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Introducción

El presente volumen recoge un conjunto de treinta y una aportaciones acerca del 
quehacer investigador de la lingüística actual. En este caso, los trabajos que se re-
únen han sido elaborados por jóvenes investigadores que han iniciado –o quieren 
iniciar, precisamente, con estas investigaciones presentadas– su andadura en la ac-
tividad científica sobre el lenguaje y/o las lenguas. 

Así, los capítulos de esta obra dan cuenta, en primer lugar, de las tendencias 
que, hasta el momento de esta edición, atraen la atención de los investigadores no-
veles que se han formado en distintas universidades, así como del grado de vitali-
dad que tienen hoy en día los campos o disciplinas que se abordan, tal y como lo 
atestigua la división en secciones que contiene el volumen: lexicología y lexicogra-
fía, sintaxis, pragmática y análisis del discurso, contacto de lenguas y actitud lin-
güística, lingüística clínica y psicolingüística, y enseñanza del español como lengua 
extranjera. 

Además de esta patente diversidad de disciplinas y áreas temáticas, se cons-
tata igualmente el interés por otras lenguas como el alemán, el árabe, el francés, el 
gallego, el inglés o el ruso, al mismo tiempo que se atiende a la realidad diasiste-
mática del español, e incluso a la multimodalidad que puede tener lugar en la co-
municación humana. 

Por todo lo anterior, los coordinadores de este volumen agradecen a los auto-
res de cada trabajo la deferencia y el interés por la participación en esta obra co-
lectiva, que pretende constituir un testimonio tanto de labor investigadora como 
de concordia entre los diferentes miembros de una misma comunidad científica.
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A Three-Parameter Proposal for a Novel 
Typology of Lexical Expressives

Mireia Cabanes Calabuig
University of Cambridge

�1.  Introduction

The term ‘expressive’ is an umbrella term that has been used to label a function of 
language as well as a wide range of linguistic expressions. Linguistic phenomena 
that fall under the scope of this term can be purely linguistic, such as lexical items 
(e.g., expletives –‘bastard’, ‘shit’, ‘damn’ or ‘idiot’– or expressive adjectives –‘bloody’) 
and morphological devices (e.g., diminutives –‘kitty’ vs. ‘cat’ to refer to an adult 
cat), borderline linguistic, such as interjections (e.g., ‘wow’ or ‘ouch’), stylistic and 
prosodic features, or non-linguistic, such as gestures or facial expressions (Blake-
more 2011: 3537). In this paper, my object of study will be lexical expressives, that 
is, full lexical items. 

Issues with delimiting and classifying are not just limited to the term ‘expres-
sive’, but also to specific expressions like lexical expressives. This paper will criti-
cally present and evaluate the main attempts at delimiting and classifying lexical 
expressives in the literature. After presenting the current status of these linguis-
tic expressions and identifying the gaps and constraints of previous approaches, 
I will present a novel proposal for an improved delimitation and classification of 
lexical expressives based on three parameters: lexico-syntactic dimension (i.e., re-
ferring to their word class and position in the sentence), information structure 
(i.e., related to topic of discussion and at-issueness) and functional role (i.e., con-
cerning their pragmatic functions in discourse). 

The structure of the paper is as follows. In Section 2, I present the main ap-
proaches to classifications of lexical expressives hitherto, and assess and evaluate 
the limitations they pose. In Section 3, I expound my rationale for a novel typol-
ogy of lexical expressives and advocate for a proposal based on three linguistic 

https://orcid.org/0009-0003-1392-4448
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parameters: (i) lexico-synactic; (ii) information structure; and (iii) functional role. 
I conclude the section by describing the corpus methodology used to endorse the 
usefulness and appropriateness of the parameters, which are fully developed in 
Section 4. Section 5 concludes with further thoughts on the three-parameter pro-
posal I argue for and outlines lines for upcoming research. 

2. � Previous Attempts to Classify Expressives: 
Overview, Assessment and Limitations

2.1. � A Theory of Expressive Content: Potts’ Approach

Studies on expressive content go as far back as to Frege’s (1892) well-known essay 
Sense and Reference, in which he described expressive content as a type of ‘colour’ 
that some words and expressions have. A century later, Kaplan (1999) established 
a distinction between descriptive and expressive content as two different types of 
information content. In addition, expressive meaning also played an important 
role in Systemic Functional Linguistics, as part of the interpersonal metafunc-
tion of language that establishes particular social relationships between speakers 
and hearers (Halliday 1978). Despite these initial approaches to expressive mean-
ing, the most influential theory up to date was developed by Christopher Potts. 
In his 2007 paper, Potts (2007) identified six characteristics that he considers to 
be idiosyncratic of expressive content and that he uses to delimit what counts as 
an expressive:
a.	 Independence: expressive content and descriptive content contribute to dif-

ferent dimensions of meanings. This makes possible to change or remove 
expressives from a sentence without altering the descriptive content of 
their sentence.

b.	 Nondisplaceability: expressives predicate something about the situation de-
noted in the current utterance. 

c.	 Perspective dependence: expressive content is evaluated from a particular 
perspective. Generally, this perspective is that of the speaker, even though 
it can be shifted to another person under certain contextual circumstances. 

d.	 Descriptive ineffability: speakers are unable to satisfactorily paraphrase the 
content of an expressive using descriptive terms. 

e.	 Immediacy: expressives behave like performatives in the sense that the 
act of uttering them is enough for not just conveying, but also «inflicting» 
their content. 

f.	 Repeatability: a speaker can use an expressive repeatedly with a resulting ef-
fect of strengthening of its expressive content, rather than one of redundancy 
(cf. Potts 2007: 166-179). 
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An analysis of example (1) below allows us to put these characteristics 
into practice. 

	 (1)	The damn dog is on the couch. 

If the expressive ‘damn’ is removed from the sentence, its truth-conditions would 
remain the same (“There is a dog, and he is on the couch”). When ‘damn’ is added 
to the sentence, it adds a layer of expressivity that conveys a negative attitude of 
the speaker towards, in this case, the dog and/or the fact that he is on the couch 
(independence). As soon as this word is added, this emotion affects the context 
and content of the sentence (immediacy). In addition, this emotion only applies to 
the moment in which the sentence is uttered by the speaker. It does not necessar-
ily mean that this emotion was experienced by them (perspective-dependence) in 
the past nor that it will continue in the future (nondisplaceability). Furthermore, 
it is possible to add another ‘damn’ in the sentence, for instance, before the word 
‘couch’ (i.e., ‘The damn dog is on the damn couch’). This addition does not make 
the sentence repetitive but rather re-emphasises the speaker’s annoyance over the 
fact that the dog is on the couch (repeatability). Finally, if one is prompted to ex-
plain what ‘damn’ means in this sentence, the answer would probably resort to its 
conditions of use more successfully than if one tries to give a definition using de-
scriptive terms (descriptive ineffability). 

Potts’ theory of expressives treats the expressive domain as a separate dimen-
sion of meaning with its own characteristics, its own formal representation1, and 
not interacting with the descriptive domain. This leads to a concept of expressive 
not as individual lexemes (i.e., a lexical unit with different uses), but as items (or 
types) that have to fit in a set of characteristics to fall under the label ‘expressive’. 

This proposal is not faultless. Perhaps the main difficulty is its lack of intuitive 
appeal in that what Potts delimits as a category of expressives does not include the 
use of the relevant expression in a predicative position; they always have to be in 
attributive position. This delimitation is congruent with his argument that expres-
sive content is conventionally implicated (CI) –not-at-issue– content, which nat-
urally leads to purposefully overlooking uses of lexical items with expressive, but 
not conventionally implicated content, such as (2). However, this demarcation of 
what is an ‘expressive’ leaves unexplored items and uses that do convey expressive 
meaning, which can contribute to the ‘expressive vs. descriptive content’ discussion 
and underscore the diversity of these linguistic expressions.

1.  Potts (2007) also developed a formal theory drawing from this set of characteristics. Since 
the aims of the paper do not require to address it here, it has not been presented in the current pa-
per for succinctness. If the reader is interested in further detail, see discussion in Cabanes-Calabuig 
(2022) or e.g., Potts (2007). 
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	 (2)	John is a bastard. 

Furthermore, predicative uses like the one in (2) challenge the properties 
of independence and nondisplaceability. Regarding independence, and following 
Potts, «all predicates that appear in copular position must necessarily fail to be ex-
pressive» (Potts 2007: 194). However, ‘bastard’ in (2) seems to carry some descrip-
tive meaning that contributes to the truth-conditions of the sentence, which, in 
turn, interacts with the expressive meaning. This assumption is illustrated in (3). In 
such cases, if we remove the expressive from the sentence, it becomes incomplete. 
Hence, there is some degree of interaction between descriptive and expressive 
contents, and the latter is not completely independent from the truth-conditional 
meaning of the sentence. 

	 (3)	John is a bastard.
		 Descriptive meaning: John is a dislikeable man.
		 Expressive meaning: The speaker holds a negative attitude towards John. 

The independence property is also held in check in cases in which expressives 
are used as degree adverbs, similar to the uses of adverbs like ‘very’. In the exam-
ples in (4), if the expressives (and, consequently, their content) ‘damn’ or ‘fucking’ 
are removed from the sentence, the descriptive content of the sentences is affected 
since the information about the degree and/or intensity to which Kresge is bri-
lliant or annoying is lost. Once again, the independence property is contradicted, 
and the idea that there is a clear-cut division between descriptive and expressive 
contents is put into question. 

	 (4)	a.  Kresge is damn brilliant. 
		 b.  Kresge is fucking annoying. 
		 (adapted from Geurts 2007: 211) 

Predicative uses not only challenge the independence property, but also the 
nondisplaceability characteristic. In predicative positions, expressives can allude 
to past, possible or conditional situations. In other words, they are not limited to 
present sentence contexts. This is depicted in (5). In sentence (5a), ‘bastard’ refers 
to a past situation with respect to the time of the utterance, as shown by the con-
trastive ‘but’. Similarly, sentence (5b) does not address a present situation, but a 
possibility that might or might not happen. Both cases show expressives displaced 
from the present sentence context.

	 (5)	a.  Yesterday, Kresge was a bastard. But today I like him again. 
		 b.  If Kresge is a bastard, I will send him home. 
		 (adapted from Zimmermann 2007: 248) 
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In sum, Potts’ adopted set of characteristics necessarily leave many uses of the 
relevant expressions out. The adopted assumptions do not apply uniformly to ‘ex-
pressives’ if we try to use the label to capture the intuitive category of lexical items 
that carry what pre-theoretically we would call ‘expressive meaning’. But, arguably, 
there are advantages to taking a wider scope and accounting for the heterogene-
ity of this linguistic phenomenon, which will be discussed in Section 3. Later re-
searchers on lexical expressives expanded on aspects and expressions that were less 
or not at paid attention to in Potts’ proposal. Some of these approaches are pre-
sented and assessed in the next section. 

2.2. � Post-Pottsian Proposals

In the upcoming subsection, I will summarise three later proposals on the study of 
expressives and will assess their goals and achievements, comparing them with the 
aims proposed in the present paper. All the following proposals show, to a greater 
or lesser extent, an influence from Potts’ tenets about what constitutes expres-
sive content and expressives. It is for this reason that I have dubbed these accounts 
post-Pottsian. This label does not merely indicate that these are subsequent ap-
proaches to Potts’ (2007) but highlights the Pottsian influence in them.

2.2.1. � Hom (2010, 2012)

Hom’s (2010, 2012) studies on expressives2 focuses on the contribution of these 
items to the sentence, that is, whether they should be accounted truth-conditionally 
or not. Potts’ influence on Hom’s work can be perceived in the terminology he em-
ploys to classify the different types of expressives. If an expressive does not make 
any contributions to the truth-conditions of the sentence in which it occurs and 
their only contribution is conveying an emotion, attitude or feeling, it will be la-
belled as an ‘orthodox’ expressive (see examples in 6). A second category labelled 
‘non-orthodox’ expressives groups expressives that do not only convey emotions, 
attitudes or feelings, but also make truth-conditional contributions to the sen-
tence in which they occur (see examples in 7). 

	 (6)	a.  The fucking managing partner fired John. (Hom 2012: 384)
		 b.  The managing partner fucking fired John. (ibid.)
	 (7)	a.  The bastard won’t get severance pay. (Hom 2012: 387) 

2.  Hom (2010, 2012) uses the term ‘pejorative’ to what I refer to as ‘expressives’ in the pres-
ent paper. Nonetheless, this label was changed to ‘expressive’ here for the sake of terminological 
consistency.
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		 b.  John fucked the managing partner’s daughter, and was fired for it. (ibid.)

Hom’s terminological choice of ‘orthodox’ vs. ‘non-orthodox’ suggests a close 
connection with Potts’ concept of expressives in general and with his property of 
independence (cf. section 2.1). Hom’s non-orthodox instances incorporate to the 
classification uses of expressives disregarded by Potts. This is a relevant acknowl-
edgement that will be shared by my holistic approach. However, Hom’s termi-
nology shows that he still does not fully depart from the prototypical Pottsian 
expressives. Furthermore, Hom’s classification is only based on one aspect of ex-
pressives, that is, their meaning contribution. This makes his proposal incomplete 
for the aims pursued by this paper. Nonetheless, it highlights an important aspect 
of expressives that should be accounted for in the elaboration of a fine-grained ty-
pology of these expressions. 

2.2.2. � Hess (2018)

Hess’ (2018) exploration of expressives draws from a classification of these linguis-
tic items according to their syntactic role. His categorization divides expressives 
into two groups: (i) used attributively and (ii) used predicatively. Hess considers 
expressives used in the former case as ‘prototypical’, such as the epithet in (8) and 
the expressive adjective in (9). Expressives used as in the latter case are named as 
‘non-prototypical’, such as the epithet in (10) or the slur in (11). 

	 (8)	That bastard John got promoted.
	 (9)	The damn computer doesn’t work!
	 (10)	He is a bastard.
	 (11)	He is a kr*ut.

As was the case with Hom (2010, 2012), Hess’ terminology is strongly influ-
enced by Potts. Hess’ prototypical examples comprise the uses of expressives that 
fulfil the six characteristics of expressive content outlined by Potts (2007). Uses 
that fall out of Potts’ delimitation are acknowledged but labelled as ‘non-prototyp-
ical’ and not further explored in Hess’ study. In addition to this, Hess’ account also 
focuses on one aspect of expressives, in this case, their syntactic position. However, 
he leaves open questions on potential divergences in meaning and/or behaviour 
of expressives depending on the syntactic role they perform, which will be picked 
up later in my proposal. 
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2.2.3. �G utzmann (2013) 

Gutzmann (2013, 2015) frames his classification under the concept of use-
conditional3 content, which refers to a type of meaning that is part of the conven-
tional meaning of words but that does not make any contributions to the truth 
conditions of sentences. Consequently, Gutzmann uses the label use-conditional 
items (henceforth, UCIs) for items that convey use-conditional content4. Pott-
sian expressives and Hom’s orthodox instances would be included under the label 
‘UCIs’. With this label, Gutzmann does not only address lexical expressives, but 
also other linguistic expressions that have use-conditional content, such as parti-
cles, intonation features and morphological elements, among others (cf. Gutzmann  
2013). This is due to the fact that Gutzmann’s aim with this account of UCIs 
is not to focus on a «natural class of expressions» but on a «class of meaning» 
(Guztmann 2013: 32). 

Despite this general focus, Gutzmann’s work offers a more fine-grained 
classification of expressives. He divides them into two main categories. The 
first category includes, in Gutzmann’s terminology, expressives in the narrow 
sense. Expressives in the narrow sense gather expressions that convey an emo-
tion or an attitude. This category is subdivided into expletive UCIs and iso-
lated UCIs. The former covers examples like epithets (‘that bastard Kresge’) 
and attributive adjectives (‘your damn dog’). Isolated UCIs include instances 
of interjections, such as ouch or oops. The difference between them lies in their 
type of interaction with the truth-conditional content: whereas isolated UCIs 
do not interact with the truth-conditional content of their sentence, ex-
pletive UCIs need a truth-conditional argument in the sentence to occur, 
despite not adding anything to the truth-conditions (Gutzmann 2013: 3-6).  
The second category comprises expressions that both make a contribution to the 
truth-conditions of their sentence and display an attitude or emotion (i.e., have 
use-conditional content). These expressions are named as mixed UCIs and in-
clude instances like expressively coloured expressions (‘cur’, as opposed to ‘dog’), 
slurs (‘boche’) and expressive adjectives working as modifiers (‘bloody amazing’)  
(Gutzmann 2013: 7-10).

Guztmann’s classification of expressives within his UCIs frame raises interest-
ing points about the meaning contribution(s) of lexical expressives. However, since 
this is not his main aim, he does not discuss predicative uses of his expressives in 
the narrow sense. This makes Gutzmann’s categorisation not directly transferrable 

3.  Term borrowed from Kaplan (1999) and Recanati (2004). 
4.  Following the line of this section, Pottsian expressives, Hom’s ‘orthodox’ instances and Hess’ 

‘prototypical’ cases would be included under the label ‘UCIs’.



El presente volumen recoge un conjunto de treinta y una aportacio-
nes acerca del quehacer investigador de la lingüística actual. Todas ellas 
han sido elaboradas por jóvenes investigadores que se encuentran en 
la etapa predoctoral de su carrera y que han iniciado su actividad cien-
tífica sobre el lenguaje y/o las lenguas a través de diversos campos de 
la lingüística contemporánea: lexicología y lexicografía, sintaxis, prag-
mática y análisis del discurso, contacto de lenguas y actitud lingüística, 
lingüística clínica y psicolingüística, y enseñanza del español como len-
gua extranjera. Esta diversidad de disciplinas y áreas temáticas se com-
plementa con el interés hacia otras lenguas como el alemán, el árabe, el 
francés, el gallego, el inglés o el ruso. Asimismo, se atiende a la realidad 
diasistemática del español e, incluso, a la multimodalidad que puede 
tener lugar en la comunicación humana. 
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