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English. This characteristic is attributed to the typological and
idiosyncratic characteristics of the morphosyntax and strategies
deployed in lexicalization and grammaticalization in Thai.
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1. Introduction

Discourse markers (DMs) constitute an interesting grammatical

category in that they emerge from diverse source lexemes and

constructions, carrying multifarious discourse functions and that their

presence is attested in all languages (Fraser 2006, Heine et al. 2021).

Since the early researchers who championed linguistic analyses in

earnest, e.g., Schegloff and Sacks (1973) and Schiffrin (1987), a large

body of research has been performed in individual languages. They have

contributed significantly to our understanding of DMs as to their

emergence and functions.

Despite the abundance of DM studies in individual languages,

however, comparative research involving two or more languages is

largely underrepresented. It has been observed that there are notable

differences in DM uses by the culture of speech communities (Moder &

Martinovic-Zic 2004), but how they are different has been

understudied, hence the rationale of the present study. Given the

background, this paper intends to explore the commonalities and

differences of DMs in three different languages, i.e., Korean, Thai and

English, with specific focus on the DMs carrying the function of

interaction management (for description of the subject languages, see

2.1 below). The objectives of this paper are twofold: (i) to identify the
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DMs in said languages that carry diverse subfunctions of interaction

management and exemplify the DMs, and (ii) to discuss the issues of

theoretical importance focusing on the commonalities and differences

from the grammaticalization perspective as well as discourse-pragmatic

strategies, typological and idiosyncratic influences on their

development, and conceptual network formed by the DMs.

In order to identify the DMs and their functions, large-scale corpora

have been consulted, i.e., 24-million-word Drama and Movies Corpus

(developed by Min Li) as a Korean data source, 33-million-word Thai

National Corpus (developed by Chulalongkorn University) and

163,000-word Thai Drama Corpus (developed by Kyungeun Park) as

Thai data sources, and one-billion-word Corpus of Contemporary

American English (COCA, developed by Mark Davies) as an English

data source. These were referenced for inventory-taking purposes, and

not all excerpts presented in the present paper were taken from the

corpora for the complexity of context, for which the verbatim data from

them would not be optimal for presenting in this type of

macroscopically-oriented paper with rigid space limitation. In the event

excerpts are taken from them, however, they are presented in a

modified (simplified) form.

This paper is organized in the following manner. Section 2 provides a

brief description on subject languages and DMs for interaction

management as a preliminary exposition; Section 3 elaborates DMs in

subfunctions of interaction management by the three languages;

Section 4 discusses the sources of grammaticalization,

discourse-pragmatic strategies, typological and idiosyncratic influences,

and conceptual network of interaction management DMs, and Section 5

summarizes the findings and concludes the paper.
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2. Preliminaries 

2.1 Subject languages

The three subject languages of this paper, i.e., Korean, Thai and

English, are geographically distant, genealogically unrelated, and

typologically distinct. Morphologically, Thai and English are similar but

since English was an inflecting language, it still bears some

characteristics of an inflecting language, while Thai seems to have

remained an isolating and analytic language throughout recorded

history. Their feature profiles in these domains are as shown in Table

1.

Korean Thai English

Geography Northeast Asia Southeast Asia North America, 
British Isle, etc.

Genealogy Transeurasian (Altaic)
Koreanic

Kra-Dai
Tai

Indo-European
Germanic

Morphological 
cohesion

Agglutinating (stacked) Isolating (isolated) Isolating (isolated)
Inflecting (fused) 
(formerly)

Morphological 
complexity

Synthetic 
(multiple)

Analytic
(single)

Analytic 
(single)

Head 
directionality

Head-final Head-initial Head-initial

Word order SOV SVO SVO

Table 1. Geographic, genealogical and typological profiles
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2.2 Discourse markers and interaction management

Discourse markers have been variously defined but are generally

regarded as devices that express relationships between segments of

discourse and increase the cohesive power between them while not

contributing to the propositional meaning (cf. Schiffrin 1987, 2006;

Heine et al. 2021).1) The use of DMs is thought to be a language

universal and is particularly common in spoken language (Östman

1982, Fraser 1990, Watts 1989).

DM functions are many and varied and have been classified in a

number of ways (Schiffrin 1987, Brinton 1996, Maschler 1998, 2009,

Heine 2013, Heine et al. 2021). For instance, Schiffrin (1987) proposes

five planes as devices of coherence, i.e., Exchange Structure, Action

Structure, Ideational Structure, Participation Framework, and

Information State. Brinton (1996: 37-38), acknowledging the absence

of coherence in taxonomy, distinguishes nine different functions of

DMs, i.e., discourse initiation, floor management, gap filling, boundary

marking, old/new information marking, sequential dependence, repair,

response/reaction, and cooperation/intimacy. Maschler (1998) uses a

four-way categorization, i.e., Interpersonal, Referential, Structural, and

Cognitive types. Rhee (2020) proposes a four-way classification of

discourse domains, i.e., Interaction, Topic, Information and

Interlocutors, a model similar to Schiffrin’s (1987) but is more focused

on the distinct domains that jointly comprise discourse scenes rather

than on the coherence relationship. The present paper adopts Rhee’s

(2020) model, which is summarily shown in (1) (note that membership

in these functional domains is not mutually exclusive and thus certain

functions belong to multiple domains, e.g., attention attraction in

1) For instance, Schiffrin (1987: 31) defines DMs as “sequentially dependent
elements which bracket units of talk”.
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Interaction- and Interlocutor-management domains):

(1) a. Interaction management: Discourse Initiation, Attention
Attraction, Floor Holding, Pause Filling, Discourse Closure,
etc.

b. Topic management: Topic Presentation, Topic Shift, Topic
Resumption, Phase Shift, etc.

c. Information management: (Re-)assertion, Emphasis,
Reformulation (Elaboration), Summary (Conclusion),
Disregard, Mirativity, Tentative Acceptance, Uncertainty,
Mitigation, Elaboration Request, etc.

d. Interlocutor management: Attention Attraction, Alignment
(Agreement, Empathy), Coaxing, Feigned Surprise,
Challenge (Protest), Discontent, Reproach, Sarcasm,
Reluctance (Hesitance), Upcoming Disalignment,
Self-focusing, Self-affirmation, etc.

Of these, the present study focuses on the interaction management

DMs, the domain obviously carrying the most fundamental importance

for discourse interaction. The functions in the domain under the

present focus are Discourse Initiation, Attention Attraction, Pause

Filling and Discourse Closure.

3. Discourse markers in subject languages

3.1 Korean

Korean has a large number of DMs, which developed from diverse

sources (Koo 2018). DMs in the interaction management domain are

also large in number and diverse in lexical sources. The following are

some of the most frequently used DMs in the domain:
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(2) a. Interaction Initiation: kulay, ceki, cham, isscanha, issci,
kuntey, ce, ei, ipwayo, yekiyo, cekiyo, etc.

b. Attention Attraction: kulay, ani, eti poca, kulssey, icey,
maliya, kuntey, kulssey maliya, kuntey maliya, etc.

c. Pause Filling: um, ey, kulssey, kulenikka, mwe, ceki, ku,
mwenya, ku mwenya, mak, kunyang, mwelalkka, etc.

d. Interaction Closure: kulay, ung kulay, kulem, kulay kulem,
amwuthun, etc.

An interesting aspect of the functional distribution of DMs is that

they may function across multiple functional domains. For instance, the

DM kulay is used for Interaction Initiation, Attention Attraction and

Interaction Closure; the DM kulssey is used for Attention Attraction

and Pause Filling, etc. This state of affairs reflects the fact that DM

functions are highly context-dependent (Rhee & Koo 2021: 77). Also

noteworthy is that the Interaction Initiation DMs ce, ei, ipwayo,

yekiyo, and cekiyo are also used to attract the addressee’s attention,

but they are not listed in the latter category, because the functional

label ‘Attention Attraction’ is intended only for the situation when the

speaker wishes to draw the attention of the addressee, who has already

engaged in the discourse with the speaker.

In the following we will see the DMs exemplified, but for the interest

of the space the exemplification is necessarily brief.

3.1.1 Interaction Initiation

Among a number of DMs carrying the Interaction Initiation function,

e.g., kulay, ceki, cham, isscanha, issci, kuntey, ce, ei, ipwayo, yekiyo,

cekiyo, etc., the use of the DM kulay is exemplified in (3):2)

2) The following abbreviations are used in glossing: ADN: adnominalizer; ADVZ:
adverbializer; DEC: declarative; DM: discourse marker; END: sentence-ender;
M: male; NOMZ: nominalizer; PL: plural; PRES: present; PST: past; PTC:
particle; Q: question; and TOP: topic.
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(3) kulay, Interaction initiator

(A speaks to his new daughter-in-law who just returned from

a honeymoon trip.)

A: kulay cal-tul kasstao-n ke-y-a?

DM well-PL have.trip-ADN NOMZ-be-END

mom-un kwaynchanh-kwu?
body-TOP be.alright-END
‘So, did you have a good trip? Your health is good?’

(2003, Drama 1%-uy etten kes Episode #24)

The excerpt is taken from a context where A’s son and

daughter-in-law just returned from their honeymoon trip. The

daughter-in-law is pregnant and physically weak, so A is concerned

with his daughter-in-law's health condition. The initiation of a

discourse by the caring father-in-law is marked by the DM kulay,

literally ‘it is so’ [< ku 'that' + -le ADVZ + ha- 'be' + e END/CONN],

which typically signals the speaker’s epistemic attitude that the

speaker is fully cognizant of the situation.

3.1.2 Attention Attraction

The DMs for the Attention Attraction function are kulay, ani, eti

poca, kulssey, icey, maliya, kuntey, kulssey maliya, and kuntey

maliya, among others. The DM kuntey maliya in this function is

exemplified below:

(4) kuntey maliya, Attention attractor

kuntey.maliya ecey way cip-ey ilccik ka-ss-e?

DM yesterday why home-to early go-PST-END
‘DM (= by the way) DM (= listen) why did you go home early
yesterday?’ (Kim 2011: 87, modified)
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Example (4) is an utterance of a speaker who already has been in

discourse interaction with the addressee. The DM kuntey maliya is

largely replaceable with kuntey or maliya, as has been observed by Kim

(2011: 87), who points out that maliya is seemingly redundant or

superfluous and may simply be a reinforcement of kuntey, drawing the

addressee’s attention.

3.1.3 Pause Filling

The DMs performing the pause-filling function are also numerous,

e.g., um, ey, kulssey, kulenikka, mwe, ceki, ku, mwenya, ku mwenya,

mak, and kunyang. These DMs share the common function of filling a

pause, with which the speaker can hold the floor, but since they also

carry diverse semantic overtones, they are not completely

interchangeable. For instance, kulssey and mwe tend to signal

hesitance and mak and kunyang often signal the speaker’s

overwhelming emotion (note that the subfunctions are often correlated

with different prosody). The DM mak is exemplified in (5):

(5) mak, Pause-filler

(Friends A and B are conversing, as they watch their mutual

friend mourns at a cemetery.)

A: [What kind of life is this!]
B: [I know what you mean.]
A: na-nun sa-nun ke-y mak... kuleh-ta

I-TOP live-ADN NOMZ-NOM DM be.so-DEC
‘For me, the life seems... DM (= How can I put it..)... to
be so.’ (2009 Drama Solyakkwukcip atultul Episode #23)

In Excerpt (5), A and B, former classmates, are at a national

cemetery, where their mutual friend is honoring her husband and son

who perished in a war. They converse as they watch the woman weep
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at the graves of her husband and son. They are struck by the strong

emotion because of the renewed sensation of the fragility and futility of

life. Speaker A is unable to find proper words to describe this strong

and profound feeling and uses DM mak to fill the pause while searching

for the right expression. The speaker fails to find a concrete word and

just uses a semantically vague pro-verb kule- ‘be so’ to complete the

sentence.

3.1.4 Interaction Closure

The DMs used as a signal of closing an interaction include kulay, ung

kulay, kulem, kulay kulem, and amwuthun. DMs carrying this function

carry distinctive prosody, thus even polyfunctional DMs like kulay and

kulem cannot be functionally ambiguous. The DM kulay in this function

of prefacing termination of an interaction is exemplified in (6):

(6) kulay, Interaction terminator

(The speaker is on the phone.)

[Don’t worry about me. Secure the doors and go to sleep.]

kulay kkunh-nun-ta (then she hangs up)

DM cut-PRES-DEC

‘DM (= O.K.), I’m hanging up.’

(2008, Drama Kamwunuy yengkwang Episode #19)

The excerpt is taken from a scene where the speaker, a hospitalized

patient in a hospital ward, is closing a talk with her family member on

the phone. She uses the DM kulay to signal that she is ready to hang

up and conclude the discourse.
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3.2 Thai

As is the case with Korean, Thai has a number of DMs for

interaction management. They are listed in (7):

(7) a. Interaction Initiation: nîi, nîi-thəə, rúu-mǎy, rúu-(rʉ)́-yaŋ,
rúu-(rʉ)́-pàaw, wâa-ŋay, ookhee, etc.

b. Attention Attraction: nîi, nîi-thəə, khʉʉ-yaŋ-ŋíi, rúu-mǎy,
rúu-pàaw, rúu-yaŋ, ciŋ-ciŋ-lɛ́ɛ, nǎy, aw-lá, etc.

c. Pause Filling: ʉʉm, khʉʉ, (kɔ̂ɔ)-khʉʉ-(wâa), kɔ̂ɔ, kɔ̂ɔ ŋay,
man-(kɔ̂ɔ-khʉʉ-wâa), lɛ́ɛw (kɔ̂ɔ), mǎaykhwaam-wâa,
thii-níi-nîa, àray-ná, sʉ̂ŋ, (khʉʉ)-bɛ̀ɛp-(wâa), etc.

d. Interaction Closure: ookhee, ə̀ə, dâay-(ləəy), câ, khâ/khráp,
ná, ŋán(kɔ̂ɔ), aw-lá, etc.

As is evident from the list above, the DMs for Interaction Initiation

and Attention Attraction show much overlap, a state of affairs observed

in Korean but to a much greater extent in Thai. Also notable is that

there are many variants involving multiple lexemes that may optionally

be combined with others, as shown by the presence of multiple forms in

parentheses. As shall be discussed more in detail in 4.3, this is among

the notable lexicalization and grammaticalization strategies recruited

by Thai (Rhee & Khammee 2022, Khammee & Rhee 2025). Another

point worth noting is that the Interaction Closure DMs include khâ and

khráp, which are gendered politeness particle, i.e., khâ for female

speakers and khráp for male speakers (for discussion of sources, see 4.1

below).

3.2.1 Interaction Initiation

As indicated above, there are multiple markers used for Interaction

Initiation in Thai, e.g., nîi, nîi-thəə, rúu-mǎy, rúu-(rʉ)́-yaŋ, rúu-(rʉ)́
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-pàaw, wâa-ŋay, and ookhee. For the interest of space, we will

exemplify only a few of them. The first example involves nîi-thəə, which

originated from the proximal demonstrative nîi ‘this’ and the 2nd person

pronoun thəə ‘you’. The Interaction Initiation function of nîi-thəə is

exemplified in (8):

(8) nîi thəə, Interaction initiator
(The speaker finds a fairy-like beautiful girl sleeping under a
splendidly decorated Christmas tree. Suspecting that he might
be dreaming, he gently touches the girl and tries to wake her
up.)
nîi.thəə tʉ̀ʉn-khʉ̂n maa khuy kan kɔ̀ɔn sì
DM wake.up come talk together first PTC
‘DM (= hey!) Wake up and let’s talk a little.’

(2008, Fiction, Patihan Rak Khuen Christmas, TNC)

The excerpt above was taken from a scene of a fiction, in which the

speaker tries to wake up a girl he found sleeping under a Christmas

tree, by using the DM nîi thəə. The DM carries the dual function of

Interaction Initiation and Attention Attraction but for our purposes it is

categorized as one belonging to Interaction Initiation (note that the

same DM in different contexts may function as an attention attractor,

as indicated in the list (7) above.)

3.2.2 Attention Attraction

DMs for Attention Attraction in Thai include nîi, nîi-thəə,
khʉʉ-yaŋ-ŋíi, rúu-mǎy, rúu-pàaw, rúu-yaŋ, ciŋ-ciŋ-lɛ́ɛ, nǎy, and aw-lá.

This function is exemplified with nîi, which originated from the

proximal demonstrative nîi ‘this’, as in (9):

(9) nîi, Attention attractor
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(context: At night, a group of students are gathered around a
bonfire and are listening to Goh, a hunter, telling his valiant
hunting saga.)
Goh: [If you really come across a tiger, you don’t even have time

to scream like this so easily.]
O: [Um, um.]
Goh: nîi hěn nîi máy

DM see this Q
‘DM (= Hey!) (Do you) see this?’

O: [Is it a tiger’s fang, Brother?]
Goh: [Nope. A pig’s fang.]
O: [Oops! Wait! Did you kill a wild boar?]

(2006 Drama, Ko Cha Pa Na Ko Episode #1)

In the excerpt, the glossed utterance of Goh contains two occurrences

of nîi; the first one is a DM and the second one is a demonstrative

pronoun. It is evident from the context that the speaker uses the DM

to attract the attention of the audience to an animal fang he took out

of his pocket. If literal meanings are considered, nîi ‘this’ is tantamount

to ‘Look at this!’, a clear indication of the desire for securing the

addressee’s attention.

3.2.3 Pause Filling

Pause Filling is the paradigm populated by the largest number of

DMs in Thai, e.g., ʉʉm, khʉʉ, (kɔ̂ɔ)-khʉʉ-(wâa), kɔ̂ khʉʉ, kɔ̂ɔ, kɔ̂ɔ ŋay,
man-(kɔ̂ɔ-khʉʉ-wâa), lɛ́ɛw (kɔ̂ɔ), mǎaykhwaam-wâa, thii-níi-nîa,

àray-ná, sʉ̂ŋ, and (khʉʉ)-bɛ̀ɛp-(wâa). The function is exemplified with

the DM kɔ̂ khʉʉ in (10):

(10) kɔ̂ khʉʉ, Pause-filler
dʉan thîi.lɛ́ɛw nà kɔ̂.khʉʉ prà.maan wan thîi.sìphâa
month past PTC DM about day the.15th

chǎn cəə khon nán rá.wàaŋ thaaŋ
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I meet person that on street
‘Last month, DM (= let’s see) around the 15th I saw him on the
street.’ (Modern Thai, Kyungeun Park, p.c.)

The example in (10) is a constructed Modern Thai example, in which

the speaker uses kɔ̂ khʉʉ in order to earn time to recall the exact date

that he saw the person being talked about.

3.2.4 Interaction Closure

The function of Interaction Closure is carried by a number of DMs,

e.g., ookhee, ə̀ə, dâay-(ləəy), câ, khâ/khráp, ná, ŋán(kɔ̂ɔ), and aw-lá.

This function is exemplified with aw-lá in (11):

(11) aw-lá, Interaction terminator
aw-lá sɔ̌ɔŋ naa-thii sut-thaay na khrap
DM two minute last PTC PTC:M
khɔ̌ɔ laa ləəy lɛ́ɛw kan
also say.bye really already together
‘DM (= now) we have two minutes left. So I’ll say bye to you
all now.’ (Modern Thai, Kyungeun Park, p.c.)

The constructed example in (11) is commonly observed on a daily

basis, often uttered by an instructor or a show-host in order to signal

that the end of the allotted time for the session has reached and thus

the event is to be concluded momentarily.

3.3 English

English has a large number of DMs that are used for interaction

management. Disregarding subtle differences and additional overtones,

the English DMs in this functional category are listed as in (12):
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(12) a. Interaction Initiation: so, well, now, O.K., etc.
b. Attention Attraction: so, say, you know what, guess what,

look, listen, etc.
c. Pause-Filling: um, uh, er, erm, and, like, y’know, I mean,

I think, what’s that, etc.
d. Interaction Closure: O.K., alright, well, O.K. then, well

then, etc.

As were the case with Korean and Thai shown above, English DMs

also show a level of functional overlap. However, the extent of the

overlap is much more limited than in the other two languages. In other

words, only three of them are found across the subdomains, e.g., so

(Interaction Initiation and Attention Attraction), well and O.K.

(Interaction Initiation and Interaction Closure) (see 4.1 and 4.3 for

more discussion).

3.3.1 Interaction Initiation

There are a few interaction initiators in English, e.g., so, well, now,

and O.K. The interaction may be entirely new or it may be an episode

within a larger interaction. Even in the latter case, the unit tends to be

bigger than a topic unit, thus a DM is used as a marker of a new

‘section’ (Buysse 2012: 1771-1772), a ‘boundary’ marker (Müller 2005:

80) or a ‘phase’ marker (Rhee 2020). The following is an example of so

used as an interaction initiator:

(13) so, Interaction initiator

so er. I have family in England and I've visit them a few times

erm and I went last year for two weeks [. . .]

(Buysse 2012: 1772)

The excerpt above is taken from an interview scene, in which the
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speaker, an interviewee, upon receiving a signal that the recording

device has been enabled, starts a discourse, opening it with the DM so.

The speaker initiates the discourse but does not have a fully prepared

text, so the opener is followed by a filler er.

3.3.2 Attention Attraction

Attention attractors in English include so, say, you know what, guess

what, look, listen, etc. These DMs have different strengths of demand

for attention, e.g., so and say seem to be weak or moderate in strength

but look and listen, by virtue of being imperative sentences in form, are

stronger in strength, and sometimes, depending on prosodic or

contextual cues, can be face-threatening. The function is exemplified

with the DM listen in the following, taken from Eom (2020; see also

Eom 2007):

(14) listen, Attention attractor
Listen, why don’t we take a taxi? (Eom 2020: 158)

In the example, even though no specified discourse context is

provided, it is evident that the speaker is soliciting the addressee’s

attention before presenting a suggestion. It is likely that the

interlocutors have had trouble finding some other means of

transportation, and the speaker is suggesting that they take a taxi

instead, a proposal followed by an attention attractor.

3.3.3 Pause Filling

Pause-filling DMs in English includes um, uh, er, erm, and, like,

y’know, I mean, I think, what’s that?, etc. Pause-fillers tend to be

semantically vacuous, and y’know (< as you know) does not signal the
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speaker’s serious assumption about the cognitive states of the

addressee, and similarly what’s that? is not a question directed to the

addressee but a monologual question, just uttered to earn time to

formulate the utterance. The use of these DMs is exemplified with the

DM erm in the following:

(15) erm, Pause-filler
He’s… erm he’s not very pleased with your work, I’m afraid.

(Cambridge English Dictionary, n.d.)

In the example, the speaker utters a hesitant or disfluent utterance,

which is obvious from the presence of a pause (indicated by the

elliptical punctuation '...') and a pause-filler (i.e., erm). If the pause

and pause-filler are deployed purposefully, they are strategic devices to

signal politeness because the proposition that follows is negative in

nature and may be face-threatening for the addressee.

3.3.4 Interaction Closure

Finally, the signals for Interaction Closure in English include O.K.,

alright, well, O.K./okay then, well then, etc. The use of the DMs in

this function is exemplified with O.K. in the following:

(16) O.K., Interaction terminator

A:O.K.

B:O.K.

A:Bye Bye

B:Bye

(Schegloff & Sacks 1973: 304, as cited in Beach 1993: 333)

Excerpt (16) above is taken from a telephone conversation. After a
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stretch of a talk between A and B, A initiates the closure by using

O.K., which is echoed by B, who indicates that she is ready to conclude

the talk, as well. Following these signals, they exchange the social

formula for interaction closure, i.e., bye.

4. Discussion

In the preceding exposition, we have seen the inventory and

examples of diverse DMs of interaction management in Korean, Thai

and English. Based on these, we will discuss some prominent issues in

grammaticalization theory of DMs, i.e., source characteristics (4.1),

discourse-pragmatic strategies (4.2), typology and idiosyncrasy (4.3),

and conceptual-functional network (4.4).

4.1 Source characteristics

In grammaticalization theory, the characteristics of the lexical

sources are among the most important aspects of grammaticalization

(cf. the source determination hypothesis, Bybee et al. 1994). It is also

true that the contexts in which the source lexemes occur are of crucial

importance as well (Heine 2002, Hopper and Traugott 2003[1993],

Bybee et al. 1994).

The source lexemes and contructions carrying the function of the

Interaction Initiation in the interaction management domain are shown

in Table 2.
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DM Source Meaning Syntactic Class

KOR

kulay ‘it is so’, ‘so’ sentence / conj. adv.

ceki ‘that place’ noun / adv.

ce ‘that’ demonst.

cham ‘true’ adj. / interjection

isscanha ‘(there is x,) isn’t it?‘ sentence

issci ‘(there is x,) isn’t it?‘ sentence

kuntey ‘but’ ‘and’ conj. adv.

ei ‘hey’ interjection

ipwayo ‘look here, please’ sentence

yekiyo ‘here, please’ sentence

cekiyo ‘over there, please’ sentence

THA

nîi ‘this’ demonst.

nîi-thəə ‘this you’ demonst. + pron.

rúu-mǎy ‘know?’ sentence

rúu-yaŋ ‘know (or) not yet?’ sentence

rúu-rʉ-yaŋ ‘know or not yet?’ sentence

rúu-pàaw ‘know (or) not?’ sentence

rúu-rʉ-pàaw ‘know or not?’ sentence

khʉʉ-yaŋ-ŋii ‘it is like this’ sentence

wâa-ŋay ‘how is it?’ sentence

ookhee ‘O.K.’ interjection

ENG

so ‘so’ conj. adv.

well ‘well’ adv.

now ‘now’ adv.

O.K./okay ‘O.K.’ interjection

Table 2. Interaction Initiation DMs

It is to be noted that syntactic class of the source lexemes is not

always straightforward because source constructions usually undergo

reductive change and become syntactically defective. Furthermore, in

case of Thai, which is a language of isolating and analytic



76   언어와 언어학 제108집

morphological characteristics and with a high level of pragmatic

orientation, allowing omission of forms as long as the utterance is

interpretable, even a structure as simple as a single verb may be

regarded as a sentence. This feature is also shared with Korean, which

is highly tolerant of argument omission. This is in contrast with

English, which is not tolerant of omission of arguments or grammatical

markers. Thus, Thai and Korean, unlike English, have a number of

Interaction Initiation DMs that developed from sentential constructions.

Another interesting aspect is that deictic sources are found in Thai

and Korean but not in English. Korean uses both the proximal (‘this’,

‘here’) as well as distal (‘that’, ‘there’) forms, but Thai uses the

proximal forms only, for Interaction Initiation (note that Thai also has

a tripartite demonstrative system with proximal, medial and distal

distinction).

One peculiarity observed with Thai but not others is that Thai

sources involve questions carrying the meaning of “Do you know this?”

or “Don’t you know this yet?”, a direct, impositive, and face-threatening

speech-act. Incidentally, Korean speakers sometimes say ke ala? or

kuke ala? “Do you know that?” as a topic-introducer, but it is rarely

used for discourse initiation.

One common feature shared by the three languages is that the intent

of discourse initiation tends to involve lexemes denoting ‘acceptance’,

‘agreement’, or their kindred notions, e.g., “so”, “okay”, “and”, etc.

Similarly, the DMs for Attention Attraction function in the three

languages are listed in Table 3.
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DM Source Meaning Syntactic Class

KOR

kulay ‘it is so’, ‘so’ sentence, conj. adv.

icey ‘now’ adv.

kulssey ‘while it is so’, ‘well’ adv.

kuntey ‘while it is so’, ‘but’ conj. adv.

ani ‘not so’, ‘no’ interjection

eti poca ‘well, let’s see’ sentence

maliya ‘words are that~’ clause

kulssey maliya ‘well, words are that~’ clause

kuntey maliya ‘but, words are that~’ clause

THA

nîi ‘this’ demonst.

nîi-thəə ‘this you’ demonst. + pron.

khʉʉ-yaŋ-ŋíi ‘it is like this’ sentence

rúu-mǎy ‘know?’ sentence

rúu-pàaw ‘know (or) not’ sentence

rúu-rʉ-pàaw ‘know or not’ sentence

rúu-yaŋ ‘know (or) yet’ sentence

rúu-rʉ-yaŋ ‘know or yet’ sentence

ciŋ-ciŋ-lɛ́ɛ ‘truly, truly’ sentence

nǎy ‘which, where’ pronoun

aw-lá ‘well’ interjection

ENG

so ‘so’ conj. adv.

say ‘say’ verb

you know what ‘do you know what?’ sentence

guess what ‘guess what’ sentence

look ‘Look!’ sentence

listen ‘Listen!’ sentence

Table 3. Attention Attraction DMs

Table 3 also attests to the fact that DM sources are many and

varied. As briefly alluded to before, DMs in the Interaction Initiation

and Attention Attraction functional domains show much overlap. This is
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due to the fact that obtaining the attention of the interlocutor is

essential for managing the interaction. It is also interesting that there

are clauses and sentences at a higher proportion as compared to

Interaction Initiation. The sentences are either imperative or

interrogative sentences, in Thai and English, and the clauses tend to

be of declarative speech-act, in Korean. This aspect will be discussed

further in 4.2.

The source meanings and syntactic classes of the DMs used for Pause

Filling in the three languages are shown in Table 4.

DM Source Meaning Syntactic Class

KOR

um ‘um’ interjection

ey ‘eh’ interjection

kulssey ‘while it is so’, ‘well’ adv.

kulenikka ‘as it is so’, ‘so’ adv.

mwe ‘what’ pronoun

ceki ‘that place’, ‘there’ noun, adv.

ku ‘that’ demonst.

mwenya ‘what is it?’ sentence

ku mwenya ‘what is that?’ sentence

mak ‘coarsely’ adv.

kunyang ‘just’ adv.

mwelalkka ‘what should (I) say?’ sentence

THA

ʉʉm ‘um’ interjection

khʉʉ ‘be’ verb

khʉʉ-waa ‘(it) is that~’ clause

kɔ̂ɔ-khʉʉ ‘(it) is (that~)’ clause

kɔ̂ɔ-khʉʉ-waa ‘it is that~’ clause

kɔ̂ɔ ‘also, then’
conj. adv.,
particle

kɔ̂ɔ ŋay ‘anyway’ adv.
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Table 4. Pause Filling DMs

Table 4 shows that the Pause Filling DMs involve interjections in all

three languages but at a particularly higher proportion in English.

Incidentally, most of these interjections are labeled as exclamatives by

many lexicographers. Interjections, unlike exclamatives, include the

linguistic forms that represent seemingly meaningless vocalizations,

e.g., um, uh, er, erm, etc. And these vocalizations serve the purpose

that the speakers want to let their interlocutor know that they have

not yielded their speaker-turn yet.

Finally, the source meanings and syntactic classes of the DMs used

man ‘it (is that~)’ pronoun, clause

man-kɔ̂ɔ-khʉʉ-waa ‘it is that~’ clause

lɛ́ɛw ‘and (then)’ conj.

lɛ́ɛw kɔ̂ɔ ‘and then’ conj.

mǎaykhwaam-waa ‘it means that~’ clause

thii-nii-nia ‘now this is it’, ‘now’, ‘so’ sentence, adv.

aray-na ‘what is it?’ sentence

sʉ̂ŋ ‘which’ pronoun

khʉʉ-bɛ̀ɛp ‘(it) is like~’ clause

bɛ̀ɛp-waa ‘(it) is like~’ clause

khʉʉ-bɛ̀ɛp-waa ‘it is like~’ clause

ENG

um ‘well’ interjection

uh ‘uh’ interjection

er ‘er’ interjection

erm ‘erm’ interjection

and ‘and’ conjunction

like ‘like’ conjunction

y’know ‘you know’ clause

I mean ‘I mean’ clause

I think ‘I think’ clause

what’s that ‘what is that?’ sentence



80   언어와 언어학 제108집

for Interaction Closure are given in Table 5.

Table 5. Interaction Closure DMs

What is immediately noticeable from Table 5, in contrast with the

three preceding tables is that the inventory is relatively smaller than

the others. In other words, the speakers have a fewer options to signal

their intent to close the discourse, which, in turn, means that the DMs

in this function are more ‘specialized’ (cf. Hopper 1991; cf. Hook 1991)

or have undergone ‘paradigmaticization’ (Lehmann 2015[1982]) to a

greater extent. Interaction Closure is the functional paradigm in which

DM Source Meaning Syntactic Class

KOR

kulay ‘it is so’, ‘so’ sentence, conj. adv.

ung kulay ‘yes, it is so’ sentence

kulem ‘if it is so’, ‘then’ conj. adv.

kulay kulem ‘it is so, then’ sentence, conj. adv.

amwuthun ‘regardless of how it is’ conj. adv.

THA

ookhee ‘O.K.’ interjection

ə̀ə ‘uh’ interjection

daay ‘can, yes’ verb, adv.

daay-ləəy ‘can, yes’ verb, adv.

ca [agreement particle] particle

kha/khrap [politeness particle] particle

na [softening particle] particle

ŋan ‘then’ conj. adv.

ŋan-kɔ̂ɔ ‘then’ conj. adv.

aw-la ‘well’ interjection

ENG

O.K. ‘O.K.’ interjection

alright ‘alright’ interjection

well ‘well’ interjection

O.K. then ‘O.K. then’ interjection + adv.

well then ‘well then’ interjection + adv.
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interjections abound for Thai and English, which, however, contrast

with Korean. Korean interaction terminators are nearly always

conjunctive adverbials with the cumulative function (i.e., ‘and’ ‘then’),

which, unlike adversatives (i.e., ‘but’), signal that the preceding

segment of the discourse is proper, satisfactory, and acceptable and the

closure is in alignment with it (see 4.2 below for more).

There are two general issues regarding the sources and functions of

interaction management DMs, i.e., polyfunctionality and borrowing.

As shown in the preceding exposition, some DMs are used across

multiple functions within the interaction management domain. In fact,

some are used beyond this domain of discourse. The polyfunctionality is

among the prominent characteristics of DMs in general (Heine et al.

2021). Polyfunctional DMs in interaction management are as shown in

Table 6.

Interaction
Initiation

Attention
Attraction

Pause
Filling

Interaction
Closure

KOR

kulay √ √ √

kulssey √ √

kuntey √ √

ceki √ √

THA

nîi √ √

nîi-thəə √ √

khʉʉ-yaŋ-ŋíi √ √

rúu-mǎy √ √

rúu-pàaw √ √

rúu-rʉ-pàaw √ √

rúu-yaŋ √ √

rúu-rʉ́-yaŋ √ √

ookhee √ √

aw-lá √ √
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Table 6. Polyfunctionality of DMs

The pattern of functional overlap shown in Table 6 suggests an

interesting aspect that the overlap occurs predominantly with

Interaction Initiation and Attention Attraction functions across

languages. This strongly implies the conceptual and functional affinity

between these two functions. Also notable is that Pause Filling function

exhibits the least level of overlap, which means that pause-fillers tend

to uniquely carry the pause-filling function only, which in turn means

that the pause-filling function is conceptually dissimilar from other

functions in interaction management.

Another issue relates to the borrowing. The English O.K. is among

the most widely used Americanisms across the globe (BBC news, 2011).

Korean and Thai are no exceptions; O.K. is widely used as a borrowing

on a daily basis to signal agreement or acceptance. Interestingly

enough, English and Thai both use O.K./ookhee for initiating discourse

and terminating discourse, while Korean does use it for any discourse

management functions. It is never clear why okheyi (< O.K.) in Korean

has not gained wide circulation to acquire the DM status in the domain

of discourse management. It is used for other DM functions, however,

such as a marker or agreement, alignment, and self-focus (all

interlocutor management functions) and tentative acceptance

(information management). An investigation into the Drama and

Movies Corpus reveals 2,839 occurrences, which account for only 117

per million words. One possibility is that since okheyi tends to belong

to a casual and intimate register, its use in polite and honorific

contexts is less than appropriate.3) Incidentally, Thai is highly

ENG

O.K. √ √

so √ √

well √ √
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politeness-sensitive language and ookhee is freely marked with the

politeness markers (kha for female and khrap for male), unlike Korean,

where okheyi is nearly never marked with the politeness marker -yo or

deferential sentence-ending -pnita (note that in the 24-million word

corpus, there are only two occurrences of okheyi-yo and no occurrence

of okeyi-ipnita). All these clearly show that nothing is deterministic

with the development of DMs, or more generally, grammatical markers.

4.2 Discourse-pragmatic strategies

Development of any functional categories is either triggered or

facilitated by conceptual, linguistic, or pragmatic strategies. Situated in

discourses, DMs unavoidably involve discourse-pragmatic strategies in

their development. We focus on three major strategies, i.e., Alignment

Strategy, Engagement Strategy, and Disengagement Strategy.

Among the notable characteristics is the employment of Alignment

Strategy. As briefly indicated above, the three languages use lexemes

that denote agreement, alignment, or accommodation, e.g., ‘O.K.’ ‘so’,

‘yes’, ‘alright’, ‘well’, ‘true/truly’, ‘also’, ‘and’, ‘and then’, etc. as the

sources of DMs. This strongly suggests that discourse interaction is

particularly sensitive to a participant’s accommodation of the other, in

order for the interaction to be successful, a point often discussed in

communication studies and psychology (Giles et al. 1991, Natalé 1975).

Another prominent strategy is the Engagement Strategy.

Undoubtedly, among the most important interaction management

factors for successful communication is engagement of the interlocutor.

Thus, interlocutors recruit diverse devices to engage the discourse

partner, including linguistic modulations (e.g., voice, diction,

3) This type of diglossic situation is also observed with other borrowings, e.g.,
waiphu (< wife), misuthe (< mister), missu (< Miss), etc. which are generally not
acceptable for referring to a person with a [+honorific] feature.
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grammatical forms, structural templates, etc.) and paralinguistic cues

(e.g., gesture, gaze, etc.). In engagement, special speech acts, such as

interrogatives, imperatives, and vocatives are particularly useful for

their direct, assertive, and impositive nature. Thus these forms surface

frequently among the source inventories, e.g., isscanha ‘(there is x,)

isn’t it?’, issci ‘(there is x,) isn’t it?’, ei ‘hey’, ipwayo ‘look here, please’,

mwe ‘what?’, mwenya ‘what is (it)?’, ku mwenya ‘what is that?’,

mwelalkka ‘what should (I) say?’, etc. in Korean; ruu-mǎy ‘(do you)

know?’, rúu-(rʉ)-yaŋ ‘(do you) know or not yet?’, rúu-(rʉ)-pàaw ‘(do

you) know or not?’, wâa-ŋay ‘how is it?’, aray-na ‘what is it?’, etc. in

Thai; and you know what?, guess what?, look!, listen!, what’s that?,

etc. in English.

Still another device for Engagement Strategy is the use of linguistic

forms closely related to focus. For instance, Thai and Korean, unlike

English, often use demonstratives or other deictic expressions as the

source of interaction management DMs, e.g., ceki ‘that place’, ce ‘that’,

ipwayo ‘look here, please’, yekiyo ‘here, please’, cekiyo ‘over there,

please’, in Korean; nîi ‘this’, nîi-thəə ‘this, you’, khʉʉ-yaŋ-ŋii ‘it is like

this’, etc. in Thai. For their highly indexical function, demonstratives

and other deictic expressions tend to draw the attention of the

interlocutor.

Another discourse-pragmatic strategy is Disengagement Strategy. We

noted above that imperatives and interrogatives are potentially

face-threatening speech acts. When these speech acts are uttered, the

addressee is likely to feel obligated to respond or conform to the

illocution of the utterance, which means that such speech acts are

potentially non-polite. Thus, speakers play a delicate balancing game

by using a command or question sentence with a monologual prosody.

In other words, interlocutors say something that ‘seems’ to be a

question or command, but is in fact directed to the speaker themselves,
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also, at the same time, something ‘seems’ to be self-directed but is in

fact intended to be heard by the interlocutor (Koo & Rhee 2013, Rhee

& Koo 2017). For instance, most interrogatives in the source inventory

are monologues in prosody, e.g., ku mwenya ‘what is that?’ in Korean

is spoken with a rising intonation as a true question, but as a DM it

assumes a non-rising (i.e., either level or falling or trailing) intonation,

and similarly the Thai aray-na ‘what is it?’ and the English what is it?

are not spoken with an interrogative intonation.

4.3 Typology and idiosyncrasy

In the preceding exposition, we have seen diverse source lexemes

that have developed into DM markers of interaction management. The

sources are widely variant and there are no rigidly specific semantic

fields or syntactic structures that serve as privileged sources, even

though certain characteristics are observable as discussed in 4.1 (also

see 4.4 below). This strongly suggests that areal, genetic, or typological

differences do not influence the DM development at a significant level.

However, some level of typological influence coupled with

language-specific idiosyncrasy is observable.

Among the three languages surveyed, Thai has the largest inventory

of interaction management DMs, i.e., 49 in total, in contrast with 37 in

Korean and 25 in English. The multiplicity of Thai interaction

management DMs is directly related to the typological characteristics

and idiosyncrasies of the language.

Thai is an isolating, analytic language with a high level of

transcategoriality (Tournadre 2010, Robert 2020). Lexemes, in general,

can be used across grammatical categories without formal adjustments.

Furthermore, as a pragmatically-oriented language, sentential

arguments and many morphosyntactic trappings may be (or are
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preferred to be) omitted. For this reason, linguistic forms as small as

particles (e.g., ca for agreement, kha/khrap for politeness, na for

softening, etc.) to a full-fledged sentences (e.g., ‘Do you know or not?’)

can be recruited easily as a unitized forms that are fed to the

grammaticalization channel. This has to do with the idiosyncrasy of

Thai in terms of their lexicalization and grammaticalization strategies,

i.e., Thai tends to use a key term in lexicalization and

grammaticalization and produce multiple, related terms by means of

reduplication, reinforcement with synonyms and near-synonyms, and

addition of diverse particles (cf. ‘polysemy strategy’, Rhee & Khammee

2022, Khammee & Rhee 2025).

4.4 Conceptual-functional network

From the source concepts and discourse functions of individual DMs

elaborated above, a reasonably acceptable, intuitively appealing

conceptual-functional network can be created. Figure 1 is a rough

sketch of the network among the concepts that contribute to the

development of diverse markers of interaction management as well as

the connections between the source concepts. Since the network is a

model, it cannot comprehensively include all concepts nor can it

exhaustively show all connections. Furthermore, the model does not

distinguish between the three subject languages.4)

4) As an anonymous reviewer points out, investigation into the relationship between
the cognitive patterns and the typological features of individual language would
make a substantial contribution to the scholarship of DM grammaticalization.
Notwithstanding the obvious merits this line of research should await a future
endeavor.
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Figure 1. Conceptual-functional network of interaction management DMs

5. Summary and conclusion

This paper explored the DMs carrying the interaction management

function, i.e., Interaction Initiation, Attention Attraction, Pause Filling

and Interaction Closure, in Korean, Thai and English. We have seen

that Thai has the largest inventory followed by Korean and English, in

that order. We argued that the multiplicity of Thai DMs reflects the

typological and idiosyncratic characteristics that promote reinforcement

of forms through addition of (near-)synonyms and particles. Numerous

DMs show polyfunctionality across the paradigms of subfunctions in all

three languages, but Thai DMs, in particular, stand out in this regard.

Furthermore, we have seen that the source concepts form a conceptual

and functional network in the domain of interaction management.

Since this study is a broad-stroke, macroscopic investigation, more

fine-grained microscopic analyses of individual DMs are called for in

the future research.
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