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Style Marker Analysis:
A Corpus-based Approach to Variation in Speech Act Realization
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The dissertation presents an interdisciplinary framework reimagining speech acts as situated social
performances rather than static linguistic formulas. By integrating pragmatics with sociolinguistic
theories of style and indexicality, the study argues that speech realization is a deliberate stylistic
choice that both reflects and actively constructs social context. This approach moves beyond
traditional form-function mappings to examine how linguistic variations index complex social
meanings across micro, meso, and macro levels of interaction. Through a methodology called “style
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marker analysis,” the researcher demonstrates how specific linguistic markers function as
contextualization cues signaling cultural identity and rapport management strategies, specifically
within Japanese and Chinese.

The investigation rejects a view of language as simple information transmission, positing
instead that every utterance is an act of identity construction. By viewing speech acts through the
lens of “style,” the researcher acknowledges that variation is a structured system of meaning,
allowing for a nuanced understanding of how individuals signal their relationship to listeners and
their position within social hierarchies. These stylistic choices are fundamental to the success of
social interaction, particularly in how different cultures manage rapport. By bridging quantitative
corpus linguistics with qualitative sociolinguistic analysis, the researcher provides a comprehensive
toolset for decoding hidden layers of social meaning, allowing a systematic examination of how local
interactional stances coalesce into recognizable social personas and broad social types. This offers a
dynamic, culturally sensitive alternative to conventional pragmatic models for interpreting
communication in a globalized world. A summary of the seven chapters in this dissertation are below.

Chapter 1 establishes the primary objective of the study: proposing a new perspective for
analyzing variation in speech act realization. This chapter outlines the fusion of pragmatics,
sociolinguistics, and corpus linguistics, arguing that speech acts must be understood as instantiated
social acts. The researcher posits that performance is a stylistic choice that does not merely exist
within a context but actively helps to build it.

Chapter 2 delves into the concept of indexicality to explain how linguistic choices signal
meanings beyond basic communication. These meanings constitute an indexical field where

potential interpretations are activated by the specific environment. The researcher details a three-




tiered hierarchy where micro-level stances and macro-level social types are bridged by the meso
level of personas and local social categories.

Chapter 3 defines the methodology used throughout the study, termed “style marker analysis.”
This corpus-based approach identifies specific linguistic forms that occur with significantly higher
frequency in one style compared to others. The researcher explains the use of keyness analysis and
n-gram comparison to isolate these markers, which serve as signs pointing toward specific social
meanings.

Chapter 4 focuses on the selection of the Japanese style label amaeru and the Mandarin
Chinese label sajiao. The researcher justifies the choice of these two labels based on their cultural
salience and their role in rapport management. The researcher also details the process of compiling
the literary corpora that provide the data for the subsequent linguistic analysis.

Chapter 5 applies style marker analysis to identify the specific linguistic features of both
Japanese and Chinese styles. This chapter explores how identified markers function as semantic
formulas, alerters, or internal modifiers. The researcher examines the linguistic grounding of these
styles, looking at how lexical and phrasal shifts modify the impact of various speech acts.

Chapter 6 interprets the indexed meanings of the identified markers from a sociocultural
perspective. This chapter analyzes how the stances and personas identified at the micro and meso
levels correlate with broader macro-level social types in Japanese and Chinese societies. The
researcher highlights how these stylistic choices negotiate power, intimacy, and social propriety.

Chapter 7 synthesizes the findings, demonstrating that while amaeru and sajiao are often
treated as translations of one another, they exhibit notable differences in realization. The researcher
concludes that this methodology contributes a robust theoretical and empirical tool to the study of
speech acts. Additionally, the researcher discusses how these findings can be applied to language

teaching to help students navigate complex, culturally-specific social interactions.
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