (90) he more or less said you’d rue the day (BYU-BNC, fiction) 
 
 
9.1.4 Operators 
Exactness, Emphasis and Approximation of the Comment can also be expressed by grammatical 
means. An example of an Emphasis operator would be Emotional Emphasis, which is used “to 
indicate the speaker’s emotionally charged emphasis on the unit to which it applies” (Mackenzie 
2019a: 78), and triggers the use of the expression fucking.  
 
 (91) Derek fucking owned this place. (COCA, movie) 
  (CI: [(RI) (emoemph CmI: [(TI) (RJ)] (CmI))] (CI))  
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Approximation of the Comment can be achieved by expressions such as sort of and kind of. In 
(92), the expression sort of is used to indicate that the information provided in the Comment (felt 
bad for him) applies to a certain extent.  
 
 (92) I sort of felt bad for him. (COCA, fiction) 
  (CI: [(RI) (approx CmI: [(TI) (TJ) (RJ)] (CmI))] (CI))  
 
 
9.2 The Subacts 
 
9.2.1 Introduction 
As mentioned before, the Interpersonal Level captures the strategic choices made by the Speaker 
in presenting their message to the Addressee. As such, it is a level of actions: the action of 
executing a Move, the action of performing a Discourse Act, and, within the Discourse Act, one 
or more actions of evocation. These actions of evocation come in two kinds: Referential Subacts 
(R) are used to evoke entities, and Ascriptive Subacts (T) to evoke Properties.   
 The distinction between reference and ascription is not just a functional (actional) 
distinction, but is systematically reflected in the formal behaviour of all languages. In certain 
languages, the (T) or (R) status of an element is marked explicitly. For instance, in Boumaa Fijian, 
the particle na marks referential status, as in (93). This particle is absent when a noun is being used 
ascriptively, as in (94): 
 
Boumaa Fijian (Austronesian; Dixon 1988: 91, 67) 
 (93) Au  vina’a-ta na  ose. 
  1.SG  want-TR  ART horse 
  ‘I want a horse.’ 
 (94) Au via ose. 
  I  want horse 
  ‘I want to be a horse.’ 
 
 
9.2.2 Ascription 
9.2.2.1 General characterization. Ascriptive Subacts are used by Speakers to evoke properties, 
that is, anything that can be ascribed to some entity. In example (95), the Property ‘bark’ is 
assigned to the entity referred to by the noun phrase the angry dog. In those cases, the 
Communicated Content contains both a Referential Subact (RI) and an Ascriptive Subact (TI). 
Properties can, however, also be evoked without being assigned to a referent, as in (96); in those 
cases, the Communicated Content contains only an Ascriptive Subact. Note that the lexical items 
bark and rain, as elements with semantic content, are supplied at the Representational Level. 
 
 (95) The angry dog barked. 
  (CI: [(RI) (CmI: (TI) (CmI))] (CI)) 
 (96) It rained. 
  (CI: (CmI: (TI) (CmI)) (CI)) 
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Not every predicate at the Representational Level needs to correspond to an Ascriptive Subact at 
the Interpersonal Level. Consider the following example: 
 
 (97) Sarah bought a new car and Peter an old bicycle. 

 
At the Representational Level the Lexical Property ‘buy’ will be represented twice: once with a 
lexical head (buy) and once as a headless Property, co-referential with the preceding lexically 
expressed Property. At the Interpersonal Level, however, the headless Property is not represented, 
since it is not evoked by the Speaker. This combination of a headless variable at the 
Representational Level and a lack of Ascriptive Subact at the Interpersonal Level leads to 
‘gapping’ at the Morphosyntactic Level. In this way, the Interpersonal Level shows what the 
Speaker does (in terms of evocation) while the Representational Level shows what s/he means (in 
terms of denotation). 
 Ascriptive Subacts may also occur within Referential Subacts. Consider again the noun 
phrase the angry dog in (95). At the Interpersonal Level, this noun phrase will be represented as a 
Referential Subact consisting of two Ascriptive Subacts: one evoking the Property ‘dog’, the other 
one evoking the property ‘angry’. The relationship between these Properties, namely that angry 
restricts the denotation set of dog, will be captured at the Representational Level (see Hengeveld 
& Mackenzie 2008), where the angry dog is represented as an Individual (xi) which has  two 
Properties (fj and fk). This means that at the Interpersonal Level, all that will be shown is that the 
Referential Subact is carried out by means of two Ascriptive Subacts, (TI) and (TJ). This is shown 
in the more detailed representation of (95) in (98): 
 
(98) IL:  (RI: [ (TI)  (TJ)    ] (RI)) 
  
 RL:  (xi: (fj: dog (fj)) (xi):: (fk: angry (fk)) (xi)) 
 
 
9.2.2.2 The Head. In most cases, the head of an Ascriptive Subact is not lexically expressed at the 
Interpersonal Level. In (98), for example, the Ascriptive Subact expressed as the verb bought will 
appear at the Interpersonal Level as an Ascriptive Subact with an absent head: 
 
   (TI) 
 (99) I  bought a new car. 
 
In some cases, the Ascriptive Subact does have a lexical head. An example would be those cases 
where a Speaker cannot find an appropriate lexeme for a semantic unit at the Representational 
Level or does not want to disclose the information associated with that unit. Consider the following 
example from Turkish: 
 
 Turkish (Turkic; Barış Kabak, pers. comm.) 
 (100) Tamam,  o   zaman on-lar-ı   bırak-ın   burda,  
  OK   DEM time  DEM-PL-ACC leave-IMP.PL here 
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  diploma-nız-ı=da      Pazartesi şey     et-tir-ip 
  diploma-2.PL.POSS-ACC=TOP  Monday  thingummy  do-CAUS-NARR 
  öyle   getir-in. 
  like.that bring-IMP.PL 
  ‘OK, then leave the others here, and have your diploma “thingummied” (certified) 

on Monday and bring it like that.' 
 
The dummy lexeme şey ‘thingummy’ will be represented as an Interpersonal Property, as shown 
in (101), even though it serves as a strategy by means of which the Speaker indicates incapacity 
or unwillingness to provide a more specific description: 
 
 (101) (TI: (FI: şey (FI)) (TI)) 
 
Finally, it is possible for Ascriptive Subacts to contain Referential Subacts and Communicated 
Contents. Examples of the former would be cases where the Property evoked is relational in nature, 
i.e., it automatically evokes an entity with regard to which the Property applies. An example is a 
phrase with a relational adjective, like fond in (102). Note that the predicate-argument relation 
between the Property and the entity is captured at the Representational Level. 
  
(102) I’ve sort of grown fond of my car (COCA, fiction) 
 (TI: [ (TJ)    (RI)  ] (TI)) 
  fond_of  my_car 
  
An example of a Communicated Content being embedded in an Ascriptive Subact is a 
classificational construction with a relative clause within the predicate, as in (103): 
 
(103) Bill is a man who won't help you if he can. 
 (TI: [ (TJ)   (CI)         ] (TI)) 
  a man  who won't help you if he can 
 
 
9.2.2.3 Modifiers. Ascriptive Subacts can be specified by the same types of modifiers that can be 
found at the layers of the Communicated Content and the Comment. Thus, as shown in examples 
(104) and (105), Ascriptive Subacts can be modified by attitudinal and reportative adverbs (see 
Section 8.3): 
 
 (104) an unfortunately weak political structure (COCA, acad)  
  (RI: [(TI) (TJ) (TK:: (FI: unfortunately (FI)) (TK))] (RI)) 
 (105) (after he had completed) an allegedly impossible trek across the desert. (COCA, 

acad; cf. van de Velde 2007) 
  (RI: [(TI) (TJ:: (FI: allegedly (FI)) (TJ)) (RJ))] (RI)) 
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In addition, Ascriptive Subacts can be modified by elements expressing emphasis (106), 
approximation (107), or exactness (108), the latter indicating that the ascription chosen by the 
speaker is truly adequate for what they have in mind: 
 
 (106) (Let me be) perfectly blunt (COCA, blog) 
  (TI:: (FI: perfectly (FI)) (TI)) 
 (107) two more or less equal parts 
  (RI: [(TI) (TJ:: (FI: more or less (FI)) (TJ))] (RI)) 
 (108) a truly rural setting 
  (RI: [(TI) (TJ:: (FI: truly (FI)) (TJ))] (RI)) 
 
 
9.2.2.4 Operators. Many of the operators that apply at the layers of the Communicated Content 
and the Comment can also be found at the layer of the Ascriptive Subact; that is, operators at this 
layer can be used to express Emphasis, Approximation, and Exactness. Emphasis is illustrated in 
(109): 
 
 Kham (Sino-Tibetan; Watters 2002: 183) 
 (109) Ma-che:-də  zə   ge-li-ke. 
  NEG-fear-NF  EMPH  1.PL-COP-PFV 
  ‘We remained (totally) unafraid.’ 
  (emph TI) 
 
Approximation and Exactness can also be expressed by grammatical strategies. Leti uses an 
exactness clitic, the absence of which indicates approximate ascription:  
 
 Leti (Autronesian; van Engelenhoven, 2004: 160) 
 (110) a.   N-tivl=e. 
    3.SG-flap=EXCT 
    ‘It flaps.’ 
    (exact TI) 
  b.   N-tivla. 
    3.SG-flap 
    ‘It sort of flaps.’ 
    (approx TI) 
 
Finally, particles such as English so-called can be used to indicate that the Speaker considers the 
ascription of the Property evoked to be inappropriate, as in (111): 
 

(111) (the) so-called progressive (era) (COCA, acad) 
  (inappr TI) 
 
 
9.2.3 Reference 
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9.2.3.1 General Characterization. Whereas Ascriptive Subacts represent a speaker’s attempt to 
evoke a Property, speakers perform Referential Subacts to evoke an entity. That entity will be of 
a particular semantic category (Propositional Content, State-of-Affairs, Individual, etc.), which 
may be assigned properties such as number, negation, tense, etc.; these distinctions, to the extent 
that they are relevant for the language under analysis, are dealt with at the Representational Level 
(see Hengeveld & Mackenzie 2008). At the Interpersonal Level, other distinctions such as 
identifiability and specificity are relevant. 
 Although reference tends to be associated with the part-of-speech ‘noun’, not every 
occurrence of a noun involves a Referential Subact. A test of referentiality is whether or not a 
speaker can refer back anaphorically to the entity evoked by the noun phrase. Consider the 
following examples: 
 
 (112) I have lost my dog. He has a curly tail. 
 (113) I want to have a cat. It doesn’t have to be beautiful. 
 (114) They have pulled down our school. It was very old. 
 (115) We were at school this morning. *It is very old. 
 (116) I work as a psychotherapist. *He/she finds her work rewarding. *I also work as 

him/her. 
 (117) Players are allowed to shoulder-charge their opponent, *although it may become 

dislocated. 
 
In examples (112)-(114), the noun phrases in bold function as the antecedent of a definite pronoun; 
i.e. in these cases the noun phrases express a Referential Subact. In examples (115)-(117), on the 
other hand, the noun phrases school, psychotherapist and shoulder do not introduce referents into 
the discourse, as shown by the fact that they cannot be referred to by means of a definite pronoun. 
Therefore, these noun phrases do not involve the presence of a Referential Subact at the 
Interpersonal Level. 
 
9.2.3.2 The head. The head of a Referential Subact may consist of: 
 
a. one or more Ascriptive Subacts (and possibly one or more Referential Subacts or 

Communicated Contents) 
b. a proper name or dummy noun 
c. an abstract combination of features for Speaker and Addressee 
 
 Let us start by considering cases where Ascriptive Subacts occur within the head of a 
Referential Subact. An example can be found in (118): 
 
 (118) the red house 
  (+id RI: [(TI) (TJ)] (RI)) 
 
Note that at the Interpersonal Level the Subacts in the head position do  not predicate Properties 
of the entity evoked by the Referential Subact;  they merely evoke these Properties. In those cases 
where there is more than one Ascriptive Subact, the relation between them is, again, not specified 
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at this layer; the fact that in English red restricts house is captured at the Representational Level. 
Referential Subacts may also contain further Referential Subacts, for example in possessive 
constructions like the bold-faced noun phrases in (119: 
 
 (119) I don’t like my daughter’s boyfriend’s name.  
  (+id RI: [(TI) (+id RJ: [(TJ) (+id RK))] (RJ))] (RI)) 
 (120) She tells me he doesn’t like it either. 
 
Example (120), when used as a follow-up to (119), shows that one can refer back to the daughter, 
the boyfriend and the name. Correspondingly, the appropriate representation of my daughter’s 
boyfriend’s name at the Interpersonal Level involves recursion, as shown in (119). She in (120) 
then refers back to the referent of (RK), he to the referent of (RJ), and it to the referent of (RI).  
 Referential anaphora, which has been used above as a criterion for identifying Referential 
Subacts, involves a separate Referential Subact with its own index (the Speaker is doing something 
new), but also co-indexing at the Representational Level (the entity referred to is the same). This 
leads, for example, to the interpersonal and representational representations given in (121), in 
which e stands for State-of-Affairs and s for Situational Property: 
 
 (121) I have bought a new car.  
  IL:    (TI)   (RI) (RJ: [ (TJ)     (TK)   ] (RJ)) 
  RL: (ei: (si: [ (fi: buy (fi)) (xi)A  (xj:  (fj: car (fj)) (xj):: (fk: new (fk)) (xj))U] (si)) 

(ei)) 
  It is an automatic. 
  IL:    (TL)         (RK) 
  RL: (ej: (si: [ (xk:  (fl: automatic (fl)) (xk))  (xj)U] (si)) (ej)) 
 
At the Interpersonal Level, the anaphoric pronoun it has its own index (RK); at the Representational 
Level, however, where it occurs as an Undergoer argument of the non-verbal predicate an 
automatic, it has the same index (xj) as a new car. 
 As in the case of Comments and Ascriptive Subacts, Referential Subacts can contain 
Communicated Contents. Consider example (122): 
 
 (122) You blew the fucking head off an individual who only allegedly had a gun. (COCA, 

movie) 
  (-id RI: [(TI) (CI: [(RJ) (CmI: [(TJ) (RK)] (CmI))] (CI):: –only allegedly– (CI))] (RI)) 
 
In this example, we find a noun phrase containing a restrictive relative clause. The fact that the 
reportative adverb allegedly scopes over the contents of the relative clause only, shows that we are 
dealing here with a separate Communicated Content (see Section 8.3). Since the entire noun phrase 
an individual who only allegedly had a gun corresponds to a single Referential Subact, we will 
assume that this Referential Subact contains an embedded Communicated Content, as shown in 
the representation of (122). 
 Besides occurring as heads of a Participant slot, proper names occur in Referential Subacts, 
when the Speaker wishes to make unique reference to, for instance, an Individual, Location or 
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Time (see also Serafim 2022). Although many proper names are historically derived from semantic 
material (e.g. Baker, Dances with Wolves, Le Havre), they have no semantic content and as such 
they will be assigned to the Interpersonal rather than the Representational Level. Thus in (123), 
John will be represented as the lexical head of an Interpersonal Property, which, in turn, heads a 
Referential Subact. At the Representational Level, the position corresponding to the proper name 
will remain lexically empty.  
 
 (123) John was at the party. 
  IL: (RI: (FI: John (FI)) (RI)) 
  RL: (xi) 
 
In many languages, a special ‘thingummy’ form exists for proper names not known to the Speaker, 
such as English whatshisname, as in (124). This is the referential equivalent of the ascriptive 
dummy lexemes discussed in 9.2.2.2.  
 
 (124) Whatever happened to whatshisname? (COCA, movie) 
  IL: (RI: (FI: whatshisname (FI)) (RI)) 
  RL: (xi) 
 
 Turning to personal pronouns now, we find that they fall into two classes: (i) those that 
refer deictically (to the speech participants or to third person referents); (ii) those that refer 
phorically (anaphorically, cataphorically or logophorically) to non-speech participants. Those in 
class (i) are essentially similar to proper names and may be regarded as grammatical substitutes 
for naming oneself, one’s Addressee, and others present in the speech situation. In that case, person 
distinctions are made at the Interpersonal Level. The deictic uses of pronouns are captured in FDG 
using a system of abstract features, such as [±S] ‘involving the speaker or not’ and [±A] ‘involving 
the addressee or not’ (cf. Dik 1997: 152-153, following de Groot & Limburg 1986). Abstract 
features are not used for the various phoric uses of pronouns, for which the Morphosyntactic Level 
introduces the relevant forms in response to co-indexing at the Representational Level. Consider, 
for instance, the analysis of deictic I and anaphoric she in (125): 
 
 (125) I met Kelly today …  
  IL: (CI: [ (RI: [+S, -A] (RI)) (CmI: [ (TI) (RJ: -Kelly- (RJ)) (RK)] (CmI))] (CI)) 
  RL:    (sg xi)        (fi) (xj)     (ti) 
  … she was nice but crazy. (COCA, mag) 
  IL: (CI: [ (RL) (CmI: [ (TJ) (TK) ] (CmI)) (CI)) 
  RL:   (xj)    (fj) (fk)  
 
The deictic pronoun I is triggered by a combination of features in the head position of (RI), in 
combination with the singularity operator on the corresponding Individual at the RL. The 
anaphoric form she, on the other hand, is triggered by the presence of an empty-headed Referential 
Subact RL, the counterpart of which is co-indexed at the Representational Level as the entity (xj), 
which corresponds to the previously occurring entity description Kelly.  
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9.2.3.3 Modifiers. Modification within the Referential Subact is limited to the expression of the 
subjective attitude of the Speaker towards the entity designated within the Referential Subact, or 
the social status of that entity. An example is the use of the adjectives (little) old in (126)-(127) 
(cf. Butler 2008): 
 
 (126) I feel sorry for old Bill. 
 (127) Don't forget to send a letter to little old me. 
 
These adjectives are not to be understood as restricting the application of their heads, as would be 
the case if they were analysed at the Representational Level. In these examples, Bill does not have 
to be old, nor need the person referred to as me be small or old. Rather, these will be analysed as 
modifiers at the Interpersonal Level, indicating the Speaker’s subjective attitude with respect to 
the referent being evoked. Formal evidence for this is found in the possibility of applying these 
adjectives to proper names, as in (126), or to personal pronouns, as in (127), which are represented 
as heads at the Interpersonal Level. 
 We mentioned in 9.2.2.3 that Ascriptive Subacts can be modified by exactness modifiers, 
which are used to indicate that the Speaker considers the property evoked by an Ascriptive Subact 
to be fully appropriate. Such modifiers can also be found at the layer of the Referential Subact, 
where they serve to indicate that the referent can be identified precisely. An example is given in 
(128). Note that the modifier scopes not just over the head of the noun phrase, but over the noun 
phrase as a whole: 
 
 Mapudungun (Araucanian; Smeets 2007: 75) 
 (128) Tuchi kalle-mew mungel  nge-me-y-m-i? 
  Which street-INST precisely be-TRANS-IND-2-SG 
  ‘In which street have you been exactly?’ 
 
 
9.2.3.4 Operators. Two important sets of operators applying to the layer of the Referential Subact 
are concerned with the identifiability of the referent, as assessed by the speaker. The first set 
concerns the Speaker’s assumptions about the identifiability of the referent for the addressee: this 
will be reflected in the operators ‘+id’ and ‘-id’ for Identifiable and Non-Identifiable, respectively. 
The second distinction concerns the speaker's indication of the identifiability of the referent for 
her/himself: this will be reflected in the operators ‘+s’ and ‘-s’ for Specific and Non-Specific, 
respectively. The two sets of operators can be combined, leading to four possible combinations. 
 The combination of operators [+id, +s] applies in all cases in which the speaker has a 
specific referent in mind which they assume the addressee to be able to identify (in the sense of 
pick out from a set). An example is given in (129): 
 
 Spanish (Indo-European) 
 (129) Yo  encontré     a-l      médico que me     
  1.SG meet-IND.PST.1.SG AN.U-DEF.M.SG doctor REL 1.SG.ACC 
  intervino. (CORPESXXI) 
  operate.IND.PST.PF.3.SG 
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  ‘I met the doctor who operated on me.’ 

In Spanish, definiteness is marked through the use of the definite article. Specificity is reflected in 
the fact that a relative clause in a noun phrase with specific reference contains a verb in the 
indicative. 
 The combination [-id, +s] is appropriate for such cases as (130): 
 
 Spanish (Indo-European) 
 (130) Encontr-é    a  un     niño que se   ofrec-ía  
  meet-IND.PST.1.SG AN.U INDEF.M.SG  boy REL REFL offer-IND.PST.3.SG 
  de  guía. (CORPESXXI) 
  as  guide 
  ‘I met a boy who offered to be a guide.’ 

Here the speaker knows which specific entity they are referring to, hence the use of the indicative 
verb form in the relative clause, but does not assume that the addressee can identify this entity, 
which is indicated by means of the indefinite article.  
 The combination operators [-id, -s] is illustrated in (131): 
 
 (131) Busc-ó        un   hombre que hiciese       
  look.for-IND.PST.PF.3.SG INDEF  man  REL do.SBJ.PST.3.SG 
  a la    vez de padre. (CORPESXXI) 
  at DEF.F.SG  time as father 
  ‘She looked for a man who could also act as a father.’ 
 
 Here the speaker does not have a specific entity in mind, hence the use of the subjunctive 
in the relative clause, and the addressee is not expected to be able to identify the referent, which is 
why the indefinite article is used. 
 The fourth combination, [+id, -s], also occurs. This combination is appropriate in those 
contexts in which the referent is assumed to be identifiable for the addressee, even though the 
speaker does not have any particular entity in mind. Since this combination is naturally associated 
with the Interrogative Illocution, the FDG analysis of Content Interrogatives (see Section 5.2) will 
assume that the questioned item is marked as [+id, -s]. Thus, in example (132), the operators [+id, 
-s] specifying (RI) will trigger the use of a Q-word under the influence of the Interrogative 
Illocution: 
 
 (132) Who stole my bike? 
  (AI: [(FI: C-INTER (FI)) (PI)S (PJ)A (CI: [(+id -s RJ) (CmI: [(TI) (+id +s RI)Foc] 

(CmI))] (CI))Mess] (AI)) 
 
 Support for this analysis comes from languages that use the same pronoun for [-id, -s] and 
[+id, -s] reference, as is the case in German (Onea 2022). These pronouns are termed quexistentials 
in Hengeveld, Iatridou & Roelofsen (2023). 
 
 German (Indo-European; Onea 2022: 140, 139) 
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 (133) Wen    hast    du  getötet? 
  QUEX.AN.ACC have.PRS.2.SG 2.SG kill.PTCP 
  ‘Whom did you kill?’ 
 (134) Hast     du  wen    getötet? 
  have.PRS.2.SG  2.SG QUEX.AN.ACC kill.PTCP 
  ‘Did you kill anyone?’ 
 
 Referential Subacts share with Ascriptive Subacts the availability of an operator for 
Emphasis. As mentioned in Section 9.2.2.4, in Kham the particle ze can be used to express 
Emphasis to an Ascriptive Subact. As shown in (135), the same particle can also be applied to a 
Referential Subact (Watters 2002: 185): 
  
 (135) Ŋa-mi:-ye  zә  ŋa-r�:̃h-ke. 
  1.SG-eye-INS EMPH 1SG-see-PFV 
  ‘I saw it with my own eyes.’ 
 
Another operator that can be found in both Ascriptive and Referential Acts is Exactness. In 9.2.2.4, 
we saw that Leti has an exactness clitic that, attached to a predicate, indicates that the Speaker 
considers an Ascriptive Subact to be fully appropriate. The same clitic may attach to a noun phrase 
and then indicates that the description provided in the noun phrase is fully appropriate: 
 
 Leti (Austronesian; van Engelenhoven 2004: 160) 
 (136) a. vuar=lalavn=e  
   big=mountain=EXCT  
   ‘a big mountain’  
  b.  vuar=lalavn 
   big=mountain 
   ‘a sort of a big mountain’ 
 
In (136a), the exactness clitic scopes not just over the head of the noun phrase, lalavn, but over the 
noun phrase as a whole, including the modifier vuar. The description vuar=lalavn as a whole is 
presented as an adequate way of referring to the object the Speaker has in mind. The absence of 
the exactness marker, as in (136b), indicates that the description only approximately applies to the 
object in question.  
 An important operator that applies exclusively to the layer of the Referential Subact is the 
(Primary) Perspective operator (Keizer 2014; Hengeveld & Keizer 2025). This operator is applied 
to the Referential Subact evoking the entity that is chosen to represent the primary perspective 
from which the entire Discourse Act is presented. In those languages in which the syntactic 
opposition between subject and object is relevant, the Referential Subact specified by the Primary 
Perspective operator will be realized as the Subject (triggering the correct form of the constituent 
in question, its position and/or agreement with the verb). Although in categorical sentences the 
Primary Perspective operator typically applies to the (topical) Referential Subact that is not part 
of the Comment, as in example (130), this is not necessarily the case, as can be seen from example 
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(132), where the Focal Subject who is part of the Comment. Moreover, perspective is also assigned 
in thetic sentences like (137), which consists of a Comment only: 
 
 (137) A light suddenly goes on. (COCA, fiction) 
 
Not all sentences, however, contain a perspectivized Referential Subact. Examples would be 
German presentative sentences of the kind given in (138), which consists of a single Referential 
Subact (with the pragmatic function TopFoc), here expressed as keine Löwen, and an invariable 
presentative marker (es gibt). In those cases, no perspective is selected. 
 
 German (Indo-European) 
 (138) Es  gibt  keine  Löwen  in  Österreich. 
  it  EX  no   lions  in Austria 
  ‘There are no lions in Austria.’ 
 
Languages that allow for variable Object assignment will furthermore have a Secondary 
Perspective operator, triggering the correct form and/or position of the direct object.   
 Finally, operators like Hon(orific) and Hum(ilific), which in Section 7.4 were shown to 
apply to the layer of the Speech Participant, can also occur at the layer of the Referential Subact. 
 
10 The Interpersonal Property 
 
10.1 General Characterization 
 
The lowest layer at the Interpersonal Level is that of the Interpersonal Property (F). This layer is 
used when a lexeme is inserted at the Interpersonal Level, and not, as in the majority of cases, at 
the Representational Level (see Giomi (2021), who uses the term ‘Lexical Deed’). Interpersonal 
Properties are thus always headed by a lexeme (in analogy with Representational Properties at the 
Representational Level. Interpersonal Properties do not describe a property of some entity in the 
extra-linguistic world (see Section 4.6), but instead fulfil a range of interpersonal functions: 
 
a. they function as the head of an Ascriptive or Referential Subact when that head is lexically 

expressed at the Interpersonal Level;  
b. they may function as the head of a Participant; 
c. they directly express a Speaker’s intention, when used as the lexical or abstract Illocution;  
d. they express modifiers at various interpersonal layers. 
 
Due to the fact that Interpersonal Properties can fulfil a range of functions at different interpersonal 
layers, they have already been introduced at various places in previous sections. In this section, 
we will summarize this information in a more systematic manner. 
 
10.2 The Head 
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The head of an Interpersonal Property is a lexical or abstract element, the nature of which depends 
on the function of the layer that it is a head of.  
 In Section 9.2.2.2 we have shown that the head of an Ascriptive or Referential Subact can 
be a dummy lexeme, one that Speakers use when they cannot find, or prefer not to use, an 
appropriate lexeme at the Representational Level. An example is (139) (see also Hengeveld & 
Keizer 2011).  
 
 (139) And er you get out give it another coat with a thingummy (BYU-BNC, spoken-

interview) 
  (-id RI: (TI: (FI: thingummy (FI)) (TI)) (RI)) 
 
In (139), the Interpersonal Property (FI) heads an Ascriptive Subact (TI) that itself functions as the 
head of a Referential Subact (RI). Interpersonal Properties can also function as the head of the 
Referential Subact itself, as in the case of proper names, as in (140):  
 
 (140) Doris has gone home. 
  (RI: (FI: Doris (FI)) (RI)) 
 
Participants, too, can be expressed lexically by means of proper names, as in (141), in which the 
proper name is again represented as an Interpersonal Property: 
 
 (141) Hey Peter! 
  (AI: [(FI: hey (FI)) (PI)S (PJ: (FJ: Peter (FJ)) (PJ))A] (AI)) 
 
Lexical Illocutions, such as hey in (141) and promise in (142) also take the form of an Interpersonal 
Property. 
 
 (142) I promise I’ll be home by eight. 
  (AI: [(FI: promise (FI)) (PI: [+S] (PI)S (PJ)A (CI)Mess] (AI)) 
 
By analogy, abstract Illocutions are also analysed as Interpersonal Properties, as shown in (143): 
 
 (143) Did you see Kate? 
  (AI: [(FI: P-INTER (FI)) (PI)S (PJ)A (CI)Mess] (AI)) 
 
Finally, all interpersonal modifiers are also analysed as Interpersonal Properties. This is illustrated 
for the attitudinal adverb unfortunately, modifying the Communicated Content, in example (144): 
 
 (144) Father Crispin had unfortunately just knocked over a wine cup (BYU-BNC, 

fiction) 
  (CI: [(RI) (CmI: […] CmI) (CI):: (FI: unfortunately (FI)) (CI))Mess 
 
 
10.3 Modifiers 
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One compelling reason for assuming a property layer at the Interpersonal Level is that these 
Interpersonal Properties can be modified themselves. Since these modifiers evoke properties of 
other Interpersonal Properties, they themselves also take the form of an Interpersonal Property. An 
example is given in (145), where the adverb solemnly modifies the lexical Illocution promise: 
 
 (145) I solemnly promise so to do (GloWbE, GB)  
  (AI: [(FI: promise (FI):: (FJ: solemnly (FJ) (FI)) (PI: [+S] (PI)S (PJ)A (CI)Mess] (AI)) 
 
Modifiers at the layer of the Interpersonal Property can also modify other interpersonal modifiers, 
such as modifiers of the Discourse Act, the Illocution or the Communicated Content. For instance, 
in (146) very modifies the stylistic adverb briefly. 
 
 (146)  Very briefly, here is a bit of what experts recommend: … (NOW, US) 
 
 
10.4 Operators 
 
Operators at the layer of the Interpersonal Property include Negation and Emphasis. An example 
of a negated Interpersonal Property is given in (147): 
 
 (147)  The uptake and usage of mobile devices in Australia is extensive and not 

surprisingly they have infiltrated our workplaces (COCA, blog) 
  (neg FI: surprisingly (FI)) 
 
Emphasis can be found in examples like (148), where the element most is used in a non-contrastive 
context: 
 
 (148) We went to nearby Ballsbridge, and discovered most unfortunately that pubs don’t 

serve food past five. (GloWbE, IE) 
  (emph FI: unfortunately (FI)) 
 
 
11 Conclusion 
 
This chapter has presented an updated view of the Interpersonal Level in Functional Discourse 
Grammar. The major innovations with respect to FDG as presented in Hengeveld & Mackenzie 
(2008) are: 
• The introduction of the Discourse Segment, a new layer that can be defined as a 

combination of rhetorically related Moves.  
• The distinction between two types of rhetorical functions: frame-oriented ones and host-

oriented ones, and, within the latter group, between macro- and micro-functions.  
• The introduction of further recursivity at the Interpersonal Level, such as the possibility 

of embedding Moves within Moves, Communicated Contents within Communicated 
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Contents and Comments, and Referential Subacts and Communicated Contents within 
Ascriptive Subacts. 

• The introduction of the Interpersonal Property (F) to represent not only Illocutions, but 
also all other lexical elements at the Interpersonal Level. 

• The subdivision of the Communicated Content into a topical part and a Comment. The 
topical part may be a real Topic, when languages mark topics grammatically, or a 
Referential or Ascriptive Subact that is topical in nature but not marked as such.  

• The distinction between two types of Topics: Aboutness Topics (A-Topics) and Frame-
Setting Topic (FS-Topics).  

• The introduction of new operators, such as Friendliness and Insistence at the layer of the 
Move, Quotation at the layer of the Discourse Act, Exactness and Emotional Emphasis at 
the layer of the Communicated Content and its subcomponents, and Primary and 
Secondary Perspective at the layer of the Referential Subact. 
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