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Abstract

This paper is an exploration in the semantics aagdrpatics ofinguistic feedback,
i.e., linguistic mechanisms which enable the pgodicts in spoken interaction to
exchange information abobasiccommunicative functionsuchas contact,
perception, understanding, and attitudinal reasttorthe communicated content.
Special attention is given to the typereactionconveyedy feedback utterances,
thecommunicative statusf the information conveyed (i. e., the level ofasieness
and intentionality of the communicating sender})j Hrecontext sensitivitpf
feedback expressions. With regard to context seitgjtwhich is one of the most
characteristic features of feedback expressioesdigtussion focuses on the way in
which thetype ofspeech actmood), thefactual polarityand thenformation status

of the preceding utterance influence the interpietaof feedback utterances. The
different content dimensions are exemplified byadadm recorded dialogues and by
data given through linguistic intuition. Finallyyd different ways of formalizing the
analysis are examined, one using attribute-valueicea and one based on the
theory of situation semantics.
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1. Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to present a sketehseimantic/pragmatic account of
linguistic feedback mechanisms in spoken interactidter an initial account and
exemplification of the relevant semantic/pragmégatures has been made, two
attempts at formalizing these are presented amdisigd.

2. Background

2. 1. Analytic components of communication

Direct human face-to-face communication can be asdahe product of analytically
separable, interdependent functional subsystems.

In Allwood, Nivre and Ahlsén (1990), it was sugg@ebkthat, at least for some
purposes, the following three overriding functionght be fruitful to consider for
speech production and speech perception.

() Speech management functions,, the linguistic processes and mechanisms
whereby a speaker manages his or her own lingwsttributions to a
communicative interaction, involving phenomena tisate sometimes been

described as “planning”, “editing”, “(self)repaigtc.

(i) Interactive functionsi.e., linguistic processes and mechanisms whelieby t
speakers manage the flow of interaction. (Feedbaxhanisms, the topic of
this paper, is an example of an interactive sulbsyst

(iif) Focussed or main message functiares, linguistic processes and
mechanisms whereby speakers manage to commumdatenation which is
not immediately connected with management of them speech or the
interaction at hand. Focussed or main messageidmscthus, include most
of what is commonly described in grammatical theaomgl can be
operationally defined as that which is containednrutterance when those
parts that are devoted to speech management aagtite functions have
been substracted.

Speech management, interactive functions and feddssin message functions can
further be analytically subdivided into subsysteand subsystems of subsystems,



characterized by different functions. Interactiandtions can, for example, be
subdivided into mechanisms for:

) sequencindof activities and subactivities, communicativesaand/or topics)
(i)  turntaking
(i) giving and eliciting feedback.

The literature on conversation analysis and dismanalysis (see e.g. Levinson
1985 or Brown and Yule 1983) contains much disaurssi the former two types of
mechanisms, whereas there has been less disco$demtback (cf. Allwood 1988a,
1988b). This paper is intended as a contributiaimédfurther exploration of
linguistic feedback mechanisms, especially withardgo the semantic/pragmatic
functions of such mechanisrhs.

2.2. Linguistic feedback: basic functions

Theterm feedback originatas cybernetics (Wiener 1948), where it is used to
denote processes by which a control unit gets mm&bion about the effects and
consequences of its actions.

Here we are concerned wiihguistic (interindividual) feedbacfAllwood 1979,
1988a, 1988b, 1988c), i.e., linguistic mechanisriwenable the participants of a
conversation to exchange information about fourdoesmmunicative functions,
which are essential in human direct face-to-facaroanication. These functions
are:

0] contact(i.e., whether the interlocutor is willing and aldecontinue the
interaction)

(i) perception(i.e., whether the interlocutor is willing and albdeperceive the
message)

(i)  understanding(i.e., whether the interlocutor is willing and aldeunderstand
the message)

1 As can he seen. we are here making no attengfistioguish semantics from pragmatics. This is

so because we believe that such a distinctionintaserious practical and theoretical difficulties
(cf. Allwood 1981).



(iv)  attitudinal reactiongi.e. whether the interlocutor is willing and albbereact
and (adequately) respond to the message, spelificaéther he/she accepts
or rejects it).

These four basic functions of linguistic feedbadkefrom four basic requirements
of human communication. First, communication reggithat at least two agents are
willing and able to communicate. Second, commuroocatequires that the receiving
agent is willing and able to perceive the behaviorather means whereby the
sending agent is displaying or signalling inforroati Third, communication requires
that the receiving agent is willing and able to erstiand the content that the sender
is displaying or signalling. It is also often helpif the receiver can perceive and
understand various types of indicated informafigimally, communication requires
that the receiving agent is willing and able toctestitudinally and behaviorally to
various aspects of the content that the sendesdaging or signalling. Again, it is
sometimes beneficial for communication, if the reeealso reacts to indicated
information. Certain conventional features of tiepthyed or signalled content here
seem particularly important for the interpretatadrthe content of feedback
expressions. Among these are polarity (positiveewative) and mood
(conventionally signalled evocative intention; Afiwood 1978).

Every language appears to have conventionalizedtsn@arbal and prosodic means
as well as body movements) for giving and elicitimigrmation about the four basic
communicative functions. Linguistic feedback medk@ars on a primary level
usually involve very short morphemsgs§, no, 1)) or basic mechanisms such as
repetition, simple body movements (head nods, khakes) in combination, on a
secondary level, with fairly simple phonologicalprmphological and syntactic
operations for modifying and expanding the primi@gdback expressions.

Earlier studies that have discussed feedback dattdephenomena include Allwood
(1976, 1979, 1988a, 1988b), Anward (1986), Clar&&aefer (1989), Ehlich
(1986), Fries (1952), Hellberg (1985), Heritage84) James (1972), Nivre (1991),
Schegloff (1982), Severinson-Eklundh (1986), Sigill@B4), Yngve (1970).
Allwood (1988b) gives a taxonomy for the structafdinguistic feedback and, in
particular, describes the Swedish system. In thegmt paper, we want to focus on
the content features of linguistic feedback.

For the distinction betwedndicated, displayedndsignalledinformation, see section 3.3 below.



3. Content features of feedback

3.1. Introduction

Although simple feedback words, liges, noandm, are among the most frequent in
spoken language, a proper analysis of their seoipragmatic content seems to be
fairly complex and involve several different dimams. One striking feature is, for
example, that these words involve a high degremofext dependence.

Below, we will first discuss four of these dimenssaand exemplify them by data
from recorded dialogues and by data given througjulstic intuition. The examples
from recorded dialogues are all in Swedish (witlglish translations). In addition to
this, Swedish is used to exemplify distinctions etlhcan not be found in English.
The four dimensions we will discuss are:

0] Type of reaction to preceding communicative act
(i)  Communicative status

(i)  Context sensitivity to preceding communicaigct, with regard to:

A. Type of speech act (mood)
B. Factual polarity
C. Information status

(iv)  Evocative function.

3.2. Type of reaction to the preceding communicate act

The raison d'étre of linguistic feedback mechanisntse need to elicit and give
information about the basic communicative functjares, continued contact,
perception, understanding and emotional/attitudieacttion, in a sufficiently
unobtrusive way to allow communication to servamasnstrument for pursuing
various human activities. The linguistic feedbag&tem is, in this way, an essential
instrument for successful communication of any typspecially, it is an essential
instrument for the incrementality of communicatioa,, the step by step build up of
consensual joint understanding and attitudes. Fesdimechanisms are, thus, a
means for communication which in its turn is a nse@mm pursuing a variety of other
human activities.

In our analysis of the content of feedback we asming that what we have called
the basic functions also define four basic dimemsio the reactions that
interlocutors have to each other's contributionsonversation. Feedback utterances,
thus, give information about one or several offtil®wing types of reaction:



(i) contact - willingness and ability to continugeraction

(ii) perception - willingness and ability to penoe expression
and message

(iif) understanding - willingness and ability taderstand expression
and message

(iv) (other) attitudinal reactions - willingnessdaability to give other attitudinal

reactions to expression, message,or interlocutor.

Category (iv) has the womtherin brackets, since contact, perception, and
understanding also involve attitudes, albeit oEsy\fundamental cognitive and
volitional sort. Category (iv), which we will mogtjust refer to asttitudinal
reactionswithout other, issupposed to cover other attitudes such as acceptanc
non-acceptance, belief, disbelief, surprise, baredtisappointment, enthusiasm,
etc. When it comes to the worgssandno and their synonyms, we believe that the
attitudes acceptance and nonacceptance are indodurm a basis which can be
modified by added attitudinal reactions. We canstlaccept with regret or with
enthusiasm by uttering the woydswith different types of prosody. In general, we
can say that feedback words differ from each athanly with regard to what
attitude they signal, e.gyes- acceptanceno- non-acceptanceyreat -appreciation/
enthusiasm, etc.

In example (1) belowa (yes) has the functions of conveyiogntinued contact,
perceptionandunderstandings well as the attitudinal reactianceptance.

(1) A: men efter tre &r va de¥jen harlig mylla
(but after three years you-know it was a lovelyuhd)

B: ja
(yes)

We can compare this to example (2), where B's wdalkelback utteranaamhas

the same content with respect to contact, peraepinal understanding, but does not
necessarily convey the attitudinal reaction of ataece of the veridicality of A's
statement.

3 The Swedish worgl appears in some of the examples in this pahgnas no exact translation

into English. It has the function of making whasiated appear as mutually known information.
This might depending on context variously he readexs "you know" or "we know". For reasons
of idiomaticity. we have chosen to use the hypheshaikpressiogou-knowin our translations
although this is not always a good equivalenthéitdd also he observed thatis less salient and
weaker tharyou-know.



(2) A: ..jakan fa sana// kontakter ...kontakter umiversum jaa
(yes | can get such // contacts ... contacts wighuniverse yes)

B: MM
(mm)

One might, however, claim thatmstill signals acceptance in the weaker sense of
accepting to continue, accepting the informatiotha preceding utterance as
perceived and understood and possibly also of docgip take a stand on this
information.

3.3. Commununicative status

Like any other information communicated, feedbarfkrimation concerning the
basic communicative functions can be given on ntemgls of awareness and
intentionality. This is so, whether the informatiscommunicated by verbal or
bodily means. Although levels of awareness andtideality almost certainly are a
matter of degree, we, in order to simplify matsssewhat, here distinguish three
levels from the point of view of the communicatsender (cf. Allwood 1976):

(1) Indicatedinformation is information that the sender is nabee of, or
intending to convey. This information is mostly aoemicated by virtue of
the receiver's seeing it as an indexical (i.e.saBsign.

(i) Displayedinformation is information that the sender is ity to “show”
the receiver. The receiver does not, however, kavecognize this intention.
Display of information can be achieved through ahthe three main
semiotic types of signs (indices, icons and symlofldeirce 1955).

(i)  Signalledinformation is information that the sender is “slogi the receiver
that he is displaying and, thus, intends the rerdiv recognize as displayed.
Signalling can also be achieved through any otlihee main semiotic types
of signs. In particular, however, we will regardiioiary linguistic expressions
(verbal symbols) as being signals by conventiomsTla linguistic expression
like It's raining, when used conventionally, is intended to evoke ¢igeiver's
recognition not merely that “it's raining” but tHag/she is “being shown that
it's raining”.

The fact that linguistic expressions by convenaos taken to be signals, does not,
however, imply that they are always actually usedignals. A symbol can also be
used to indicate and/or display its conventionsitynalled content or some other
content. Compare the example discussed by Se&@9),lwhere an American



soldier, captured by the Italians in World Warly, quoting “kennst Du das Land,
wo die Zitronen blihen” (do you know the land whtre lemons bloom) intends to
display to the Italians that he is German.

In order to illustrate the application of the dirsem of communicative status to
linguistic feedback utterances we will consider ¢benmunicative status of some
examples from the recorded dialogues.

In examples (1) and (3) below, the communicatietust of the feedback utterances
produced by B is not quite the same. In both csegreceding utterance (produced
by A) is a declarative statement with positive poya(i.e., it is not negated) and in
both cases the feedback utterasigmalsthe acceptance function by usgafyes),
while it indicatescontinued contact as well as perception and uratetstg of the
preceding utterance. In example (1), however, itngle ja (yes) can merely be said
to indicatethe attitude of belief, while in example (3), themm elaborated feedback
utterance rathesignalsbelief, expressed through the indicative mood efd¢éntence
de e de jyit is you know).

Q) A: men efter tre ar va de ju en harlig mylla
(but after three years you-know it was a lovelyuhdd
B: ja
(yes)

3) A: de e ju valdit faalit me karnkraft
(it is very dangerous you-know with nuclear power)

B: jallde edeju
(yes // it is you-know)

3.4. Context sensitivity with regard to the precethg communicative act

3.4.1.Introduction

One way of analyzing the meaning of linguistic fleeck expressions and
mechanisms is to say that they are characterizedveyy abstract conventional type
content in combination with high degree of conwedsitivity. For example, the
conventional type content of the three expressyaiss no, mandok can perhaps be
characterized in the following way:

yes - acceptance
no - rejection

n - confirmation
ok - agreement



The conventional occurrence content of the thrgeessions is, however, always
also a function of prosody and context. The functb prosody is mainly to
modulate attitudinal information. In some casesggbmple 5 below), this can
affect the presupposed truth of the precedingartss. Prosody will, however, not
be treated in any detail in this paper. As for eahttable 1 below demonstrates the
influence of mood and polarity of the precedingrghce.

Table 1. Functions ofyes, no, mandokin relation to the mood and polarity of
the preceding utterance.

Preceding Listener's
utterance response
yes no m ok
Pos statement | Acceptance of Rejection of Confirmation of Agreement
It's raining statement (Indicated | statement understanding (Acceptance of

belief)

(Indicated acceptanc
of statement)

e what has been said
as a point of
departure, more or
less stipulatively)

Neg statement:

Ambiguous between

Acceptance of

Confirmation of

Agreement

It isn't raining rejection of statement statement understanding (Acceptance of
(yesitig and (Indicated belief) what has been aid
acceptance of as a point of
statementyes you departure ...)
are right)

Pos yes-no Commitment to Commitmentto | Confirmation of Agreement

guestion: positive fact negative fact understanding (Acceptance of

Is it raining? (Indicated implicit suggestion)

commitment to
positive fact)

Neg yes-no Commitment to Commitmentto | Confirmation of Agreement

guestion: positive fact negative fact understanding (Acceptance of

Isn't it raining?

(Indicated
commitment to
positive fact))

implicit suggestion)

1°2}

Pos request: Acceptance of Refusal of request  Confirmation of Agreement
Open the door! | request understanding
(Indicated acceptance
of request)
Neg request: Unclear Acceptance of Confirmation of Agreement
Don't open the request understanding
door! (Indicated acceptance
of request)
Pos offer: Acceptance of offer Rejection of Confirmation of Agreement
Would you like offer understanding (Indicated
some tea? (Indicated acceptance acceptance on the
of offer) grounds of what ha:
been said)
Neg offer Acceptance of offer Rejection of Confirmation of Agreement
Wouldn't you offer understanding (Indicated

like some tea?

(Indicated acceptanc
of offer)

B acceptance on the
grounds of what ha

been said)

o

10



We can see how context can change the occurremtentdooth with regard to
attitudinal reaction (from acceptance to non-acamegd) and with regard to
attitudinal object (e. g., from statement to off@ifie table is somewhat unnatural in
that simple feedback expressions without pronomiditations of the objects of
acceptance and nonacceptay@s it is, no it isn'thave been used. In the case of
yes,this leads to ambiguity after a negative staterf@mbiguous between
acceptance of a negative statement and accepthtiee mositive counterpart of the
negative statement = rejection) and unclarity ataegative requegges | will(?),

yes | won{?)).

We seem to have a sort of semantic field consttbieterms likeyes, no, mandok
supported by attitudinal dimensions of meaning &geeement, confirmation,
acceptance and commitment. Each term is primasdy$sed towards one or several
of these dimensions, but can, depending on corgewtjlitaneously indicate or
display other compatible dimensions or even, withange of focus, signal other
dimensions.

The latter might happen, for example, in languaggussition, when a language
learner who is yet not very proficient in the langa he/she is learning uses the
vagueness of the notion of acceptance connectédhatwordyesin order to signal
acceptance of continued communication rather tisaapance of perceived and
understood content. What is really being signaltisiplayed or indicated, as the
case may be) is willingness or agreement to coatcmmmunication rather than the
more stereotypical fullbodied notion of acceptihg evocative intention of the
preceding utterance (communicative act). If themnear of theyes isnot fully

informed about the learner's nonproficiency, ther clear risk that what the learner
is signalling (displaying, indicating) will be misderstood.

Just like deictic expressiofis you, here, there, now, thegtc.), feedback
expressions are, thus, highly dependent on cofdext precise determination of
their meaning. However, just as is the case witbtideerms, this dependence is not
random, but in fact triggered by specific contekparameters. As can be seen from
the discussion and examples above and further fiherexamples to be discussed
below, among the most important of these paramatersarious features of the
immediately preceding communicative act:

) Type of speech act (mood)

(i) Factual polarity
(hi)  Information status.

11



3.4.2. Type of speech act (mood)

Table 2, which is extracted from table 1, illustiathe status gfesin different
contexts. More precisely, we can see that the bbfeacceptance is determined by
mood and speech act status. In the examples, waakiag the assumption that
mood and speech act status are in harmony. Whed anabspeech act status
differ, increased degrees of freedom as to objeatceptance are introduced and
context seems to determine which is chosen.

Table 2. Effects of speech act status (mood) on feedback.

Preceding utterance Listener's reply Function

It's raining yes Acceptance of statement
It's raining yes Commitment to positive fact
Open the door! yes Acceptance of request
Would you like some yes Acceptance of offer

coffee?

We also see that the speech act status of thedingceommunicative act can trigger
a change in the attitude signalled. A yes-no qaestan, at least in some cases, be
analyzed as a request for a commitment on theopart interlocutor as to the
veridicality of some statement. A reply usiygsor nowill therefore indicate a
positive or negativeommitmento an indicated fact and not merely acceptance of
this fact.

If we contrast examples (1) and (4), we see theghgrdifferent functions ofa/jaa
(yes) after a statement (example 1), where it cgmaeceptance of the statement and
after a question (example 4), where it conveys cament to a positive fact.

(1) A: men efter tre ar va de ju en harlig mylla
(but after three years you-know it was a lovelyutd)

B: ja
(yes)

4) A: e ni klara da
(are you finished then)

B: jaa
(yes)

The vowel reduplication ijaa isone of the means whereby a speaker can show
increased commitment.

12



Further, if we take the meaningyd#sandno to be acceptance and non-acceptance
(rejection), it might be tempting to assume thatttwhen following a statement,

like in the case above, always directly indicateeptance or non-acceptance of this
statement. This is, however, an oversimplificatisrnis shown by the example below.

B) A it's raining
B: oh no

Here,oh no,if pronounced in a short, matter of fact way, qagicate denial of the
statement. But consider instead the possibilittggr@nouncingoh nowith a
disappointed or surprised intonation. In such caBesgould presuppose the truth of
A's statement in order to signal his emotional aooeptance of something he, all
the same, believes to be true.

The object of acceptance or non-acceptance comtiéxgignalled byyesandno,
thus, does not merely depend on the status ofreeg@ing communicative act but
also on what type of attitudinal reaction the femzkbutterance signals. Attitudes
such as disappointment or surprise are factivepaeslippose some fact towards
which they are directed. This presupposition setente upheld in the case above
and the nonacceptance instead to be used as arpunmiteg of the unpleasantness
or unexpectedness signalled by the waindéh conjunction with the prosodic
expression of disappointment or surprise.

3.4.3. Factual polarity

If we look at examples (6) and (7) below, we cam ls@w the factual polarity of the
preceding communicative act affects the functiotheffeedback utterance Consider
the use ohé&/nej(no) in examples (6) and (7) below.

6) A: de kan ju inte va for fiskarnas skull va
(it couldn't be for the sake of the fish you-krjow

B: na
(no)

In example (6) the preceding statementtegative polarityand the function of the
negative feedback utterancearsceptanceln example (7), on the other hand, the
preceding statement hpesitive polarityand the function of the negative feedback is
nonacceptance.

7 A sa gar naturen under me tekniken
(like that nature perishes with technology)

13



B: NEJ // de vaxer upp annat da vet du
(no // other things grow up you know)

Table 3, which is also extracted from table 1 siltates the role of the factual
polarity of the preceding utterance. As we can geepolarity of the preceding
utterance affects the attitude expressed ygsar ano. If a statement preceding a
yesis positive, theg/essignals acceptance of the statement. If the staterhewever,
IS negative, thgescan signal objection and rejection of the propaseghtive
statement. Normally, however, this function habésupported by the positive
pronominal reformulatioit is. Likewise anofollowing a positive statement signals
rejection of the statement, but following a negatvatement it signals acceptance.
The polarity of the preceding utterance, thus, setenihave a particularly drastic
effect on the attitude signalled byeasor ano.

Table 3. Effects of the factual polarity of the precedintgtince on feedback.

Preceding Listener's
utterance response
yes (it is) no (it isn't)
Pos statement Acceptance of Rejection of statement
It's raining statement (Indicated
belief)
Neg statement: Rejection of Acceptance of
It isn't raining statement statement (Indicated
belief)
Pos yes-no question] Commitment to Commitment to
Is it raining? positive fact negative fact
Neg yes-no question; Commitment to Commitment to
Isn't it raining? positive fact negative fact
yes (I will) no (I won't)
Pos request: Acceptance of Refusal of request
Open the door! request
Neg request: Rejection of request | Acceptance of request
Don't open the door!| (Defiance)
yes (I would) no (I wouldn't)
Pos offer: Acceptance of offer Rejection of offer
Would you like some (Declination)
tea?
Neg offer Acceptance of offer Rejection of offer
Wouldn't you like (Declination)
some tea?

14



If we look somewhat more closely at table 3, wethaé statements and requests
seem to pattern one way and yes-no questions &ad af slightly different way
with regard to the effect of their polarity on ttentent ofyesandno. In the case of
statements and requests, positive polarity resulisceptancéyes)and rejection
(no),while negative polarity results in the conversecgpn(yes)and acceptance
(no). What seems to be accepted or rejected in the ¢asgueests is the task of
carrying out the request, while following statensemicceptancg/esandno)
ambiguously can concern what might be termed piavés acceptance or it might
concern a more fullbodied acceptance and integratim one's own system of
beliefs. Rejection following statements seems endfaise of botlgesandnoto signal
commitment to fact with a polarity opposite the amdicated by the statement.

In the case of preceding yes-no questions andsoffenich in the examples given
here also have the form of yes-no questions), ahahgolarity does not seem to
have the same effect, so tlyassignals commitment to positive fact amolsignals
commitment to negative fact, regardless of theniglaf the preceding utterance.

In order to maintain the same analysis for all foomtexts we could say that thes
where it follows a negative yes-no question oroffnce negation to be relevant
seems to presuppose a positive expected stateaotathich is denied) signals
acceptance of this expected positive state ofraffAinowould signal rejection of
this expected positive state of affairs.

Another alternative to maintain the same analysisll four contexts would be to
claim thatyesalways involves commitment to positive fact aledcommitment to
negative fact. This analysis would, in fact, alsarkfor yesandno following
statements and requests, where, for examplessignalling commitment to positive
fact following a negative statement would indicalgection or rejection of the claim
made and when following a positive statement wandiicate acceptance or
agreement. Even if the analysis of yes aads signalling commitment to positive
and negative facts, respectively, perhaps seemewbat simpler than the
acceptance/non-acceptance analysis, it runs intadgms with the case discussed in
example (5), i. e. whemo is preceded bgh and pronounced with an intonation
conveying disappointment. Such a response seepresappose the correctness of
the speaker's claim, but signal the listener's eiotonative non-acceptance.

Whichever analysis is chosen, it is, however, ¢léeat the attitude expressed by a

yesor ano requires consideration of the polarity of the intiagely preceding
utterance in order to be determined.

15



In some languages, such as Swedish and Germaanahesis just proposed fges
andnoin English would have to be made somewhat moreptioated in order to
accommodate the fact that these languages hawecmbsmorphem¢o (Swedish)
anddoch(German) which is used insteadyefsin all the cases following an
utterance with negative polarity. So for Swedistl @erman one could therefore
suggest that the meaningjaf(the same word in both languages) is to accegaity
out what the evocative function of a preceding fpasiutterance signals. In the case
of statements, yes-no questions, and yes-no offexg@ furthermore often “delivers
the goods”, i.e., provides a commitment to onéhefihdicated alternatives. In the
case of requests, this is usually not possibleesinastly nonverbal action going
beyond a simplgesis required to “deliver the goods”.

The function ofo anddochwould, when following an utterance with negative
polarity, instead be to assert commitment to atpescorresponding state of affairs
opposite to that indicated by the preceding uttegaifhe Swedish and German
distinction betweelma - jo andja - dochwould thus separate acceptance of a positive
state of affairs from commitment to a positive staft affairs as a reaction to an
utterance where this state of affairs has beemgmegyative polarity. In Englislyes

is instead polysemic with regard to these funaiddther languages, such as
Russian, offer a further modification of the an&y3he acceptance function ad

(yes) has been extended so that not only posiiets tan be accepted, but also
negative facts. Consider the following example.

(8) A: nie idjot dozhd
B: da

B's utterance in the Russian example (8) signaspance of the fact that it is not
raining. Negative questions, requests and offeemge function similarly, so thaka
can be used to signal acceptance of a negativedtaftfairs. In English, the word

mmcan be used in a similar way, the difference bémagmmindicates rather than
signals acceptance.

3.4.4. Information status

A third feature of an utterance precedingesor ano that seems important both for
the actual morphological and phonological real@atfyesor no and for their
interpretation is the information status that titerance has for the listener, i.e., for

the person giving the feedback. Compare examp)e$l@), and (11).

9) A: detregnar
(it's raining)

16



B: jadetgordetja
(yes it does it yes)

(20) A: det regnar inte
(it's not raining)

B: nadet gor det inte na
(no it does it not no)

A:. detregnar
(it's raining)

B: *na det gor det inte na
(no it does it not no)

In example (9), the “sandwich” positioning of tlaebefore and after the pronominal
reassertion of the preceding statement servegmalsihat the listener has been
reminded of something he/she already knew. Theespanding “sandwich”
construction witmo can therefore be used after a negated statemantegaample
(10), only when it signals that B is reminded ofegyative fact that he accepts as
true. It cannot be used in order to object to atpesstatement, as in example (11).

If, in example (9), B had respondedjhyja, which could be regarded as an
abbreviated version gd det gor det jathe signalled meaning would have been
something likeyes, | knowwithout the indication of having been reminded Ifiad
responded bjaséa(oh (really)), this would instead have signalledtitine fact
mentioned by A was new to B, thus not something/ag reminded of or already
knew. In fact, this feature ¢disa(oh) can be ironically exploited in Swedish by
speakers who sggsain order to indicate to their interlocutor that wkiaey are
hearing is perhaps not so new and interestingeaasittierlocutor would like to
imagine.

Another operation on information status can beead by the use géha (oh)

which in example (9) could have been used to sitiredl|B accepts that A sagst
regnaras a fact, which is ambiguous between taking A&ring something as a fact
and taking the state of affairs indicated by A &ch This ambiguity is brought out
in examples such gaha, det ar vad du sagé€oh, that's what you saygha det ar
vad du tror(oh, that's what you think) gaha, da far vi ta med oss paraglgh, then
we have to take an umbrella).

As we have seen, there are various means for makiegdback utterance indicate,
display or signal the information status of thecgiing utterance in relation to the

17



person who gives feedback. In example (12) belbesuse of the negative
morphemend (no), as a reaction to a preceding positive stat¢nas well as the
lengthening of the morphenmé (no) by the added voweg,-makes the utterance
display an attitude of surprise and thereby indi¢hat the information status of the
preceding utterance rewrather than given or known. In particular, as alsea
discussed in section 3.4.2., B is not denying #madicality of A's statement.

(12) A: sa ja har tomatlador dar a ja brukar fdpat hundra tomater
(so 1 have tomato boxes there and | usually getiteds of
tomatoes)

B: nae
(no)

Another example, where the information of the pdatg communicative act is
perceived as new, by virtue of the feedback uttmras example (13) below.

3.5. Evocative function

Feedback utterances conveying that the listenan (Bir examples) is surprised and
that the information in the preceding utterancee to him/her, often also have an
evocative function, i.e., they place an obligatonthe current speaker (A) to react,
in his turn, and give feedback to B's feedback.sTiR!sjassd,in example (13),
displays surprise which leads A to reaffirm.

(13) A: & karamellpapprena dom kommer i i //m digr papperskorgen sen
(and the candy papers they get into into // thad waste paper
basket then)

B: jassa
(really)

A: jaa
(yes)

B: de va ovanlit

(that's unusual)

The wordjassa(really) displays surprise and indicates thatgtexzeding utterance
contains new information. An additional rising in&tion can make this function
even stronger. As we can see, A responds withdbex utterancmga (yes), where
the addeda gives the utterance emphasis, i.e., A reaffirnssoln preceding
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utterance. B then continuds va ovanlifthat's unusual), which displays her
continued attitude of surprise.

In a somewhat wider sense of evocative, of co@gery utterance containing only a
single feedback word could be said to evoke theiwoation of the conversation.
Consideration of the evocative function of feedhalkls, connects it to the basic
function we have above referred to as ability aflingness to continue a
communicative interaction. By uttering a feedbaakadva speaker simultaneously
indicates willingness and ability to continue andimgness and ability to let the
other speaker continue.

4. Formalizing content features of feedback

4.1. Introduction

In this section, we want to explore the possibitifyformalizing the analysis of
content features presented in section 3. In ddirsgwe will develop two different
kinds of formalization, one using attribute-valuatntes and the other based on the
theory of situation semantics.

4.1.1. Attribute-value structures

The first kind of formalization simply consistsuising attribute-value matrices to
represent bundles of content features associatbdinguistic expressions. Besides
offering a compact and yet perspicuous notatiomuge of attribute-value matrices
(or feature structures, as they are sometimesdjgilatentially gives us a
unification-based formalisth,which may be useful if you want to describe hbw t
occurrence content of a particular feedback uttaxas constructed by combining a
type content with features of the context. (Thia f@oblem that we will not really
pursue in this paper, however.)

4.1.2. Situation semantics

The second attempt at formalization is couchetiénftamework of situation
semantics (Barwise & Perry 1983, 1985; Barwise 1988thin that theory, the
occurrence conteii? of a linguistic utterance is regarded as a fumctibtwo
parameters: the expression (ty@ayhich is used, and the embedding circumstances

*  For an introduction to unification-based formaisand their use in syntax and semantics. see

Shieber 1986, Pollard & Sag 1987, Johnson 1988.
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(or context)c in whichSoccurs. This is expressed in the following semaintic
“equation” (cf. Barwise 1986b):

(14) C(S,c)=P

The occurrence content of an expres$Sam a context (as well as the content of
any other information-carrying event) is genersdligen to be the information that
there exists a (rea$jtuationof a certairtype (i.e. that a certain type of situation is
realized). The content is therefore modelled inagibn semantics with situation
type(cf. Barwise 19864, Israel & Perry 1988). A sitoattypeT is defined by a
(possibly parametriapfon (or state of affairs) iwhich is called theonditioning
infon of T. A particular situatiors is of typeT if and only if it supports (or an
instance of, if i is parametric), i.e. if and onlyiifis a fact ins. A situation-typer
with conditioning infoni is represented as in (15), wherie a situation variable and
the whole expression is read as “the type of sdnawherei holds”.

(15)  [sli]

For example, if an utterance of the sentdhcerainingin a certain context ¢ has the
content “it is raining at a certain spatiotempdoahtion!” (say, the utterance
location), then we may express this as follows:

(16) It is raining, c) = [ s] <<atl; raining; b>]

The picture sketched so far is oversimplified inl¢ast) one important respect. In
reality, the content of a linguistic utterance @& a function of two but of three
parameters. In addition to the expression usedt@dmbedding circumstances, we
have to consider the set@adnstraints(law-like regularities such as linguistic
conventions) with respect to which the utteranterpreted, as the examples in (17)
make clear:

a7 a. C(Swedish, /In&e/, c) = “no”
b. C(Greek, Ineel/, c) = “yes”

Since we will only be concerned with one languageddish) in the formalized
examples below, we will generally suppress the ttaimd parameter in the
representations and continue to represent the mootdéinguistic utterances as a
function of only two parameters: expression andemn It is important to keep in
mind, however, that the content we attribute tdipalar utterances is always
dependent on a particular set of constraints (esibhetinguistic conventions).
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4.2. Type of reaction to the preceding communicate act

Information about the basic communicative functicentact, perception,
understanding, attitudinal reactions) can be regtesl in attribute-value format
using the four attributeSONTACT,PERCEPTIONUNDERSTANDING andATTITUDE,
where the attribut@TTITUDE, as noted above, can be read as shoTeER
ATTITUDE, SINCECONTACT,PERCEPTIONaNndUNDERSTANDING also involve attitudes
(cf. section 3.1).

The first three will be treated here as binarydesg (with possible values + and -),
although this is an oversimplification. TAgTITUDE feature, by contrast, takes as its
value a complex feature structure containing infation about the attitudinal
reactions which are present in different casess ¢bmplex feature structure thus
contains a selection from a set of binary feata®SEPT,REJECT BELIEF,
AGREEMENT,SURPRISE etc’

In sum, then, we need at least the following cdibecof features to represent type of
reaction to preceding communicative act:

(18) Feature Type of value
CONTACT BOOLEAN
PERCEPTION BOOLEAN
UNDERSTANDING BOOLEAN
ATTITUDE COMPLEX
ACCEPT BOOLEAN
REJECT BOOLEAN
BELIEF BOOLEAN
AGREEMENT BOOLEAN
SURPRISE BOOLEAN

The content of the feedback utterangeandmmin examples (1) and (2) (repeated
below for convenience) can now be (partially) repreed as in (19) and (20),
respectively.

(1) A: men efter tre ar va de ju en harlig mylla
(but after three years you-know it was a lovelyuhd)

Here it is even more of an oversimplification t@ wmple binary features, and for two reasons.
First, the object of the attitudes may be differieoin one case to another, although it will be
assumed here that the object is always some featthe content of the preceding utterance.
Second, the strength of the attitudes may varpriag, for example, may be expressed in different
degrees, although it will he treated here as alsilygs-no matter.
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B: ja

(yes)
(19) [CONTACT +1
[PERCEPTION +]
[UNDERSTANDING +]
[ATTITUDE
[ACCEPT +]]
(2) A ..jakanfdsana// aah kontakter....k&tgr ma universum jaa
(... yes | can get such // eeh contacts .taot& with the
universe yes)
B: mm
(mm)
(20) [CONTACT +]
[PERCEPTION +]
[UNDERSTANDING +]

If we turn to situation semantics, we must rementilpgtrthat the content of a
feedback utterance will be represented as a tuégpe (cf. section 4.1.2.). In most
cases, the conditioning infon of this type willddeomplex one, consisting of a
conjunction of atomic infons (we will use the natat'& i4, ... i’ to denote the
conjunction of the infons, ... i). For example, the content of the feedback
utterances in example (1) and (2) can be repregasten (21) and (22):

(21) Cfa, c) =]s| & <<atly; willing-to-continue, B; 1>,
<<atlq; perceive, B, ; 1>,
<<atly; understand, B uy, Py 1>>,
<<atly; accept, B, Pi; 1>>]

(22) C(mm,cy) =[s | & <<atly; willing-to-continue, B; 1 >>,
<<atly; perceive, B, W; 15>,
<<atly; understand, B w, Py; 1>>]

We see that the conditioning infons in both casesanjunctions of (possible) facts
about the speak®; and his willingness to continue, his perceptiothef preceding
utterancey;, his understanding of the contéhof the preceding utterance and (in
21 but not in 22) his acceptance of the communicetatent?;.

22



So far, we have not made any attempt to capturentheence of context in the
interpretation of feedback utterances. For examplé1) there is no indication of
how the location,, individual B, utterancey, and contenP;, (which are constituents
of the conditioning infon) are picked out from tt@ntext (and the context itself is
only represented by the symbol cl). We will rettorthis problem in section 4.4.
below.

4.3. Communicative status

Communicative status can be introduced into outbate-value notation by means

of three complex-valued attributes INDICATE, DISPYAand SIGNAL, which take

as their values feature structures representingptbemation which is indicated,
displayed or signalled, respectively. Their usdustrated in (23), which is a richer
representation of the contentjafin example (1) than the one given in the preceding
section, and (24), which represents the conteja dé e de jun example (3),

repeated below for convenience.

(23) [INDICATE

[CONTACT +]
[PERCEPTION +]
[UNDERSTANDING +]
[ATTITUDE
[BELIEF 1
[SIGNAL
[ATTITUDE
[ACCEPT 1

: e e ju valdit faalit me karnkraft
3 A de e ju valdit faali karnkraf
(it is very dangerous you-know with nuclear power)

B: jall de e deju
(yes /! itis you-know)

(24) [INDICATE
[CONTACT +]
[PERCEPTION +1
[UNDERSTANDING +]
[SIGNAL
[ATTITUDE
[ACCEPT 4]
[BELIEF 1
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In situation semantics, the notionadmmunicative status can be captured in
different ways. Here we approach the problem sinbgidividing the content of an
utterance into three parts, namelglicated content, displayed contemtdsignalled
contentwhich we will represent &;(S, c), G(S, ¢), and ¢S, c),respectively.
Thus, we assume that the following equation hdiisgrbitrary expressiosand
contextsc):

(25) C(S,c=¢(S,c+G(S,c+G(S, )

Given this assumption, we can characterize theecdsdf the feedback utterances in
examples (1) and (3) as in (26) and (27):

(26) Gfa,c) =[s|& <<atly; willing-to-continue, B; 1->,
<<atly; perceive, B, uy; 1>>,
<<atly; understand, B w, Py 1>>,
<<atly; accept, B, Py; 1>>]
Cfja,c) =[s|& <<atly; accept, B, P1; 5]

(27) Ci(adeedeju,¢)=[s|& <atls; willing-to-continue, B; 1>,
<<atls; perceive, B, Ww; 1>>,
<<atls; understand, B Us, Ps; 1>5]
Cs(jadeedeju,cs) =[s|& <<atls; accept, @ P3; 1>,
<<atls; believe, @ Ps; 1>>]

4.4  Context sensitivity with regard to the precedig communicative act

In this section we will discuss one kind of conts&hsitivity in relation to the
formalizations developed so far, namely sensitiwith respectactual polarity. In
section 3.4.3, we discussed two different analgédise way in which the factual
polarity of the preceding utterance influencesdbitent of words likgesandno,
one based on the notions of acceptance and rajecin@ based on the notion of
commitment to facts. The formalizations suggese® lare based on the first
analysis throughout.

In attribute-value notation, the occurrence contémid/nejin examples (6) and (7)
can be represented as (28) and (29), respectively.

(6) A: de kan ju inte va for fiskarnas skull va
(it couldn't be for the sake of the fish you-krjow

B: na
(no)
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7 A sa gar naturen under me tekniken
(like that nature perishes with technology)
B: NEJ // de vaxer upp annat da vet du
(no // other things grow up you know)

(28) [INDICATE
[CONTACT +]
[PERCEPTION +]
[UNDERSTANDING +]]
[SIGNAL
[ATITTUDE
[REJECT 1
(29) [INDICATE
[CONTACT +]
[PERCEPTION +]
[UNDERSTANDING +]]
[SIGNAL
[ATTITUDE
[REJECT +1]

(28) and (29) differ only in the value they assigrtheratH[SIGNAL [ATTITUDE
[REJECT]]]. In both cases, the value is the same as theityadfithe preceding
statement. We can capture this generalizationsigt ®f constraints on the
attribute-value structur€ representing the content of an utterance of thertgjin
the context of a preceding statement representéldebgttribute-value structurRS
(where the notatiofipath designates “the value assigneg#thin feature structure
):

(30)  C[INDICATE [CONTACT]] =+
C[INDICATE [PERCEPTION]]=+
C[INDICATE [UNDERSTANDING]] =+
C[SIGNAL [ATTITUDE [REJECT]]]=PS[POLARITY]

Using situation semantics the contentai@inejin examples (6) and (7) can be
represented as in (3 1) and (32), where, for tisé time, we try to give a little
structure to the contexts.

The context in example (6) is characterized asuatsbncs where it is the case that a
personAs addresseB; at a locatiors.; (temporally preceding the locatibgwhere

the feedback utterance occurs), making an utterdh@evith contenPg, which has
the polarity 0.
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In a similar way, the context of example (7) isreltéerized as a situatian where it
is the case that a persApaddresseB; at a location.; (temporally preceding the
locationl; where the feedback utterance occurs), makingteramiceu; with content
Pz, which has the polarity 1.

(31) G (nej, @) =[s | & <<atl; willing-to-continue, B; 1>,
<<atle; perceive, B us, 1>,
<<atlg; understand, 8 us, Ps; 1>>]

Cqnej,cs) = [s | &=<<atlg; reject, B, Ps; 0>> ]

where | =<<atle.;; address, 4, Bs; 1>
G | =<<atle.1; utter, As; Us; 1>>
G | =<<atle.1; content, & Ps; 1>>
Cs | =<<atlg.1; polarity-of, 0, B, 1>

(32) Ci(nej,c7) [s]|& <<atly; willing-to-continue, B; 1 >>,
<<atls; perceive, B; uz; 1>,

<<atls; understand, B uz; Py; 1> ]
Cs(nej, @) [s|& <<atly; reject, B; Pz, 1>>]

where | =<<atl;.;; address, A4, B;; 1>>
C; | =<<atls.q; utter, Ay, u7; 1>
C7 | =<<atl7.3; content, ¢ P7; 1>>
¢, | = ~<atly.y; polarity-of, 1, B; 1>

We can generalize over (31) and (32) by meammaodmetersand obtain (33),
which is a characterization of the contentefin a context of type. (We use
boldface for parameters; note especially the pglparameter)

(33) G (nej,c) =[s | & <<atlj; willing-to-continue,B; 1 >>,
<<atlj; perceiveB, u; 1>,
<<atlj; understandB, u, P, | >>]
Cs(nej,c) =[ s | & <<atlj; reject,B, P; I>>]

where c |=<atlj.4; addressA, B; |>>
C |= ~<atj.q; utter,A, u; I>>
C |=<<atlj.q; contentu, P; 1>
C |=<<atlj.4; polarity-of,I, P; 1>
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Since we have not yet worked out a formalized wagapturing the systematic
dependency of feedback content on the speech acdjnand information status of
the preceding utterance, we will not discuss foizasibn with regard to these
features of context sensitivity here.

4 5. Evocative function

Adding evocative functions to the representaticseduso far requires nothing new in
principle. For the attribute-value representatimessimply add a complex-valued
feature EVOCATIVE, which takes as its value featstrecctures representing
different evocative functions. For the situatiomsatic approach we simply extend
the situation-types representing the content atlfaek utterances with more
conditioning infons corresponding to the evocatigpects of the utterances.
However, since we have not yet worked out a preamskdetailed account of the
evocative functions we also abstain from giving &oynalized examples here.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, we have argued, discussed andsitpegly demonstrated that what
we have called “the linguistic feedback systemadénguage should not be
regarded as an area of hopeless complexity andisiont

Rather, linguistic feedback systems seem to beithadte subsystems of the
interactive mechanisms available in the spoken foieny language. We have
further argued, that such systems not only carelsertbed phonologically,
morphologically and syntactically, but also semaaity and pragmatically. In order
for such a description to be possible, feedbackesgions and feedback mechanisms
must, just like deictic expressions and deictic na@isms, be regarded as highly
context dependent. Specifically, we have arguetlahaccount of the meaning of
feedback utterances involves considering at Iéastdilowing dimensions of

content.

1. Type of reaction to preceding communicative act

2. Communicative status of various aspects of tineent conveyed by the
feedback utterance.

3.  Context sensitivity with regard to the precedittigrance in at least the
following respects:

() Its evocative function (type of speech act)

(i)  Its factual polarity
(i) Its information status.
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4. Evocative status of the feedback utterance.

Our attempts at formalizing these features of teammg of feedback utterances
using attribute-value matrices and situation serosuatre, naturally, only first
attempts but, we hope, sufficiently precise asotovince other linguists that the area
of feedback might be worthy of their attention.
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