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Discourse markers are a crucial component of natural language, which is why 
a description and account of their diachronic evolution must be part of our 
linguistic models. However, researchers have different views on whether this 
evolution should be accounted for in terms of grammaticalization and/or prag-
maticalization. In this paper, we provide a structured overview of the accounts 
given for the diachronic evolution of DMs. It is shown that the different posi-
tions encountered in the literature can be brought back to diverging views on the 
conceptualization of grammar, the categorization of discourse markers, and the 
weight that is put on specific processes involved in the diachronic change. We 
provide case studies for each of the positions that we present and discuss.
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1. Introduction

Discourse markers (DMs) are “ideal for observing variation and change: they 
originate in different grammatical categories, they often compete with many other 
forms, and they are sensitive to trends regarding language use” (Vincent 2005: 191). 
However, whether the diachronic evolution of DMs should be accounted for in 
terms of grammaticalization and/or pragmaticalization is a question that has given 
rise to a number of diverging views. According to Beijering (2012: 57), “[t]he sta-
tus of pragmaticalization is controversial because it is not a generally accepted type 
of language change. Most linguists are reluctant to assign a special status to the 
rise of discourse markers, while at the same time admitting that the development 
of discourse markers is by no means a prototypical case of grammaticalization.” 
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A significant number of authors have indeed raised the distinction between the 
two processes as an explicit topic of discussion (Dostie 2004; Günthner and Mutz 
2004; Brinton 2006; Diewald 2006, 2011a, 2011b; Ocampo 2006; Claridge and 
Arnovick 2010; Degand and Simon-Vandenbergen 2011; Beijering 2012; Boye 
and Harder 2012; Heine 2013). Probably still more authors discuss the topic indi-
rectly through case studies in different languages, including Aijmer 1997 (I think); 
Barth-Weingarten and Couper-Kuhlen 2002 (though); Pinto de Lima 2002 (pois); 
Hansen 2005 (enfin); Mulder and Thompson 2008 (but); Rossari and Cojacariu 
2008 (la preuve, la raison); Arroyo 2011 (muy bien); Evers-Vermeul et al. 2011 
(want, omdat, car, parce que); Degand and Fagard 2012 (car, parce que). It is hard 
to draw a clear line in the arguments put forward by opponents and proponents of 
one or the other position, not the least because the basic linguistic categories and 
concepts involved in the discussion are not univocally defined.

It is well known that researchers in the field have not reached a clear consen-
sus on the boundaries of the linguistic category of DMs, nor on how to define 
them as (functional) linguistic expressions (for an explicit discussion of possible 
reasons for these disagreements, see Fischer [ed.] 2006; Ocampo 2006; Dér 2010; 
Aijmer and Simon-Vandenbergen 2011; Lewis 2011; Degand et al. 2013). For the 
purposes of this paper, we are adopting a very broad definition: “The main func-
tion of DMs is to relate an utterance to the situation of discourse, more specifically 
to speaker–hearer interaction, speaker attitudes, and/or the organization of texts” 
(Heine 2013: 1211). In principle this definition could cover “any element of lan-
guage that plays a role in the organization of discourse” (Vincent 2005: 189).

Key to the debate about whether DMs result from grammaticalization or some 
other process is to come to grips with the grammatical status of DMs. Following 
the fairly standard definition, grammaticalization is “the change whereby lexical 
items and constructions come in certain linguistic contexts to serve grammati-
cal functions, and once grammaticalized, continue to develop new grammatical 
functions” (Hopper and Traugott 2003: 18). If DMs are considered to serve “new 
grammatical functions”, the diachronic process by which they develop must be 
grammaticalization, and there is no need for a distinct process of pragmaticaliza-
tion. On the other hand, if we agree on the definition that pragmaticalization is 
“the process by which a syntagma or word form, in a given context, changes its 
propositional meaning in favor of an essentially metacommunicative, discourse 
interactional meaning” (Frank-Job 2006: 397), then DMs should be viewed as the 
outcome of such a process. Some authors have indeed defined pragmaticaliza-
tion very simply as equivalent to the development of discourse markers (Norde 
2009: 22–4). In this context it seems that deciding on the grammatical nature of 
DMs should give us the ultimate answer on the linguistic process that is respon-
sible for their rise in language. On the one hand, Fraser (1999: 943) states that 
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“[s]yntactically, it seems clear that DMs do not constitute a separate syntactic cat-
egory”, and he suggests that “DMs [can] be considered as a pragmatic class, so 
defined because they contribute to the interpretation of an utterance rather than 
to its propositional content” (Fraser 1999: 946). On the other hand, Diewald (2006, 
2011b) defends the idea that pragmatic functions are genuinely grammatical func-
tions which are indispensable for the organization of spoken dialogic discourse.

On the basis of these contradictory claims, we believe that the main ques-
tion of this paper — “Should the diachronic evolution of discourse markers be 
accounted for in terms of grammaticalization and/or pragmaticalization?” — ac-
tually covers two sub-questions:

i. Are discourse markers grammatical expressions?
ii. Are the processes of linguistic change involved (prototypical of) those of 

grammaticalization?

If the answer to both questions is “yes”, the process involved is grammaticaliza-
tion; if it is “no”, the process involved is pragmaticalization or still something else; 
if it is “yes and no”, both processes could be involved. Answering these questions 
requires that we reflect on how and where to draw the line between grammar and 
pragmatics; but also on how crucial the different criteria proposed in the literature 
for prototypical cases of grammaticalization are. Eventually, we should consider 
whether some DMs could be instances of grammaticalization while others would 
not.

The aim of this paper is to provide a structured overview of the literature of 
the accounts given for the diachronic evolution of DMs. Our working hypothesis 
is that the different positions encountered in the literature can be brought back to 
diverging views regarding the conceptualization of grammar. Put simply, if gram-
mar is restricted to semantics, phonology, morphology and syntax, DMs will not 
be viewed as the result of a grammaticalization process; if, in contrast, grammar is 
viewed as including discourse-pragmatic phenomena, then DMs will most prob-
ably find a satisfying account in terms of grammaticalization. For each position, 
we will try to distill the proponents’ view of grammar on the basis of the param-
eters, criteria or definitions given. Furthermore, we will review other factors, if 
present, that might play a role in this debate. This confrontation should help us 
answer the question as to whether grammaticalization and pragmaticalization are 
variants of the same process or different processes that are empirically and theo-
retically motivated.
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2. Grammaticalization, pragmaticalization or something else

According to Ocampo (2006: 316–7), there are four basic positions in the litera-
ture with regard to the treatment of discourse phenomena in language change. He 
summarizes these views as follows:

Some authors include movement towards discourse within the process of gram-
maticalization without any change in this notion (Onodera 1995, Brinton 1996, 
Pinto de Lima 2002). Another position is to expand the notions of grammar 
and grammaticalization so that they encompass movement towards discourse 
(Traugott 1995[b], Lenker 2000). The third position is to postulate two subtypes: 
grammaticalization I, movement towards the morpheme, and grammaticalization 
II, movement towards discourse (Wischer 2000). A fourth position, which may be 
considered a variant of the previous one, is to postulate the notion of pragmati-
calization (Aijmer 1997, Erman and Kotsinas 1993, Günthner and Mutz 2004).

We used Ocampo’s classification as a starting point for our description of the 
different positions held in the literature with respect to the question at hand. 
However, we wish to organize the discussion by distinguishing five lines of clear-
cut reasoning concerning the semantic and grammatical process(es) that may ac-
count for the emergence and diachronic evolution of DMs (of which the first three 
are comparable to the positions mentioned by Heine (2013: 1219)):

1. It is grammaticalization, and the concept of pragmaticalization is superfluous 
(cf. Ocampo’s first and second position);

2. It is a special type of grammaticalization, namely pragmaticalization cf. 
Ocampo’s third position);

3. It is pragmaticalization, a linguistic process distinct from grammaticalization 
(cf. Ocampo’s fourth position);

4. It is sometimes grammaticalization, and sometimes pragmaticalization;
5. It is not grammaticalization, but it is not pragmaticalization either.

In our list, we have collapsed Ocampo’s first two positions, because including the 
movement towards discourse within the process of grammaticalization does in-
volve a change in this notion, whether the authors discuss this change explicitly 
or not. Furthermore, we added two criteria in order to be able to provide a more 
detailed picture. The following sections develop the arguments for each of these 
views.
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2.1 DMs grammaticalize, and pragmaticalization is a superfluous concept

Proponents of the view that the emergence and evolution of DMs is a case of gram-
maticalization plead for the expansion of the notions of grammar and grammati-
calization so that the latter encompasses movement towards discourse (Traugott 
1995b; Brinton 1996; Lenker 2000). In other words, they adopt an “extended view” 
of grammar in order to include discourse phenomena (Heine et al. 1991; Hopper 
and Traugott 2003 [1993]; Himmelmann 2004). Similarly, the concept of gram-
maticalization is extended to comprise the linguistic development of expressions 
functioning at the discourse level.

According to Traugott (1995b), a separate concept of pragmaticalization lacks 
justification since clear grammatical forms, such as tense, can also have pragmatic 
functions. Thus, to treat DMs as instances of something other than grammati-
calization would be “to obscure its similarities with the more canonical clines” 
(Traugott 1995b: 15). She claims that the development of DMs is indistinguish-
able in many formal and semantic aspects from grammaticalization “proper”, so 
that the distinction becomes minimal. Pinto de Lima (2002: 373) holds exactly the 
same view:1

We may say that it [= the rise of the Portuguese phatic marker pois] is a case 
of grammaticalization (Traugott 1995[b]: 2); although our conception of gram-
maticalization itself ought to be somehow revised; to encompass a new view of 
grammar, i.e. a view according to which grammar “structures communicative 
(including cognitive) aspects of language. It encompasses not only phonology; 
morphosyntax and semantics but also inferences that arise out of linguistic form 
[…]”  (Traugott 1995[b]: 7).

Brinton (2010) shares the view that there is no need for the concept of pragmati-
calization to account for the linguistic change of linguistic expressions at the dis-
coursal level, in her terms “pragmatic markers”. She admits that some of the “typi-
cal grammaticalization criteria” such as “morphological bonding (“coalescence” 
see Lehmann [1995: 148]) or phonological reduction (“attrition”; see Lehmann 
[1995: 126])” do not readily apply. Nevertheless, pragmatic markers “do undergo 
many of the morphosyntactic and semantic changes thought criterial to gram-
maticalization” (Brinton 2010: 61–2). Brinton lists the following ten parameters, 
which she believes justify a description in terms of grammaticalization (Brinton 
2010: 62; see also Brinton 2001): decategorialization, change from major (open) 
to minor (closed) word class, freezing of form, desemanticization or semantic 
“attrition”, shift from referential (propositional) to non-referential (pragmatic or 

1. Note that this quotation shows that Pinto de Lima (2002) should be listed as a proponent of 
Ocampo’s second position, instead of his first position — contrary to what Ocampo does.
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procedural) meaning, conventionalization of invited inferences, subjectification, 
divergence, layering and persistence.

This view that a process distinct from grammaticalization is unnecessary to 
account for the diachronic evolution of DMs is advocated in several empirical 
studies in a variety of languages. A strong advocate is Diewald (2006, 2011b) who 
considers DMs to be grammatical items, and consequently regards their diachron-
ic evolution as an instance of grammaticalization. She defends the idea that prag-
matic functions are genuinely grammatical functions which are indispensable for 
the organization and structuring of spoken dialogic discourse. DMs are indexical 
elements operating in spoken dialogic communication: turn-taking signals, topic 
changers, etc.

Rosenkvist and Skärlund (2013) take a similar view. Studying the evolution of 
the Swedish lexical item typ (‘type’) from noun, to preposition, to adverb, to DM, 
they defend the idea that this evolution is a straightforward case of grammatical-
ization. This position “emanates from a conviction that both semantic, syntactic 
and pragmatic aspects have to be taken into account when studying grammatical-
ization — only a combined perspective can give us a deeper understanding of the 
grammaticalization process” (Rosenkvist and Skärlund 2013: 331).

Méndez-Naya (2006) aims to study whether the different uses of present-day 
English right (as adjunct, modifier and DM) are related in terms of grammatical-
ization. She concludes that this is indeed the case, showing that “[r]ight started as 
a typical adverb showing adjunct function but it soon specialized in a more gram-
matical function, that of modifier” (Méndez-Naya 2006: 164, emphasis added). 
This modifier use (intensifier, negative and focusing modifier) expanded signifi-
cantly in the Middle English period both in frequency and in functional range, 
and it then (nearly) disappeared in this use in Early Modern English. The latter 
period “witnesses the emergence of a new, more grammatical function of right, that 
of discourse marker” (Méndez-Naya 2006: 165, emphasis added), of which the ad-
jective right is argued to be the most likely source. Clearly, Méndez-Naya regards 
DMs as grammatical items, which emerge from a grammaticalization process, 
even if a number of “concomitants of grammaticalization, particularly condensa-
tion and fixation, are not met” (Méndez-Naya 2006: 160).

Other researchers do not even address the issue. They seem to take for granted 
that the diachronic development of the DMs they study is a case of grammati-
calization (e.g., Fitzmaurice 2004, on the development of English speaker stance; 
Andersen 2007, on the rise of French discourse markers, such as je crois; Chang 
2008, on contrastive markers in Taiwanese Southern Min; Ahn 2010, on the English 
causal adposition, thanks to, and its Korean counterpart, tekpwuney; Hyun-Oak 
Kim 2011, on the Korean discourse marker, ketun; Koops and Lohmann 2013 on 
the sequencing of DMs in English).
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Finally, it is worth mentioning Boye and Harder’s (2012) usage-based theory 
of grammatical status and grammaticalization. The authors do not specifically ad-
dress the diachronic evolution of discourse markers, but they propose a concep-
tualization of grammaticalization that is meant to accommodate both “uncontro-
versial cases” and types that “some scholars are reluctant to include […] under 
grammaticalization proper” (Boye and Harder 2012: 22). In their view, grammar 
“is constituted by expressions that by linguistic convention are ancillary and as 
such discursively secondary in relation to other expressions — and […] gram-
maticalization consists in the diachronic change that leads to such expressions” 
(Boye and Harder 2012: 7).

2.2 DMs show a special type of grammaticalization: They pragmaticalize

In line with the previous view is the position that the evolution of DMs differs 
from prototypical grammaticalization, but that it does not require a separate pro-
cess to be accounted for satisfactorily. In other words, pragmaticalization should 
be viewed as an extension of grammaticalization, not as a distinct process. Still, 
the concept of pragmaticalization is maintained in this second position — as a 
subtype of grammaticalization — whereas in the first position it is regarded as 
superfluous. Brinton (2010: 64) formulates it as follows:

Pragmaticalization, it seems to me, is just a subspecies of grammaticalization, not 
a distinct process. […] although pragmatic parentheticals such as I mean are ex-
trasyntactic, falling outside the core syntactic structure of the sentence, they are 
not agrammatical, and their adverbial-like function would place them squarely 
within the grammar.

It can be argued that Barth-Weingarten and Couper-Kuhlen (2002) share this 
view, although they discuss pragmaticalization and grammaticalization in terms 
of family resemblance (p. 358), and not in terms of subtypes:

The development of discourse markers could then be considered as related to 
more prototypical cases of grammaticalization in terms of family resemblance (cf. 
Taylor 1989: 108–121). This would explain why in some cases only a rather limited 
number of Lehmann’s grammaticalization criteria are met. And it would release 
us from the necessity of making a binary decision as to whether a particular case 
is to be included in the category of grammaticalization or not. This would allow 
us to focus on the similarities with prototypical grammaticalization rather than 
on the differences (cf. Traugott 1995a: 20) and we could incorporate interesting 
borderline cases, such as the discourse marker though, into the discussion.
 (Barth-Weingarten and Couper-Kuhlen 2002: 357)
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What both these citations refer to, albeit indirectly for Brinton, is the idea of “pro-
totypical grammaticalization” following from the notion of “prototypical gram-
mar” or “core grammar” as composed of syntax, morphology, phonology and se-
mantics, but excluding pragmatic, discoursal factors. However, proponents of this 
view do not exclude the development of expressions that function at the discourse 
level from the boundaries of grammar/grammaticalization altogether. Rather, they 
account for them in terms of “borderline cases” — still grammatical but not “core 
grammatical”.2 Grammaticalization is then seen as having prototypical (core) and 
non-prototypical (peripheral) instantiations, discourse markers being at the non-
prototypical side of the cline.3

In our view, this approach is highly similar to that of Wischer (2000), who 
postulates two subtypes of grammaticalization. Subtype I concerns the move-
ment towards the morpheme, in her words the “transformation of free syntactic 
units to highly constrained grammatical morphemes” (Wischer 2000: 356), while 
Subtype II is about movement towards discourse, which “operates on the textual 
or discourse level and concerns the development of textual or discourse markers” 
(Wischer 2000: 356). These two subtypes are brought together under the general, 
unified process of grammaticalization, which “is not merely a syntactic change, 
but a global one, including — apart from syntax — morphology, phonology, se-
mantics and discourse as well” (Wischer 2000: 357). Note however that Brinton 
(2010) and Barth-Weingarten and Couper-Kuhlen (2002) are more explicit on the 
idea that the movement towards discourse is an extension of the core grammati-
calization process. This idea seems to be missing in Wischer’s account.

Several other authors pursue the idea that the diachronic evolution of DMs is 
a “special” case of grammaticalization. Among them is Prévost (2011), who stud-
ies the rise of the discourse marker French à propos (‘by the way’). Although she 
is not convinced of the utility of increasing labels, and therefore favors the term 
grammaticalization even in the case of DMs, she can still be considered a pro-
ponent of position 2. As she puts it: “I adopt a broad conception of grammar, 
inclusive of the domain of pragmatics, and thus consider pragmaticalization as a 

2. Note that Boye and Harder (2012) also distinguish sub-types of grammaticalization, one of 
which they label as “standard or prototype grammaticalization”, and a second type “consists in 
a conventionalization of a discursively secondary meaning as a property of a new lin-
guistic expression” (Boye and Harder 2012: 22, original emphasis). However, because Boye and 
Harder do not label this second type as an instance of pragmaticalization, we have chosen not to 
put their view in this second position towards grammaticalization.

3. Note that proponents of the first view might also mention core domains and peripheral do-
mains of grammar (see Heine et al. 1991; Hopper and Traugott 2003 [1993]; Himmelmann 
2004). The crucial difference is that these proponents do not label these domains as sub-types 
of grammaticalization.
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mere subclass of grammaticalization which shows the crucial features of it, though 
pertaining to the pragmatic area” (Prévost 2011: 408). Similarly, Callies (2012: 5) 
argues that wh-clefts in spoken English represent a case of pragmaticalization, 
which he defines as “the grammaticalization of discourse function”, and hence as a 
subtype of grammaticalization: the initial wh-clause develops into a topic marker 
or discourse-marker-like phrase. Rehbock (2001), studying the recent emergence 
in spoken German of non-referential uses of the time adverbial jetzt (‘now’), calls 
upon the notion of pragmaticalization as a “sister category” (p. 263, our transla-
tion) of grammaticalization.

2.3 DMs pragmaticalize, a process different from grammaticalization

As Sections 2.1 and 2.2 have illustrated, opponents of a distinct concept of prag-
maticalization often focus on the processes involved in the diachronic develop-
ment of DMs. Proponents of pragmaticalization as a separate process, however, 
more often focus on the linguistic outcome of the evolution. Traditionally, the 
concept of pragmaticalization is linked to work by Erman and Kotsinas (1993). In 
their view, grammaticalization and pragmaticalization are two distinct processes:

one of them resulting in the creation of grammatical markers, functioning mainly 
sentence internally, the other resulting in discourse markers mainly serving as 
text structuring devices at different levels of discourse. We reserve the term gram-
maticalization for the first of these two paths, while we propose the term prag-
maticalization for the second one. (Erman and Kotsinas 1993: 79)

That is to say, it is the nature of the linguistic element under investigation which 
is decisive for the process involved. Simplifying their arguments to some extent, 
one could say that since DMs are pragmatic in nature (just like other pragmatic 
expressions, such as modal particles, politeness expressions and meta-discursive 
markers), they result from a pragmaticalization process, whereas grammatical ex-
pressions (such as determiners, prepositions and auxiliaries) are the outcome of a 
grammaticalization process (but see Section 2.4).

Similarly, Günthner and Mutz (2004) argue that the development of DMs does 
not fit into a narrow view of grammaticalization and that their main feature is the 
development of pragmatic functions — a process which they claim, is best referred 
to as pragmaticalization.

Setting pragmaticalization apart from grammaticalization implies that re-
searchers are capable of drawing the boundary between pragmatics and gram-
mar, but this is not a trivial task (for a thorough discussion of the division of 
labor between grammar and pragmatics, see Ariel 2008, 2010). In this context, 
Aijmer (1997: 2) proposes a “truth-conditional criterion” to distinguish between 
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grammatical and pragmatic elements, stating that “elements which cannot be ana-
lyzed in terms of truth are pragmatic or pragmaticalized”. According to her, “[d]is-
course markers […] are typically ‘pragmaticalized’ since they involve the speaker’s 
attitude to the hearer” (Aijmer 1997: 2).

Frank-Job (2006: 361) — who argues her position on the basis of both the 
resulting linguistic items and the processes involved — is also a proponent of prag-
maticalization. Studying Italian discourse markers such as va bene (‘alright’), ades-
so (‘now’), guarda (‘look’), she claims that pragmaticalization distinguishes itself 
from grammaticalization because of “the linguistic status of the domain in which 
the new (pragmatic) meaning functions” (Frank-Job 2006: 373, fn. 6), which in 
the case of DMs is the discourse domain. Seeing both grammaticalization and 
pragmaticalization as a response to problems of communication, she states that:

[r]ecurrent communicative problems both on the level of message structur-
ing (grammar) and on the level of discourse structuring (discourse pragmatics) 
tend to be resolved by speech communities in a durable way, i.e., in routinized 
techniques which can be used in a merely automatic manner. […] In the case 
of pragmaticalization, the routinization and functional specialization affects the 
discourse organizing function of words: instead of contributing to the proposi-
tional content of the interaction, the pragmaticalized linguistic item operates on 
the level of discourse organization. (Frank-Job 2006: 361)

Frank-Job also lists a number of phonetic, morphologic, syntactic and textual fea-
tures which, when taken together, indicate that the pragmaticalization process of 
a DM has taken place. These are (i) high frequency, (ii) phonetic reduction, (iii) 
syntactic isolation, (iv) co-occurrence in contiguity, and (v) propositional/syntac-
tic optionality. Frank-Job does not explicitly refer to the processes that result in 
these features, but indirectly we get insight into the sub-processes that are involved 
in the pragmaticalization process.

Finally, Claridge and Arnovick (2010) also explicitly address the question of 
whether the development of DMs should be accounted for in terms of pragmati-
calization or grammaticalization, concluding that the former is a better “label” (see 
Claridge 2013: 179 for the same conclusion). They present their own case studies 
(the hedge as it were, the conversational formulas goodbye and bless you!), and 
summarize other researchers’ work on pragmatic expressions (the DM well, the 
politeness marker pray (you)/prithee, and the swearing/interjection Jesus!/gee), in 
order to derive common characteristics of the pragmaticalization process and its 
outcomes. The six case studies appear to share a number of semantic processes: (i) 
the evolution from referential to discourse-orientated and/or interpersonal mean-
ing including semantic bleaching through pragmatic strengthening, (ii) persistence 
of the original lexico-grammatical meaning, (iii) subjectification, and to a certain 
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extent (iv) intersubjectification. Syntactically, there may be (i) scope extension, (ii) 
decategorialization, and (iii) syntactic optionality. It is noteworthy that some of 
these, if not all, have been typically ascribed to grammaticalization by a number of 
authors (in particular, Traugott 1995b and Brinton 2010). Claridge and Arnovick 
do indeed concede that some of the processes they describe as being involved in 
pragmaticalization also occur in grammaticalization, but they claim that this is 
not completely true for all processes and that “some of the processes seem to be 
actually better suited to pragmaticalization than to grammaticalization” (Claridge 
and Arnovick 2010: 185). Apparently, the outcome of the diachronic process is the 
most decisive factor, since the authors point out that all six forms “function on the 
level of discourse (i.e., they arise in discourse and their functioning remains wed-
ded to the realm). Their origin and consequent use is governed by conversational 
goals and principles” (Claridge and Arnovick 2010: 182). Interestingly, the authors 
develop the idea that once pragmaticalized, some linguistic expressions may de-
velop new/further pragmatic functions, as has been noted for grammaticalization 
as well (e.g., the notion of secondary grammaticalization introduced by Givón 
1991). Claridge and Arnovick propose the label “discursisation” for the develop-
ment of such further pragmatic uses of an already pragmatic item.

Thus, on the one hand, there are a number of processes that are deemed to be 
very important in grammaticalization (as put forward by, for instance, Lehmann 
1985 and Heine 2003) that would not apply to pragmatic items (e.g., obligato-
rification, paradigmaticalization, scope condensation and syntactic fixedness). On 
the other hand, there are those processes that seem crucial to pragmaticalization 
and that, although they may be present in grammaticalization, are not essential 
to it, like subjectification and pragmatic strengthening. This leads Claridge and 
Arnovick (2010: 186) to conclude that “grammaticalisation shares characteristics 
with pragmaticalisation and not vice versa”.4 Nevertheless, the most crucial argu-
ment in the authors’ plea for pragmaticalization is the nature of the outputs of the 
changes, which according to them cannot be called grammatical because prag-
matic elements fall outside a “narrower” and “more traditional” notion of gram-
mar, which in their view is needed for heuristic purposes of clarity of linguistic 
description.

Hansen (2008), in her study of French phasal adverbs, shares this idea of 
common characteristics between grammaticalization and pragmaticalization. 

4. We share the view of one of the anonymous reviewers that this claim is not flawless. Logically, 
if grammaticalization shares features with pragmaticalization, then pragmaticalization shares 
features with grammaticalization; that is, there must be an overlapping set of characteristics. The 
major point Claridge and Arnovick try to make, is that the features of pragmaticalization cannot 
be restricted to the features typical of grammaticalization.
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She insists that pragmaticalization “is not a subtype of grammaticalization, but 
rather the result of only partially identical kinds of changes” (Hansen 2008: 58). 
Thus, “the evolution of pragmatic markers represent[s] an instance of pragmati-
calization, not of grammaticalization, in as much as it is characterized by features 
such as scope increase, syntagmatic and paradigmatic variability, and pragmatic 
strengthening, although it may also — like grammaticalization — be accompa-
nied by phonological attrition, morphological coalescence, and decategorializa-
tion of the source item” (Hansen 2008: 64). In terms of output, Hansen (2008: 82) 
describes pragmaticalization as “the process whereby context-level markers evolve 
out of erstwhile content-level items”.

Finally, studying the rise of German so as a focus marker, Wiese (2011: 1018–
19), concedes that the “domain of language change processes that result in words 
with a pragmatic rather than a grammatical function […] is closely related to that 
of grammaticalization […], but differs from it in its functional outcome”. And this 
is why she prefers the concept of pragmaticalization (for a similar line of reason-
ing, see Dostie 2004: 26–8). This position also follows from her “more narrow 
view of grammar” that “does not include processes involved in the organization 
of discourse, conceptualization, and general information management” (Wiese 
2011: 1017).

2.4 DMs sometimes grammaticalize; they sometimes pragmaticalize

Erman and Kotsinas’s (1993) view is more nuanced than that presented in 
Section 2.3. They actually argue that some DMs undergo grammaticalization while 
others do not. Thus, there are two possible sources for DMs, and consequently two 
pathways for the rise of DMs:

i. from lexical item directly to DM, with only pragmaticalization;
ii. from lexical item to grammatical marker to DM where pragmaticalization fol-

lows grammaticalization.

Again we see the idea that grammaticalization and pragmaticalization are two dis-
tinct processes. Their baseline is that the function of DMs is seen as a pragmatic 
one, which is outside the grammar, calling for specific (sub)processes of linguistic 
change. Grammaticalization is only posited for the evolution of DMs if the DM 
originates from a previous grammatical item in the traditional sense.

Onodera (2000), who studies two groups of Japanese discourse markers, also 
adheres to this view: na elements undergo pragmaticalization without involving 
grammaticalization, but the demo type connectives undergo both grammaticaliza-
tion and pragmaticalization.
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A case study taking this position can be found in Marchello-Nizia (2009), who 
studies the development of the French concessive connectors cependant (‘yet’), 
toutefois (‘however’) and pourtant (‘though’). She shows that these linguistic forms 
first change their syntactic category through a process of grammaticalization (from 
verbal and nominal expressions to adverbials), in absence of any concessive mean-
ing; then, through a process of pragmaticalization, these adverbials acquire a con-
cessive meaning. Cependant, for instance, originates in a verbal expression with 
temporal (durative) meaning with adjectival use, belonging to the judicial, techni-
cal vocabulary. Over time, it evolved through multiple cases of grammaticaliza-
tion into a temporal preposition and a temporal adverbial, marking simultaneity 
between two processes. The meaning change from simultaneity to concession is 
favored by contexts in which the meaning of simultaneity may also mark a con-
trast, or when the marker co-occurs with an established concessive adverbial, be-
fore it can be used independently as a concessive connective and discourse marker. 
Although Marchello-Nizia (2009) is not explicit about which factors distinguish 
the processes of grammaticalization and pragmaticalization, she seems to imply 
that whenever meaning change involves inferencing and pragmatic strengthening, 
pragmaticalization is involved.

The proponents of position 4 are few. They heavily rely on particular case stud-
ies to determine the nature of the diachronic process (albeit not only the resulting 
items, but also the linguistic items from which they originate), and less so on the 
precise mechanisms involved.

2.5 DMs do not grammaticalize, nor do they pragmaticalize

Waltereit (2006) focuses on the mechanisms involved in the evolution of DMs, 
and rejects the rise of DMs as an instance of grammaticalization because the dia-
chronic evolution of DMs does not conform to Lehmann’s (1995) grammatical-
ization parameters. According to him, the change is simply a case of “discursive 
reanalysis” (i.e., the description of the speaker’s strategies when he or she is using 
a lexical or grammatical item at the discursive level). However, this discursive re-
analysis cannot be seen as a synonym for pragmaticalization, because Waltereit 
does not recognize it as an independent process, but, rather, as a sub-process of 
language change. In Waltereit’s approach, Lehmann’s criteria are taken as decisive 
of what is grammaticalization, and what is not. Some authors have labeled this 
view of grammaticalization the “narrow” or “restricted” view of grammaticaliza-
tion (see Degand and Simon-Vandenbergen 2011: 290).

Also holding a “narrow” view of grammaticalization, Hopper (2000: 21) ar-
gues that “[Lehmann’s] principles are useful, indeed indispensable […] They are, 
however, characteristic of grammaticization which has already attained a fairly 
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advanced stage and is unambiguously recognizable as such”. This quotation fore-
grounds the idea that inventories of the parameters of grammaticalization are 
highly dependent on the type of marker one is dealing with and on the stage of 
grammaticalization this marker is supposedly in. In our view, preserving gram-
maticalization for the study of prototypical cases risks overlooking the similarities 
between prototypical and non-prototypical developments, while strengthening 
the divergences, with a loss of generalization as a consequence. This appears clear-
ly from a number of alternative proposals to account for the emergence and evolu-
tion of DMs, calling neither for grammaticalization, nor for pragmaticalization.

For example, in his study of the DM claro in spoken Spanish, Ocampo 
(2006: 317) shows that:

although claro shares characteristics with grammar and grammaticalization, there 
are also important differences, which make it difficult and even contradictory to 
assimilate this process to grammaticalization. This is evident if we consider that 
grammaticalization is a movement towards syntax and morphology, and that claro 
moves precisely to the opposite end: outside of syntax and towards discourse. […] 
discoursivization is the diachronic process that ends in discourse and the one that 
claro follows from adjective to discourse particle.

Ocampo claims that the evolution of DMs should be recognized as a linguistic 
process per se, separate from grammaticalization. His argumentation might be in-
terpreted as a plea in favor of a separate process of pragmaticalization, but this is 
not the case: he prefers to label this linguistic process “discoursivization”. Note that 
this discoursivization is different from what Claridge and Arnovick call “discur-
sisation”, since the latter seems to be restricted to the recruitment of “discursive 
markers from illocutionary material” (Claridge and Arnovick 2010: 183).

Another alternative is the recent proposal by Heine (2013). On the basis of 
work on thetical grammar, Heine and his colleagues (Kaltenböck et al. 2011; Heine 
et al. 2013) argue that neither grammaticalization nor pragmaticalization are en-
tirely satisfactory to understand the nature of discourse markers. Instead, they 
claim that the rise of discourse markers involves an operation called “cooptation”, 
whereby information units such as clauses, phrases or words are transferred from 
the domain of sentence grammar to that of discourse organization. According to 
them, the main difference between grammaticalization and cooptation is one of 
pace and gradualness: “Grammaticalization is a gradual process that may take cen-
turies to be accomplished. Cooptation, by contrast, is spontaneous rather than 
gradual, it can take place any time and in any situation” (Heine 2013: 1222).

We cannot agree with this “spontaneous character” to account for the evolu-
tion of discourse markers, because many different studies in different languages 
have exposed the gradual rise of linguistic expressions as discourse markers (e.g., 
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Brinton 1996; Traugott 1999; Schwenter and Traugott 2000; Waltereit 2002; Evers-
Vermeul 2005; Lewis 2007, 2011; Degand and Fagard 2011, 2012, to name but a 
few). For example, a phenomenon that is frequently mentioned in these studies, 
and that is typical of gradual change, is that of layering (Hopper 1991): the co-
existence of older and newer forms for shorter or longer periods.

2.6 Preliminary conclusion

The overview leaves us with the unsatisfactory feeling that there is no decisive way 
to determine the process(es) involved when it comes to the rise and diachronic 
evolution of DMs. However, two factors seem to prevail: either it is the authors’ 
conceptualization of grammar which plays a decisive role (more specifically 
whether DMs belong to the grammar or not), or it is the nature of the diachronic 
processes involved in the diachronic change.

Let us, for the sake of argument, simplify the choice to the binary one between 
grammaticalization and pragmaticalization. In that context, if one focuses on the 
sole outcome of the diachronic development, and DMs are conceptualized as be-
longing to the grammar, their emergence will be a case of grammaticalization; if 
DMs are not part of the grammar, it is another process of language change (e.g., 
pragmaticalization) for that matter. Note that this simplified choice neglects, for 
the time being, that grammatical items could arise through processes other than 
grammaticalization (for a discussion, see, for example, Campbell 2001: Section 5).

If, on the other hand, the focus is on the process(es) involved, this requires 
one to identify the processes that are typical of grammaticalization and/or prag-
maticalization. In other words, if grammaticalization and pragmaticalization are 
seen as distinct concepts, grammaticalization typically involves processes x, y and 
z, whereas pragmaticalization involves processes a, b and c.

Alternatively, prototypical grammaticalization may be extended to less proto-
typical developments, in which not all processes x, y, z apply. In this case, gram-
maticalization and pragmaticalization are too close to be recognized as separate 
concepts. However, according to Norde and Beijering (2012) this comes with a 
certain risk; namely, “stretching the notion of ‘grammar’, and hence of ‘grammati-
calization’ to the point that the development of discourse markers become ‘stan-
dard cases of grammaticalization’ ” (Diewald 2011b: 384) obscures substantial dif-
ferences between different cases of grammaticalization in this sense, making it a 
heterogeneous category with little descriptive power”.
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3. Discussion and Conclusion

Since discourse markers are a crucial component of natural language, their dia-
chronic evolution must form a part of our linguistic models. Whether this evolu-
tion is best described in terms of grammaticalization, pragmaticalization or some-
thing else depends on (i) the researcher’s conceptualization of grammar, and (ii) 
the set of (sub)processes that are said to be criterial for grammaticalization. The 
first factor is particularly relevant if researchers focus on the outcome of the dia-
chronic development (a DM), whereas the second factor is essential if researchers 
focus on the mechanisms involved in the diachronic development. We recom-
mend, therefore, that future studies of grammaticalization and/or pragmaticaliza-
tion be explicit about their conceptualization of grammar, and of the (sub)pro-
cesses involved in grammaticalization.

In this section, we will put forward our own view and argue on the basis of 
our own work why we believe that the evolution of DMs is better accounted for 
in terms of grammaticalization, in line with the authors cited in Section 2.1 (espe-
cially Brinton, Diewald, Méndez-Naya, Rosenkvist and Skärlund, and Traugott). 
We will also illustrate why we believe the other approaches are less adequate.

First, we maintain the view that pragmatic functions are genuinely grammati-
cal functions which are indispensable for the organization of spoken dialogic dis-
course, as well as for the coherence of written texts. This position does justice to 
the fact that no clear line can be drawn between pragmatics and grammar, since 
traditional “grammatical” categories (e.g., tense, aspect and mood expressions) 
may be found to have pragmatic functions (Traugott 1995b), and discourse-related 
categories (e.g., topic and focus) may display a grammatical dimension (Brinton 
and Traugott 2005: 139; Prévost 2011: 408). Our functional view of grammar is in 
accordance with usage-based approaches which also tend to reject the assump-
tion of a clear line between lexicon and grammar (see Langacker’s 2008 Cognitive 
Grammar, and Goldberg’s 1995 and Croft’s 2001 approaches to Construction 
Grammar).

We, thus, explicitly disagree with Wiese (2011: 1017) that a narrow view of 
grammar is necessary in order “to separate the grammatical system proper from 
more general domains involved in communication” and that only the grammatical 
system proper “is specific to language and covers, in addition to possibly universal 
features of grammar, restrictions and rules, or constructions that are specific to 
a particular language or language family” (Wiese 2011: 1017). If we understand 
this quote correctly, Wiese seems to suggest that grammar is mainly language 
specific, although grammatical universals are not excluded entirely, and that dis-
course phenomena are not constrained by language-specific restrictions and rules 
because they are supposed to be governed by general cognitive domains involved 
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in communication. However, there is ample empirical evidence for cross-linguis-
tic variation and hence for language-specific restrictions in the phenomena that 
Wiese considers to fall outside the grammar: organization of discourse, concep-
tualization and general information management, to name the ones she cites (see, 
for example, Givón 1983; Hasselgård et al. 2002; Aijmer and Simon-Vandenbergen 
[eds] 2006). In other words, pragmatic phenomena are no less constrained by lan-
guage-specific rules than proper (narrow) grammatical phenomena such as syn-
tactic word order, agreement in number, gender and case, tense, etc. Thus, there is 
no inherent reason to draw a boundary between the two types of phenomena. It 
follows that we see DMs as a part of the grammar. This implies that our view is also 
in opposition to Heine’s distinction between a traditional “sentence grammar” and 
a “thetical grammar” for linguistic expressions that handle the immediate com-
municative and cognitive needs arising from the discourse situation (Heine 2013; 
Heine et al. 2013).

We also see the development of DMs as falling within the scope of grammati-
calization. All authors discussed (see especially Sections 2.1 to 2.3) seem to agree 
that grammaticalization and pragmaticalization share several types of changes, 
such as layering, persistence, decategorialization and semantic bleaching (through 
pragmatic strengthening). The advantage of not distinguishing between gram-
maticalization and pragmaticalization is that there is no need to draw artificial 
boundaries between different stages of the evolution of DMs.

To illustrate this point, let us look at the rise of the French DM alors (‘at that 
time, then, so, now’) in detail. Degand and Fagard (2011) have shown how alors 
evolved from a sentence adverbial with temporal meaning, to a connective mark-
ing temporal, causal or conditional relations, and eventually to a discourse-struc-
turing marker with conversation management uses. The three uses are illustrated 
in Examples 1 to 3.

 (1) Temporal sentence adverbial:
  Mais le soir tomba sans que la pluie eût cessé. Alors, la Comtesse commit 

une imprudence … (Degand and Fagard 2011: 31)
  [But the night fell and the rain still hadn’t stopped. Alors, the countess got 

careless …]

 (2) Causal connective:
  ah il adore ça / alors ben tu penses bien avec moi euh il était aux aux anges 

hein (Degand and Fagard 2011: 34)
  [oh he loves it / alors well you’ll guess that with me he was in seventh 

heaven]
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 (3) Structuring discourse marker:
  mais alors ce qui était marrant c’est que euh / tout à coup il s’arrêtait / et 

alors euh / assez vite alors xx se disait maintenant vous vous dirigez vers telle 
porte // mais alors (Degand and Fagard 2011 : 35)

  [but alors the funny thing was that er / suddenly he stopped / and alors er / 
quite quickly alors xx was saying now you go towards the door // but alors]

Relevant for our discussion here is the observation that the semantic evolution of 
alors went hand in hand with grammatical and functional changes leading to new 
discourse functions. The original meaning of alors is a temporal one. It appeared 
in twelfth-century Old French as a prefixed variant of lors (‘then’) — that is to say, 
as a temporal adverbial that is restricted to a clause-internal position (integrated 
adjunct). At the end of the thirteenth century, it appeared in contexts where it re-
tained its temporal meaning but could take causal meanings, and occasionally also 
conditional meanings (from the fourteenth century on). The frequency of these 
non-temporal uses rose steadily to 35% at the beginning of the seventeenth cen-
tury, while 65% were still clearly temporal. In this period of time, nothing changed 
from a morphological point of view (there was no categorical change), but from 
a syntactic point of view the clause-initial position became the privileged posi-
tion for alors from the Middle French period on (i.e., from the fifteenth to the 
sixteenth century). It is in this new syntactic position that new meanings emerged: 
first temporal, causal and conditional meanings with a connecting function (from 
the seventeenth century on), then new meta-discursive meanings (mainly topic 
shifters and transition markers) from the twentieth century on. These new mean-
ings extended their scope over the whole clause. Alors, as a temporal, causal or 
conditional connective, played a role at the local discourse level by making explicit 
a temporal/causal/conditional coherence relation between two adjacent clauses. In 
syntactic terms, this use is best described as a conjunct, outside the core syntactic 
clause — with a clear preference for clause-initial position, but occasionally also 
occurring in clause-final position. Meta-discursive alors is similar from a syntactic 
point of view (it resembles a non-integrated conjunct), but at the discourse level 
it is not restricted to connecting adjacent clauses. Rather, it relates the upcoming 
sentence to the more global discoursal context, working as a discourse structuring 
device — introducing new topics, resuming a topic (i.e., functions it shares with 
other DMs such as French bon [‘good’] or à propos [‘concerning/speaking of ’] and 
English well or by the way). From our point of view, the transition from adjunct 
to conjunct, and from conjunct to DM does not call for separate diachronic pro-
cesses. Rather, a new syntactic position (clause-initial) gave rise to new meanings, 
requiring syntactic scope extension over the host clause in the case of the clausal 
conjunct, and over potentially more than the host clause in the case of the DM. 
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The transition from the “core grammar” to the “discourse grammar” follows from 
a series of meaning extensions through pragmatic inferencing (from temporal se-
quence to causal sequence to meta-discursive sequence) that — given our broad 
view of grammar — can be well accounted for within grammaticalization.

An additional argument for labeling the rise of DMs as an instance of gram-
maticalization lies in the cross-linguistic study of particular linguistic expressions 
(see the approaches in Ahn 2010; Fagard 2010; Simon-Vandenbergen and Willems 
2011). Grammatical systems may vary considerably, and certainly so in the area of 
clause linking and discourse marking. In a “narrow view of grammaticalization”, 
it is, in principle, possible that the diachronic evolution of a grammatical item 
would, due to different grammatical systems, count as grammaticalization in one 
language and as pragmaticalization in another language (e.g., affixes to express the 
same discourse phenomenon in Japanese and Korean, accompanied by a morpho-
syntactic response in the one language, and a “syntax-free” response in the other). 
This may even be the case for typologically close languages such as French and 
Dutch. Evers-Vermeul et al. (2011) sum up previous research, reporting that the 
emergence of the French connective car (‘because, for’) “shows a series of features 
associated with grammaticalization: phonological reduction and internal bond-
ing (from Latin qua re ‘for which/what reason’ to Middle French quar/quer, to 
[Present Day French] car). In addition, car changes from a complex subordinating 
conjunction to a simple coordinating conjunction, resulting in the loss of car’s 
ability to occur in preposed connective clauses” (Evers-Vermeul et al. 2011: 457). 
These early syntactic changes are accompanied by semantic changes the authors 
qualify as subjectification. “Where qua re functions at the relatively objective ref-
erential level, car functions at the more subjective textual level, indicating a causal 
coherence relation put forward by the speaker.” Interestingly, the Dutch counter-
part of car, want, undergoes the same syntactic changes from both subordinating 
and co-ordinating adverbial to exclusive use as a co-ordinator with loss of its use 
in preposed connective clauses. Evers-Vermeul et al. (2011: 459) stress that “this 
syntactic change in the use of want does not involve subjectification: the loss of 
the subordinating use is not accompanied by a loss of or decrease in content use”. 
In terms of the diachronic processes involved, the narrow view of grammaticaliza-
tion would probably call for a pragmaticalization phase following up on the gram-
maticalization of the French connective, and would leave this pragmaticalization 
phase out for the Dutch connective. In present day language use, however, both 
French car and Dutch want are being described as highly subjective connectives 
(see Degand 2001; Degand and Pander Maat 2003; Pit 2006; Spooren et al. 2010; 
Degand and Fagard 2012; Zufferey 2012), fulfilling very similar semantic and 
pragmatic functions. Descriptively, it does not seem adequate to call for different 
diachronic processes, when the outcome is highly similar.
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Finally, a broad view of grammar allows for a straightforward account of 
those cases where DMs are not the endpoint of the grammaticalization process, 
but serve, in turn, as input to new grammatical items. For example, Haselow 
(2011: 3618) suggests that for utterance-final then in spoken English “we need to 
distinguish two grammaticalization processes […] one for the development from 
an optional conjunct to a DM, and one from a DM to a modal particle.” These 
three uses of then (conjunct, DM, modal particle) are illustrated in Examples 4 to 
6 (slightly adapted examples taken from Haselow 2011: 3607, 3613).

 (4) If you like him, (then) call him.

 (5) A: I like him.
  B: Call him, then.

 (6) I’ll have a look and see what they’ve got.
  So what did you do then?

Does this approach leave us with grammaticalization as an “empty cover term” 
(see the objections raised by Joseph 2001, 2004; Norde and Beijering 2012), where 
just any kind of variation or meaning change should be considered to be an in-
stance of grammaticalization? — A kind of synonym for “language change”? No. 
In our approach, grammaticalization involves processes with a clear direction: we 
see grammaticalization as the evolution of linguistic expressions from a more ref-
erential, lexically meaningful state to a more functional, elusive state, in which 
these expressions start to mark the clause, sentence or wider context in which they 
occur. If proper attention is paid to the specific mechanisms involved, this broad 
view of grammar and grammaticalization allows us to generalize over a variety of 
linguistic phenomena, instead of having to introduce a new term ending in –iza-
tion for changes at each different level of the grammar.

Our plea, then, is that both the process and the product of grammaticalization 
should receive attention. This broad approach to grammaticalization needs to be 
supplemented with detailed analyses of the actual mechanisms involved in the 
grammaticalization process, instead of “not giving due consideration to the full 
range of information about the steps in a particular development and attempt-
ing to work out the history of various phenomena from synchrony alone” (Joseph 
2004: 47). This raises the question of how crucial or essential the different criteria 
proposed in the literature for prototypical cases of grammaticalization are. Can 
we, on the basis of instances of grammaticalization “proper”, dismiss some crite-
ria as non-critical? For instance, Tabor and Traugott (1998) argue that restricted 
scope and fixedness of position are not crucial criteria. Perhaps a prototype ap-
proach is needed.
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More interesting is the question of whether characteristic features can be ob-
served in all instances of grammaticalization processes, which can therefore be 
considered constitutive of grammaticalization. Or can we uncover clusters of 
mechanisms that typically occur in combination during the evolution of DMs? 
To answer these questions, researchers need to start analyzing the rise of differ-
ent kinds of DMs simultaneously, or conduct meta-analyses on existing studies of 
single instances or small numbers of DMs: for each of these DMs, the mechanisms 
involved should be charted, and a cluster analysis should be run (see the proposal 
in Norde and Beijering 2012). To develop grammaticalization along these lines, we 
need a test bed with empirical evidence from a variety of languages and linguistic 
constructions; this, we believe, would prove to be a fruitful exercise.
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