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Abstract. War discourse has gained importance amid today’s global instability due to
war-related trauma. Because war often involves trauma, its fictional representation may
disrupt language coherence. Discourse coherence, marked by specific linguistic cues, helps
readers connect ideas. Without such markers, structure remains implicit, potentially
hindering interpretation. From this perspective, ideational and pragmatic discourse markers
- little linguistic items that structure and organise text — are vital. These connectives have
“procedural meaning” (Blakemore, 2002), guiding readers towards comprehension with less
cognitive effort. This article aims to examine how such words and other ‘little words’
function in fictional non-war and war discourse. Using the Ukrainian version of LIWC2o015
and a Welch Two-Sample t-test in R, based on the specific weights of categories in the two
sets of texts, it was possible to identify markers of trauma discourse in Bohdan Lepky’s
wartime stories. The results showed that war fiction had a statistically significant reduction
in both ideational and discourse-pragmatic markers of coherence. Additionally, there was a
trend towards higher lexical density and the use of ‘tentative’ words, or ‘mitigation’
pragmatic markers, and ‘affect’ words, including indicators of anxiety with a focus on the
present. These findings offer new insights into how discourse and other pragmatic markers
shape the representation of traumatic experiences in the works of individual authors or
fictional characters.

Keywords: discourse markers, ideational markers, pragmatic markers, procedural
meaning, LIWC, Bohdan Lepky, fictional war discourse.

AHoTauisg. Y cydyacHUX yMOBax r106a1pHOI HeCTabiIbHOCTI BOEHHUI AUCKYpC HaOyBae
oco6mBoro 3HauveHHs. OCKi/IbKM BilfHY YacTO CYNPOBOKYE TpaBMa, 1i XyJOXKHE
300pa)KeHHsI MO)Xe TIOpYUIyBaTH MOBHY KOrepeHTHicTb. KorepeHTHicTh [JUCKypCY,
MapKoBaHa crenvpiYyHUMH MOBHHUMHU CHUTHAJIaMH, JOIIOMAara€ 4UTa4yeBi IMOB'SI3yBaTH MDK
coboro ioro izei. 3a BiACYTHOCTI TaKUX MapKepiB JUCKYPCHBHA CTPYKTypa 3a/IMIIAETHCS
IMIUTIIMTHOIO, 1IIO0 MOXKe YCKJIQJIHIOBAaTH IHTepIipeTalifo. 3 1[bOro MOTJIsily, CEeMAaHTUYHI Ta
MparMaTU4yHI MapKepu [JUCKYpPCy — MaJjll JIHTBICTUYHI OJWHWUIL, L0 CTPYKTYPYIOTh 1
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Serhii Zasiekin

OPTaHi30BYIOTh TEKCT — MalOTh BUHSTKOBe 3HaueHHs. Lli crolydHUKU MaloTh «IpolefypHe
3HaueHHs»» (Blakemore, 2002), gomomararoun YuTadyaM 3pO3YMITH TEKCT i3 MEHIIUMU
KOTHITMBHUMU 3yCUJUISIMU. Y LI CTaTTi aBTOP Ma€ 3a MeTy IIPOaHaIi3yBaTH, SIK TaKi C/I0Ba 3
MpOLeAyPHUM 3HAa4YeHHSIM, a TAaKOX iHII «Mai c0Ba» (QYHKIIOHYIOTh Yy HEBOEHHUX Ta
BOEHHUX IPO30BUX TBOpax. BukopucTtaHHs ykpaiHcbkol Bepcii LIWC2015 Ta nBoBHMipHOTO
t-kputepito Berya B R Ha oCHOBiI BCcTaHOB/IEHOI KOHKPETHOI Baru KaTeropii Aanao 3Mory
BCTAaHOBUTH MapKepU J[AUCKYPCY TpaBMH Yy BO€EHHHUX omnoBifaHHsx borgana Jlemnxoro.
Pesynpratu [JoCHiIp)KeHHs1 3acCBIAYWIM CTAaTUCTAYHO 3Hadylle 3HIKEHHS CUTHaJiB
KOTePeHTHOCTi, a caMe [UCKYPCUBHHUX MapKepiB, — CEeMaHTHYHUX 1 INparMaTU4YHUX Y
BOEHHUX TeKcTax. KpiMm TOoro, 3adikcoBaHO TEHJEHIiI0 [0 BWILOI YaCTOTHOCTI CJIiB-
MO3HAYHUKIB «HEIEeBHOCTi», TOOTO MPAarMaTUYHUX MapKepiB «IOM SIKLIEHHS», Ta «adeKTy»,
BK/IIOYAIOUM MOBHI iHJWKAaTOpU TPUBOTHM 3 aKLEHTOM Ha TemnepiltHboMy. OfepixaHi AaHi
JAI0Th 3MOTY IO-HOBOMY HOIJIIHYTH Ha BIUIMB AMCKYPCHMBHHUX Ta IHIIUX NparMaTAYHHX
MapKepiB Ha CTPYKTYPYBaHHS TpaBMAaTHYHUX IIepPe)XMBaHb OKpPeMHX aBTOpPiB abo
MepCOHAXIB, 300pKEHUX Y Xy OXKHIH JiTepaTypi.

Kntouosi cnoea: duckypcusHi mapkepu, ceMaHmMu4Hi Mapkepu, npazmamu4Hi mapkepu,
npoyedypHe 3HaweHHs, LIWC, boedaH Jlenkuti, xy0oxcHili B0eHHUU QUCKYPC.

Introduction

Linguistic Cues to Understanding Trauma Discourse

War discourse has become increasingly important due to today's turbulent
period. The term ‘war fiction’ may be applied to military-related texts that
describe war events, everyday activities, and the military-cultural aspects of
civilians' and combatants' lives during times of war (Ko¢ote & Smirnova, 2016).
In a broader context, war testimonies, including war poetry, are viewed as an
essential medium for articulating the psychological turmoil of combatants,
particularly in relation to trauma, madness, and the fragmentation of the self
(Kusumitha, 2025, p. 19). The textual ruptures reflect the fractured
consciousness of combatants whose minds have been severely impacted by
war. The war-induced literary works of Siegfried Sassoon, Wilfred Owen, Isaac
Rosenberg, and Ivor Gurney, deeply analysed in Kusumitha (2025) through the
lens of Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, were a linguistic fabric full of
incoherent and disrupted syntax, surreal imagery, and spectral voices to
encapsulate the psychodynamics of madness.

Deppermann and Lucius-Hoene (2005) note that expressions of traumatic
experiences exist on a spectrum that ranges from fully developed and
organised narratives to disruptive accounts marked by gaps, pauses, and
interruptions. This spectrum also reflects a tension between a deep, personal,
and emotional engagement and a seemingly detached narrative that removes
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the storyteller from their own experience. Because the description of war is
often associated with trauma-related events, the language of war may become
more disruptive, i.e., less coherent (Bifulco, 2022; Brewin, 2022; van der Kolk,
2014).

Discourse coherence has its markers. The markedness of discourse
structure helps readers build meaningful connections between information
segments. Without verbal markers, the ideational and pragmatic structure of
discourse remains implicit. While this does not significantly hinder
understanding, it can complicate interpretation and affect the relevance of
information for the reader.

In this study, the terms ‘discourse marker’and ‘pragmatic marker’ are
treated separately (see also Zasiekin, 2016). While the former can also receive
discourse-pragmatic status, it primarily refers to expressions in written or oral
discourse that are used both ideationally and pragmatically (Redeker, 1990),
serving a structuring and organisational function. These ‘connectives' do not
belong to the truth conditions of the adjacent propositions/utterances. Instead,
they signal connections between them, allowing readers to achieve a higher
cognitive effect with less cognitive processing effort (Sperber & Wilson,
1995). From the experimental pragmatics perspective (Gibbs & Colston, 2020),
these linguistic cues save time and total cognitive effort required to process a
particular kind of pragmatic meaning at the phrasal or sentence level. More to
the point, their instrumental function is not limited to local coherent relations
but can also be extrapolated to a global, i.e., topical, discourse level. Hence, the
availability of discourse markers of local and ‘global coherence (Lenk, 1998) is
essential for avoiding disruptions in text interpretation. These ‘products of
grammaticalisation’ (Nicolle, 2007) include not only conjunctions or
prepositional phrases, but also adverbs (now, well, then, still, yet, thus,
anyway), phrases (after all, in other words, in addition, at last, what's more, in
any case, in that/this case, by the way, by the time, for example), verbs (listen,
look), adverbial phrases (speaking of X, talking about/of), subject-predicate
constructions (I mean, you know/see). Used as discourse markers, these
linguistic items that previously had ‘conceptual meaning’ developed out of
lexical expressions and gained ‘procedural meaning’ (Blakemore, 2002).

As a result, due to the loss of conceptual meaning, these ‘little words’
acquire the status of disjuncts, because they no longer belong to the truth-
conditional propositional content in the discourse, serving as ‘keys’ to the
proper interpretation of adjacent or distant discursive chunks - either
utterances (pragmatic aspect) or propositions (ideational aspect).
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Unlike discourse markers with a connective status, a group of words,
which comprises parenthetical expressions, is referred to here as pragmatic
markers of the speaker's (author's) attitude towards the propositional content.
In other words, they convey a separate message that has the cognitive status of
complementarity to the adjacent proposition/utterance. They are not markers
of text coherence but modifiers of the illocutionary force of the adjacent speech
act towards increasing or ‘mitigating’ (Caffi, 2013) its categoricality. They also
have a status of ‘disjuncts’ capable of encoding a pragmatic relation as they are
not part of the proposition/utterance.

Now, it seems important to distinguish between the linguistic items that
convey procedural meaning and do not belong to the propositional content,
and other ‘little words’ that also convey procedural meaning but meet the
truth-conditions of the proposition, being part of it (Wilson, 2011). These
include pronouns, which are also products of grammaticalisation, whose
function is to help the addressee fulfil the task of reference (Nicolle, 2007).
Thus, pronouns constitute a special group of linguistic items that convey
procedural meaning. From the perspective of cognitive grammar (Langacker,
2008), they profile nominal grounding. Grounding is a grammatical means of
marking the epistemic status of a thing, e.g., a noun, or a process (temporal
relation), e.g., a verb, or a state (atemporal relation). The latter group includes
interjections, particles, modal words, discourse markers, prepositions, and
conjunctions that offer clear procedures for constructing higher-order
explicatures, forming either the speaker's (author's) attitude to the
propositional content or connecting (parts of) propositions into a logical
sequence (Alves & Goncalves, 2013, p. 111).

Today, these linguistic units are the focus of attention not only of
linguists, but also of psycholinguists, cognitive, clinical and social psychologists
(Brewin & Field, 2024; Pennebaker, 2007). Pennebaker and colleagues (2015)
refer to the entire group of encoders of procedural meaning as functional or
‘style’ words, which account for around a third of the words used in an average
speaker's discourse in Ukrainian and about half in English. Notably, their
number is only 500-600 words (approximately 0.5-0.6 per cent) of all words in
a language.

Thus, the paper aims to examine the roleideational and pragmatic
discourse markers of coherence and pragmatic markers - modifiers of speech
acts — playin the structuring of the fictional war discourse by Bohdan
Lepky. The study is informed by the theoretical frameworks and empirical
findings reviewed above, and accordingly addresses the following research
questions:
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Research Question 1: How does the author’s use of ideational and
pragmatic markers of coherence change in non-war and war stories?

Research Question 2: What other linguistic and psychological markers
characterise fictional trauma-related war discourse?

Method

Material

As Searle (1975) noted, the utterance acts in fiction are indistinguishable from
the utterance acts of serious discourse, so there is no textual property that will
identify a stretch of discourse as a work of fiction (pp. 327-330). Most fictional
stories contain nonfictional elements. Fictional war discourse can be
created both by writers and poets who were active duty combatants and by
those who did not have any war experience. However, the latter attempt to
provide their readers with the opportunity to perceive events that may be
relatively distant in time and space as something close and realistic (Cobley,
1995). As Eisler (2022) argues, a skilled writer can use their imagination to
create a realistic portrayal of war (p. 1).

Bohdan Lepky (1872-1941), a prolific Ukrainian writer who skillfully
depicted the tragic chapters of the Ukrainian nation's history (Zasiekin, 2024),
was not on the front line of the war. However, the peculiarity of his fictional
discourse lies in the difference between naturalistic novels, fairy tales, and
science fiction, which is defined by the extent to which the author commits to
representing specific facts about war. As Lepky's war testimonies are realistic
fiction, the author references real places and events, depicting “violent,
traumatic reality” (Blacker, 2019, p. 4) of cities and towns and associating these
with fictional ones, thus making it possible to treat his fictional stories as an
extension of our existing knowledge about the war. The study analysed Lepky’s
33 fictional non-war and 24 war stories on the First World War. The first
sample size is 82,376 words, while the second is 33,252 words.

Tools

A comparative analysis of the chosen corpora of Lepky’s fictional non-war and
wartime short stories employed the Ukrainian version (Taraban et al., 2022) of
the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC2015) software tool (Pennebaker
et al., 2015). Nowadays, LIWC is a popular tool for linguists and psychologists
who deal with language related to trauma, aiming to analyse a wide range of
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issues — from responses and participant self-reported narratives of trauma
experiences to self-reported measures of trauma, adverse childhood
experiences, and positive childhood experiences (see Ryan, 2023).

LIWC consists of two main components: a processing block and a set of
dictionaries. The program is designed to assign detected words in the text to
one or more appropriate categories, so that each in-text word is linked to a
corresponding word in the dictionary (cf Zasiekin et al., 2022). This distinction
is made between function words and full-meaning words for categorisation
purposes. The 2015 Ukrainian version of the software includes over 10,000
words grouped into categories such as grammatical, psychological, social
relations, and personal themes (e.g., friend, female, male, work, religion,
family, home, leisure, death, money). Function, or ‘style’ words, play a special
role in LIWC because they serve as linguistic and psychometric indicators of
aspects that are not immediately apparent in text — they can measure the social
and psychological experiences of the speaker (Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010).

The current analysis involved calculating and comparing the LIWC-
processed text data in terms of the percentages of words belonging to over
eighty predefined linguistic and psychological categories. In the LIWC2o015
categories, ideational and discourse-pragmatic markers are encoded as ‘conj’
and ‘filler', respectively. Pragmatic modifiers are labelled ‘tentat’, meaning
hedges, and 'certain’, meaning boosters.

The statistical analysis of the data obtained from LIWC2015 employed a
Welch Two-Sample t-test using the R package. This version of the t-test is
considered more reliable than Student’s t-test when the two samples have
unequal sample sizes (Lu & Yuan, 2010).

Results

Based on the established specific weight of categories in the comparable sets of
texts, it was possible to identify and then compare function words under study,
including ideational discourse markers of local coherence, e.g. i (and), 6o
(because), ane (but), and pragmatic markers of 'global coherence' (Lenk, 1998),
like ny (well), emim (anyway), mo6bmo (I mean), 3Haew (you know), in the
discourse of Lepky's non-war and wartime short stories.

As the statistical analysis showed, the language of Lepky's war stories
tends to be less abundant in discourse markers. The results demonstrated that
war discourse exhibited a significant reduction in ideational connectives
(Mean=11.07 to 9.85) and a decrease in pragmatic markers of global coherence
(Mean=.11 to .05) (see Fig. 1).
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Figure 1

T-test Outcomes for Ideational and Discourse-Pragmatic Markers in Lepky’s
Non-War (n=33) and War Stories (n=24)
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However, there was a trend towards more frequently used 'tentative' language
(Mean = .53 to .77), viewed as signals of a mitigation strategy supported by
negative emotion words, such as anxiety (Mean = .02 to .05), which fall into the
LIWC’s broader category of 'affect’ (see Fig. 2).

Figure 2

T-test Outcomes for Pragmatic Markers of Mitigation and Anxiety in Lepky’s
Non-War (n=33) and War Stories (n=24)
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Besides, the war corpus gained a more significant focus on the present (Mean =
.78 to 1.37) with fewer verbs (Mean = 1.81 to 1.48) (see Fig. 3) and first-person
singular pronouns (Mean = 1.76 to .95), but with a higher weight of third-
person plural pronouns (Mean = .27 to .59, respectively) (see Fig. 4).
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Figure 3
T-test Outcomes for Verb Use and Focus on Present in Lepky’s Non-War (n=33)
and War Stories (n=24)
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Figure 4
T-test Outcomes for I’ and ‘They’ Use in Lepky’s Non-War (n=33) and War
Stories (n=24)
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The lexical density showed a slight upward trend in wartime stories (Mean =
21.16, 22.63, respectively).
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Discussion

Although being fictitious, the writer’s short stories are also deep reflections on
war and testimony to ‘personal histories’ (Antonissen, 2020, p. 370) of depicted
characters that model how they were differently affected when experiencing
traumatic events of war and how they would deal with personal and social
relations in the times of war. Moreover, these are realistic stories not only
about combatants but also about civilians who went through military violence
and even atrocities. Despite the expected coherence in discourse structuring, as
Lepky recreated testimonies in the form of pre-fabricated texts, the stories
tended to lose their discourse coherence due to a decreased ratio of discourse
markers of local and global coherence.

Reduced use of coherence markers suggests disruption, aligning with
research on trauma narratives. As Busch and McNamara (2020) note, narratives
produced in traumatic contexts often fail to meet institutional expectations in
terms of coherence and accuracy. Fewer filler words imply weaker coherence of
discourse macrostructure (Beaudreau et al.,, 2006), and a lack of global
coherence markers negatively affects thematic continuity. In line with the
experiment recounting a personal story by Beaudreau and colleagues (2006),
our data demonstrated that using filler words, which function as indicators of
topic introduction, resumption, or deviation, may suggest the degree to which
the story is well-formed. Thus, fewer markers of topical shifts, e.g.: emim
(anyway), omoxc (so), causes incoherence in the macrostructure. In our case,
their decreased ratio negatively contributes to the textual thematic structure,
i.e. global coherence in the sense of well-formedness. From the perspective of
Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1995) and the procedural-conceptual
meaning distinction (Blakemore, 2002), the availability of ideational and
pragmatic discourse markers facilitates higher cognitive effects with minimal
processing effort, thereby increasing the relevance of the communicated
utterance(s) for the reader. Therefore, a significant decrease in ideational and
discourse-pragmatic connectives may indicate a disruptive ‘trauma discourse’
(Matei, 2013).

The more frequent use of ‘tentative’ words, or pragmatic markers of
mitigation, combined with a significant drop in the use of ideational and
discourse-pragmatic markers of local and global coherence, may suggest that
the author was insecure about the topic (Tauczik & Pennebaker, 2010) and was
unable to form it into a coherent story. This phenomenon is evidenced in
Holmes and colleagues’ work (2007), where the markers of uncertainty may
also indicate a lack of traumatic event processing by the author himself. In
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other words, when people are insecure about their topic, they tend to use
tentative language combined with discourse markers as indicators of being
unsure about the described events. Pragmatic markers of mitigation revealed
in the study, such as 2adaio (I guess), moxcauso (maybe), and Hi6u (sort of),
repetitions or hesitations, often reflect uncertainty, trauma, or fear. At the
same time, they can indicate stress, emotional struggle or even moral injury
(see also Zasiekin et al., 2025). Lepky explicitly revealed his moral injury in the
autobiographical story The Fugitive’s Notes. The shift from “own eyes” to
“observer” (Wardell et al., 2023; King et al., 2024) perspective reinforces our
assumptions regarding the attempt to distance from painful recollections.
With ‘anxiety’ in the background, a considerable shift in the war stories from ‘T
to ‘they’ perspective also manifests the author’s alienation of the concepts “we”
and “others” (adversaries).

Furthermore, a tendency to a higher lexical density in the war stories is in
line with Menne and colleagues’ (2025) research describing the negative
sentiment (e.g., anxiety) prevalence and the use of less frequent words in PTSD
participants’ speech. Combined with the previously discovered (Zasiekin, 2024)
significant prevalence of ‘anger’ markers in Lepky’s war narratives compared to
the reference corpus, the ascending trend of anxiety markers’ use in the
present study amplifies the author’s immersion in traumatic events (Holmes et
al., 2007).

Finally, more static war discourse, characterised by a significant decrease
in verb use and the first-person singular pronoun, in particular, and a present-
tense focus in general, may bea hallmark of the author's discourse when
discussing an undisclosed event (Pasupathi, 2007). While the use of the past
tense verb may be indicative of increased psychological distance and a higher
degree of resolution for disclosed events, discourse with a greater focus on the
present may indicate a path to reexperiencing the traumatic event (Brewin,
2025).

Conclusions and Interdisciplinary Implications

Overall, the act of storytelling serves as a means for the author to disclose
individual painful experiences that have not been shared before. Social
psychologists acknowledged this strategy as a mechanism for relieving
traumatic stress (Pennebaker & Seagal, 1999). By embedding the studied ‘little
words’ in the fabric of his war stories, Lepky mimics oral storytelling and
potential trauma loops in characters. In war fiction, pragmatic markers can
contribute to naturalistic dialogue, helping to differentiate characters based on
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their background, rank, or experience and making conversations sound more
authentic and immersive.

Regarding Research Question 1, this study of functioning ‘little words’ in
war fiction affirms that Lepky’s war stories exhibited fewer discourse markers
of local and global coherence. As for Research Question 2, the study discovered
that fictional trauma-related war discourse tended to contain a higher lexical
variety, a greater degree of ‘tentative’ language, laden by increased negative
emotion words indicating anxiety. Besides, while third-person plural pronouns
carried more weight, the war stories focused on the present and were more
static, with less narrator agentivity due to fewer verbs and fewer first-person
singular pronouns.

To conclude, the results reported here shed new light on the role
ideational and pragmatic markers play in the individual author’s, often
“beyond pain” (Lepky, 1922), or characters’ traumatic experiences reflected in
fiction. In light of these findings, the study offers prospects and implications
for the further psycholinguistic analysis of the current war testimonies shared
by today's civilians and combatants, with a possible step toward 'the land' of
the pragmatics of trauma discourse. The study can also be of interest for
computational linguists and experts in machine learning in creating a
nomenclature of linguistic markers of posttraumatic stress disorder and moral
injury. Also, for translators, being mindful of ‘little words’ means not omitting
them or, conversely, adding them because they may mark meaningful
discourse experiences.

Limitations

Although the findings may reveal some specific semantic and pragmatic
markers of fictional war discourse structure, this study is far from unveiling a
set of reliable markers of ‘language of trauma’ because it requires a more
considerable corpus of war fiction discourse. Regarding the focus on the
present, as Lepky wrote his war stories chronologically later, there might be a
time factor - a tendency, as Pennebaker and Stone (2003) noted, of ageing
writers to pay more attention to the present and decrease their use of the first-
person singular over time.
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