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Direct speech is discourse figure that has been observed in all documented
languages so far, whether it is from past speech communities (for old European
narratives, see for instance Louviot 2016) or, among contemporary oral speech
communities. The figure, if recurrent across narrative practices, can also be used
in various other speech situations, such as conversations (Holt 1996). In this
talk, I will argue that silent pauses in certain positions behave grammatically,
here not only in the sense that silent pauses can be described according to
certain systematically patterns, but also that the production of silent pauses
is dependent on the linguistic structures associated with the languages, that is
here, basic word order.

Building upon previous research on silent pauses as prosodic cues for mark-
ing the beginning or the end of direct speech (Genetti 2011; Malibert and Van-
hove 2015) and on interjection (Norrick 2015;Aznar 2019, pp. 175-80;Nikitina,
Aplonova, and Roa 2023), this presentation presents findings from two cross-
linguistic studies conducted using language documentation corpora. The first
study, in collaboration with Seifart® (in prep.), focuses on establishing correla-
tions between the production of silent pauses and speech verbs and the basic
word order. The second study, conducted with Aplonova? (in prep.), delves into
interjections and interjection phrases.

Both investigations involve an examination of direct speech sequences in
monologic narratives. The first study spans twelve languages from the DoReCo
dataset (Paschen et al. 2020) to explore silent pauses and speech verbs, while the
second study extends across twenty language corpora, focusing on what with
I term with Aplonova ”interjecting” (additional corpora from the Discourse
Reporting database were incorporated; Nikitina, Aplonova, Jordanoska, et al.
2022)3. These studies heavily rely on automated analysis, utilizing tools such as
Multitool* for compiling annotation files and Jupyter notebooks (Kluyver et al.

1See https://frankseifart.info/.

2See https://isidore.science/a/aplonova_katya.

3The language documentation corpora retained for the study were selected for their variety
in terms of genetic, areal and structural properties.

“https://github.com/DoReCo/multitool



2016) to organize and structure the automated processing into a shareable set
of documents.

The presentation will commence by providing context for this research, de-
tailing the initiatives QUEST and DoReCo. This will be followed by an overview
of the distinct methodologies employed in the two investigations. Concrete ex-
amples will be presented to explain how the direct speech sequence was concep-
tualized and annotated. I will then present the results of the study with Seifart,
on the patterns of silent pauses production and speech verb positions within
the direct speech sequence and according to each language and their associated
basic word order. For the second study, made in collaboration with Aplonova, I
will describe the data that led us to propose a cross-linguistic discourse device
that we labelled ”interjecting”. The term ”interjecting” is used deliberately to
emphasize that the use of this discourse device is not limited to interjections
as a grammatical category, but corresponds to the coordination by a speaker
of a silent pause and an interjection phrase to produce a mismatch within the
expected coordination between the syntactical structure and the prosodical one
(Rochet-Capellan and Fuchs 2013; Spronck and Nikitina 2019) to mark out
the beginning of direct speech. To conclude, drawing on the results of both
cross-linguistic investigations, I will argue that silent pauses can be, in certain
contexts, regarded as linguistic signs.
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