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Στην παρούσα μελέτη, ο ακαδημαϊκός μεταλόγος ορίζεται ως λόγος που αναφέρεται σε άλλο λόγο, είτε εσω-κειμενικά – σε άλλα σημεία του κειμένου – είτε δια-κειμενικά – σε άλλα κείμενα. Επισημαίνεται ότι οι υπάρχουσες μελέτες περιορίζουν την έννοια του μεταλόγου σε επίπεδο ύφους και ρητορικής, χαρακτηρίζοντάς τον ως περιφερειακό γλωσσικό στοιχείο του ακαδημαϊκού λόγου. Επανεξετάζεται ο ρόλος του μεταλόγου με αναφορά σε παραδείγματα από ακαδημαϊκά κείμενα και στο πλαίσιο της θεωρίας της συνάφειας (Sperber and Wilson 1986/95; Wilson and Sperber 2003), καταδεικνύεται (α) σε σημασιολογικό επίπεδο, η συμβολή του στο προτασιακό περιεχόμενο και (β) σε πραγματολογικό επίπεδο, η συμβολή του στη ερμηνεία και κατανόηση του ακαδημαϊκού λόγου. Αναμένεται ότι μια τέτοια αναθεώρηση θα επιφέρει αλλαγές στη διδασκαλία του ακαδημαϊκού μεταλόγου.

1. 
Introduction
The concept of ‘metadiscourse’ has been broadly defined as ‘discourse about discourse’, guiding readers into what has been written by strengthening cohesion and coherence and by establishing a relationship between writers/speakers and readers/listeners (Maingueneau 1987: 66-9). Metadiscourse has traditionally been a fuzzy term – a term where a disparate range of data can fit in (Swales 1990: 188). For instance, in Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity & Grace, Williams (1981/2000: 211-12) defines metadiscourse as “writing about writing, whatever (our emphasis) does not refer to the subject matter being addressed”. In his work on rhetoric and composition, Williams viewed metadiscourse as 

· a matter of style – as the title of his book suggests, 

· in semantic terms, distinct from propositional content 

· in pragmatic terms, a helping device so that readers organize, classify, interpret, evaluate information (see also Vande Kopple 1985: 83)

Over the recent years, the term has been redefined in an attempt to delimit or specify its territory of research. However, intricate and unproductive classifications granted (Vande Kopple 1985: 83-86; Crismore et al. 1993; Mao 1993; Longo 1994; Hyland 1998), little has been added to the vagueness authors usually refer to the pragmatic functions of the term. In fact, metadiscourse includes a variety of lexical items such as 

Connectives

but, therefore

Adverbials

finally, evidently, surprisingly
Modals


may, perhaps
Verbs


consider, believe, assume
Personal pronouns
I, we, my, our
Phrases


namely, for instance, in other words,

and longer constructions, such as in (1) below
.

(1) a. more intriguing, to me at least, is the possibility that, (Chomsky 1975: 4)

b. One reason for studying language - and for me personally the most compelling reason 

– is that it is tempting to regard language,  …, as “a mirror of mind.” (ibid.)

c. I am not going to try to summarize the current state of knowledge in the areas of 

   language study that I know something about, or to discuss ongoing research in any   

   depth (ibid.: 4-5)

d. I do not mean by this simply that… (ibid.: 4)
e. the questions that I want to consider are… (ibid.: 5)

f. I shall presently return to this point in some detail. For the moment, suffice it to

    suggest that … (Fodor 1975: 66)

g. This is all true and well taken, but the present point is that it doesn’t prejudice the 

    notion that … (ibid.: 62)

h. 1One can get into no end of trouble by confusing this point. 2For example, 3Dreyfus 

   (1972), 4if I understand him correctly, appears to endorse the following argument 

   against the possibility of … (ibid.)

i. There have been reports of … (DeCherney & Nathan 2003: 267)

j. The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists has recommended that … 

  (ibid.: 268)

k. As previously described, it is possible that after appropriate pretreatment to stain 

   metaphase spreads with special stains … (ibid.: 106)

l. As has been stated, nondisjunction may give rise to conditions of trisomy (ibid.: 105).

m. This section will be devoted to a brief discussion of various autosomal abnormalities 

   (ibid.: 107)

n. There are data to suggest that women with infertility, whether treated or untreated, are 

   at high risk of having a perinatal death. (ibid.: 987)

o. These findings are consistent with the concept of variability in a woman’s response to 

   the menopause; … (ibid.: 1029)

p. Reports from community-based cohort studies have refined knowledge in the area of 

   mood, mentation and menopause (ibid.).

q. The initial longitudinal report of the U.S. cohort found an increase in overall 

   nonspecific symptom … (ibid.)

r. Studies using the opioid antagonist naloxone have demonstrated that … (ibid.)

s. Of particular importance is enhanced aromatization of androgens. (ibid.: 1030)

t. Many practitioners believe that the most effective aspect of hospitalization is actually 

   isolating the patient from the stressors of her life at home (ibid.: 1081)

u. The latter (hyperemesis gravidarum) is a severe form of nausea that may occur at any 

   time during pregnancy. (ibid.) 

v. There is some support for an association with multiple birth and past pregnancy loss. (ibid.) 

w. 1It is estimated that nearly 50% of eclamptic patients who die have myocardial 

    hemorrhages … 2It is obvious that optimal anesthetic management of these patients 

    during the intrapartum period must include a careful preanesthetic evaluation of the 

    cardiovascular and central nervous system. (ibid.: 493)

x. Some microorganisms are uniformly susceptible to certain drugs; if such organisms are 

isolated from the patient, they need not to be tested for drug susceptibility. For example, group A and B streptococci and clostridia respond predictably to penicillin. 

    (ibid.: 751)

Note finally that metadiscourse may also involve punctuation, typographic markers (parentheses, underlining) (Hyland 1999) as well as visual, non-linguistic, design features such as paragraph indentations, structure layout, consistency of tone of text with format, quality of paper-printing among other design criteria (see Kumpf 2000). 

This discussion will draw on linguistic metadiscourse in academic texts. In this respect, the examples in (1) are representative of the complexity of linguistic metadiscourse in such type of writing. Sidestepping confusing and unproductive classifications (Hyland 1998, drawing on Halliday 1985; Vande-Kolple 1985, and Le 2003: 4; Fuertes-Olivera 2001: 1296; Thompson 2003; Camiciottoli 2003: 4 among others), we prefer to view metadiscourse as either intra-textual, where specific reference is made to other parts of the text (e.g. the questions that I want to consider are…,  I shall presently return to this point in some detail) or inter-textual, where specific other texts are drawn upon within a text (e.g. There have been reports of…, The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists has recommended that …). The importance of this distinction and the examples in (1) lies in disqualifying traditional claims in the literature along the lines of which metadiscourse is

· a matter of style 

· distinct from propositional content 

· peripheral, supportive, facilitating tool as to the interpretation of information 

Contrary to the above view, we will show how, in all three respects, the overall claim is misleading. In particular, we will show that metadiscourse is 

· not merely a matter of style

· not necessarily distinct from propositional content

· not merely facilitating interpretation 

As will be shown, metadiscourse often contributes to the propositional content communicated and/or advances utterance interpretation in essential ways. A pragmatic explanation of these facts will be sketched in the framework of Relevance Theory (Sperber and Wilson 1986/1995; Wilson and Sperber 2003) in section 2.3 below. 

2. 
The metadiscourse fallacy

2. 1
Its semantics

A rising concern for metadiscourse from a variety of perspectives has been observed over the recent years. A growing body of work originated in writing and composition coursework (Williams 1981/2000; Vande Kopple 1985) with later pedagogic implications in ESL university-student essay writing (Intarprawat and Steffensen 1995), in informal conversations (Craig 2000) and in ESP reading comprehension (Camiciottoli 2003). Alternatively, single grammatical or lexical features are isolated and analysed – it clauses in Business journal articles and MBA dissertations (Hewings and Hewings 2002) or evidently in research articles (Silver 2003). Many genre-specific analyses on mechanical engineering proposals (Longo 1994), advertisements (Fuertes-Olivera et al. 2001), business letters (Vergaro 2002), editorials (Le in press) also yield interesting results. Texts whose main function is to ‘talk about other texts’, such as book blurbs, have been analysed as yet another type of metadiscourse (Mitsikopoulou 1999). Finally, academic metadiscourse has been investigated with respect to intercultural variation (Mauranen 1993; Valero-Garcés 1996), research articles (Swales 1990; Hyland 1998) or university textbooks (Hyland 1999), non-native student Ph.D writing (Bunton 1999), L2 lecture comprehension (Thompson 2003), English for Academic Purposes (EAP) textbooks (Moreno 2003), EAP presentations (‘monologic speech’) in Spanish academic courses (Pérez-Llantada 2003). 

However, despite the inter-disciplinary perspective of existing research on metadiscourse, there is a striking unanimity on its function. Researchers seem to agree on the secondary, non-propositional, supportive role of metadiscourse, as expressed by Hyland (1999: 5) below:
All academic disciplines have conventions of rhetorical personality which influence the ways writers intrude into their texts to organize their arguments and represent themselves, their readers and their attitudes. This is largely accomplished through non-propositional material, or metadiscourse.

and by Thompson (2003: 6): 

“Metadiscourse refers to language in a text which talks about that text rather than the propositional content”.

This mapping of rhetoric, style, non-propositional content on metadiscourse features, runs through most of the literature listed above (see also Vande Kopple 1985: 83; Mauranen 1993: 9, Thompson 2003: 6). Commentators have been recycling this assumption without ever questioning its semantic or pragmatic implications – a metadiscourse fallacy, in our view. 

But why, then, a metadiscourse fallacy? First, it is not as obvious as it has been assumed that all types of linguistic metadiscourse are non-propositional in nature, i.e. that they do not contribute to the propositional content of utterances. For instance, by the standard test for truth conditionality, it has been shown that the evidential adverbials obviously, evidently, clearly are in fact propositional, i.e. they contribute to the truth conditions of utterances containing them (Ifantidou 2002: 108-9)
. 

Second, not all metadiscourse markers make the same type of contribution to the interpretation of the utterances that contain them. It has been argued (Blakemore 1996: 340; Blakemore 2002: 90, 95-6) that so, but, after all must be distinguished from in short, that is/ in other words, for example – the former contributing to the implicit content of an utterance, the latter contributing to the explicit content of an utterance. More specifically, Blakemore argues that after all does not contribute to the proposition expressed by the utterance it prefaces, but constrains its interpretation so that the proposition is understood as a premise. Similarly, so does not contribute to the proposition expressed by the utterance it prefaces, but constrains its interpretation so that the proposition is understood as a contextual implication (ibid.: 333). Note that this is implicitly communicated information or implicatures. On the other hand, that is / in other words are separate discourse units communicating speech-act information along the lines of 

2. The speaker rephrases in simpler terms.

Similarly, in short is a separate discourse unit communicating speech-act information along the lines of

3. The speaker summarizes.

As Blakemore points out (1996: 330), for example (see 1x above) can be similarly analysed as a separate discourse unit communicating speech-act information along the lines of 

4. The writer provides evidence for his claim that …

Note that in this respect, that is/ in other words, in short and for example are similar to parenthetical metadiscourse comments. Consider (1b) again:

(1b) 
One reason for studying language - and for me personally the most compelling reason – is that it is tempting to regard language,  …as “a mirror of mind.”

The parenthetical comment is analysed as a separate discourse unit communicating the propositional-attitude information in (5)

(5)
Chomsky believes in the compelling influence of mind over language.

On Ifantidou’s account (2002), parenthetical comments are perceived as making an essential contribution to the propositional content of the utterance in two ways: first, by marking the ground-floor assertion as communicating the thoughts/views of someone other than the speaker (ibid.: 157) – and this is the case for (1 – h3, i, j, n, p, q, r, t, v, w1) and second, by affecting the strength of the assumption communicated (and hence the recommended degree of commitment to the proposition it expresses) (ibid. 147) – which is the case for (1 – a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h1, h2, h4, k, l, m, s, u, x, w4). In the former cases, the speaker herself may or may not be committed to the truth of the proposition expressed; in the latter cases, the speaker is committed to the proposition expressed and merely expresses an attitude or degree of commitment to the fact that it is true. Note that that is/ in other words, in short, for example fall under the latter category of parenthetical comments.

Third, note that only genuinely parenthetical metadiscourse comments can be non-propositional. Ifantidou (2002: 124-125) draws a distinction between genuine parentheticals and their main-clause counterparts, as illustrated under (6):

(6)

Genuine parentheticals
Main-clause counterparts
a.
As previously described,… vs.
It has been previously described that …


b. 
As has been stated, …
     vs.
It has been stated that …


c.
Obviously,…

     vs.
It is obvious that …


d. 
For example, …

     vs.
Examples such as … 

and shows that main-clause constructions such as ‘The catalogue says that…’ contribute to the propositional content of the utterance whereas genuine parentheticals such as ‘…, the catalogue says, …’ do not (ibid.: 126-127). In this respect, it is misleading to treat all metadiscourse expressions as equally non-propositional: (1 – a, c, d, e, f, g, i, j, m, n, o, p, q, r, s, t, u, v, w) are main clause-construction metadiscourse expressions, and as such they clearly contribute to the propositional content of the utterances in the regular way, whereas (1 – b, h2, h4, k, l, x) are genuine parenthetical metadiscourse expressions and as such, they may or may not be perceived as making an essential contribution to the proposition expressed by the host-clause.

2.2
Its pragmatics

As already pointed out, metadiscourse has been standardly treated either as a guideline tool helping readers “organize content as they read” (Crismore & Farnsworth 1990 and Crismore 1989 in Camiciottoli 2003: 2) or as a rhetorical, stylistic device helping writers “produce a desired effect, depending on their underlying purposes and perception of readers’ expectations” (Camiciottoli 2003: 2; see also Intaraprawat and Steffensen 1995: 254; Hyland 1999: 5; Thompson 2003: 7). At best, the “pragmatics of academic metadiscourse” is registered by Hyland (1988: 440-41) as following:

In sum, metadiscourse can be seen as reflecting writers’ attempts to negotiate academic knowledge in ways that are meaningful and appropriate to a particular disciplinary community. It indicates the writer’s assessment of the cognitive demands the text makes on the reader and an acknowledgement of the community’s interpersonal conventions .… the significance of metadiscourse lies in its role in explicating a context for interpretation, and suggesting one way which acts of communication define and maintain social groups.

We agree with Hyland that metadiscourse is related to disciplinary practices and thus it differs significantly from discipline to discipline. But what are “the cognitive demands the text makes on the reader”? and how can a writer assess them in meaningful and appropriate ways? How does metadiscourse explicate “a context for interpretation” – or what exactly does such a context amount to? Such claims are far too general and vague to account for the pragmatic role of metadiscourse in utterance interpretation - regarding metadiscourse merely an aiding tool is the pragmatic aspect of the metadiscourse fallacy proposed here. Next, a relevance-theoretic (Sperber and Wilson 1986/1995; Wilson and Sperber 2003) account of metadiscourse will be sketched.

2.2.1
Metadiscourse and relevance 
On the relevance-theoretic approach to pragmatics, an utterance can be 

relevant to an individual when it connects with background information he has available to yield conclusions that matter to him; say, by answering a question he had in mind, improving his knowledge on a certain topic, settling a doubt, confirming a suspicion, or correcting a mistaken impression. (Wilson and Sperber 2003)

According to Wilson and Sperber, the processing of an utterance
 in a context of available assumptions yields a positive cognitive effect, and this changes the individual’s representation of the world – e.g. by deriving a true conclusion, by accumulating evidence in support of a weak premise, by improving one’s understanding of specific issue(s) or by rejecting previously held assumptions. Such cognitive effects achieved by processing an utterance in a context, but neither from the utterance nor the context alone, are known as contextual implications.

Not only cognitive effects achieved do make utterances worth processing. The same utterance is not equally salient in all contexts, the same contextual assumptions are not equally accessible and the respective cognitive effects are not equally easy to derive. In relevance-theory, the effort required, i.e. effort of perception, memory, inference required, also determines the uptake and processing of an utterance. Relevance, then, is assessed in terms of cognitive effects and processing effort.

Along these lines, relevance theory can offer an explanation for why academic writers/speakers employ metadiscourse expressions, and for why readers/listeners focus on metadiscourse expressions. Writers are interested in producing an overall attractive text, one that will communicate the intended meanings and intended interpretations with the minimum cognitive effort required. Readers are interested in productive and economical readings of texts, i.e. texts that yield as many cognitive effects with the minimum cognitive effort required. Metadiscourse expressions work in this direction by saving the hearer/reader gratuitous effort in fiddling to identify the intended interpretation of a text (a single utterance, a paragraph or longer constructions). For example, explicit metadiscourse signalling such as that is/in other words, in short, for example communicates essential pragmatic information along the lines of ‘this is a simplified reformulation of …’, ‘this is a summary of…’, ‘this is evidence in support of …’. In other words, the speech-act or propositional-attitude information in (2), (3), (4) and (5) (section 2.1) does not merely express speaker’s attitude to the proposition expressed or merely add to the stylistic merit of the text; instead it alters the proposition communicated by the ground-floor assertion to which it is attached – how? Note that the main relevance of the utterance as a whole may be understood to lie on the metadiscourse information communicated by that is/in other words or in short, i.e. on the explicit metadiscourse signalling along the lines of ‘this is a simplified reformulation of …’ or ‘this is a summary of…’. Similarly, the relevance of (1b) will be understood to lie in the fact that the truth of this proposition draws on Chomsky’s authority and that it does so with a higher degree of strength (see 5). 

By accessing such metadiscourse expressions, the reader/listener can derive relevant conclusions and can form relevant contextual implications with less processing effort than in their absence. In relevance-theoretic terms, linguistic metadiscourse yields the same (or more) cognitive effects with the original text for less processing effort. Especially for academic texts which aim at communicating highly specific, strictly technical and maximally relevant information, metadiscourse items contribute to the processing of utterance interpretation in significant ways by creating the pragmatic infrastructure for a mostly effective comprehension.

3. 
Conclusion

In this paper, we have argued against the standard assumption that linguistic metadiscourse is a non-propositional, stylistic, rhetorical aspect of language, which affects utterance interpretation in a peripheral, supporting, facilitating way. Drawing on authentic examples from linguistics and medical books, we hope to have shown that metadiscourse linguistic features have been misinterpreted on both semantic and pragmatic grounds. Relevance-theory provides the framework where the semantic and pragmatic value of metadiscourse can be satisfactorily accounted for. One important question remains unanswered: what are the pedagogic implications of our observations for EAP and ESP settings? If the standard assumptions EAP/ESP research has been drawing on so far can be refuted, as we have suggested, then we may have to revise respective methodologies too. The so-called peripheral role of academic metadiscourse proposed by researchers has led to the respective treatment of metadiscourse as a peripheral issue in EAP courses. Consequently, EAP textbooks do not generally deal with the instruction of metadiscourse as such, and in the few cases in which they do, metadiscourse is sporadically or superficially addressed. Assuming that explicit and in-depth knowledge on academic metadiscourse can help learners improve their receptive and productive skills in academic contexts, we suggest that a different view of metadiscourse – along the lines of the approach sketched in this paper – be further explored with the purpose of incorporating it in EAP frameworks. This is, however, an issue we intend to pursue in future work.
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Bottom of Form

� All examples under (1) have been selected for the purposes of this analysis from: 


Chomsky, N. 1975. Reflections on Language. New York: The New Press.


Fodor, J. 1975. The Language of Thought. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.


DeCherney, A. & L. Nathan (eds) 2003. Current Obstetric & Gynecologic Diagnosis and 


Treatment. New York: Lange Medical Books/McGraw-Hill.





� For systematic testing of evidential adverbials, see Ifantidou 1993, 2002; Koizumi 1997.


� In fact, Wilson and Sperber 2003 talk about the relevance of an input – which may be a sight, a sound, a memory, imagination or an utterance.
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