Conversational discourse markers in stand-up comedy: you know and sabem.
Key words: discourse markers, stand-up comedy, genre.

In this study, conversational discourse markers (e.g. well, you know, bem, sabes,
etc.) are seen as a genre parameter of stand-up comedy, i.e. a characteristic trait that
constitutes the genre’s identity (Coutinho 2007). This assumption is based on the fact that
stand-up comedy is typically described as a conversational, intimate form of art (Attardo
2001; Brodie 2014; Double 2014; Rutter 1997; Greenbaum 1999), and, therefore, similar
to any interactive spoken practice, it is rich in discourse markers.

Assuming that discourse markers function on two levels, the textual and the
interpersonal level (Halliday 1976, 2014; Brinton 1996; Erman 2001; Schiffrin 1987;
Fischer & Drescher 1996; Ostman 1981), the study seeks to analyze the functional range
of you know and sabem within these two levels in the genre of stand-up in American
English and European Portuguese.

The nature of the textual and interpersonal functions identified in the course of the
textual analysis is predominantly literature-based (mostly, Brinton 1996). However, new
functions were also found: three new functions of you know (e.g. to anticipate a shift
between direct/indirect modes of speech, to signal personal experience and to address the
audience) and one new function of sabem (to signal personal experience). These newly
emerging functions are closely related to the specificity of the genre stand-up comedy,
namely, its narrative, autobiographical and interactive nature, respectively. This
conclusion indicates a direct relationship between genre and discourse markers’
configuration.

The study is based on both English and Portuguese corpora of recorded and
transcribed performances. Each corpus consists of 25 transcripts, which correspond to
comedian’s individual performances. The transcripts comprise a total of around 80,000
words. All the samples were organized according to specially elaborated transcription
conventions (based on Discourse Transcription, Dubois, 1991, 2004; C-ORAL-ROM
Project and CHAT Transcription Format, MacWhinney, 2000).

References

Attardo, Salvatore. (2001). Humorous Texts: A Semantic and Pragmatic Analysis.
Berlin/New York: Mouton de Gruyter.

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

Brodie, Ian. (2008). Stand-up comedy as a Genre of Intimacy. Ethnologies 30 (2), 153-
180.

Coutinho, Maria Antoénia. (2007). Descrever Géneros de Texto: Resisténcias e
Estratégias. IV Simpoésio Internacional de Estudos de Géneros Textuais (SIGET),
Universidade do Sul de Santa Catarina, Brasil: Santa Catarina, 639-647. Retrieved June,
30, 2018 from:
http://linguagem.unisul.br/paginas/ensino/pos/linguagem/eventos/cd/Port/20.pdf.
Double, Oliver. (2014). Getting the Joke: the Inner Workings of Stand-up Comedy.
London: Bloomsbury.

Du Bois, John W. 1991. Transcription design principles for spoken discourse research.
Pragmatics 1(1): 71-106.

Du Bois, John W. 2004. Representing Discourse. Santa Barbara: University of California.



MacWhinney, Brian, 2000. The CHILDES Project: Tools for Analyzing Talk. Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Erman, Britt. (2001). Pragmatic markers revisited with a focus on you know in adult and
adolescent talk. Journal of Pragmatics 33, 1337-1359.

Fischer, Kerstin & Drescher, Martina. (1996). Methods for the description of discourse
particles: contrastive analysis. Language Science 18 (3-4): 853-861.

Greenbaum, Andrea. (1999). Stand-up comedy as rhetorical argument: an investigation
of comic culture. Humor 12 (1), 33—46.

Halliday, M.A.K. & Hasan, Ruqaiya. (1976). Cohesion in English. London: Longman.
Halliday, M.A.K. (2014). Introduction to Functional Grammar. London/New York:
Routledge.

Ostman, Jan-Ola. (1981). You Know: A Discourse Functional Approach.
Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

Rutter, Jason. (1997). Stand-up as Interaction: Performance and Audience in Comedy
Venues. Unpublished Ph.D. diss. England: The University of Salford. Retrieved August
10, 2018, from https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/1664527.pdf.

Schiffrin, Deborah. (1987). Discourse markers. Cambridge: CUP.

Milana A. Morozova

PhD Fellow (2014-2018), a four-year grant supported by the Portuguese Foundation for
Science and Technology (FCT). Research output includes 2 book chapters, 2 articles, 3
working papers and more than 10 presentations at national and international scientific
conferences (Spain, Belgium, Argentina, the UK). Member of International Pragmatics
Association, Association for Portuguese Linguistics. Member of the Organizing
Committee of Lisbon Summer School in 2016 and 2017. Member of the Organizing
Committee of XII and XIII Forum for Linguistic Sharing, annually held at the Faculty of
Social and Human Sciences, NOVA University in Lisbon.



