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Many theories of pragmatics perceive a dividing line between the propositional 
content of an utterance and pragmatic forces that might be at work, i.e. information 
structure, illocutionary force, implicatures, and the expression of speaker attitudes, in 
particular.  
 
In order to ensure proper understanding and smooth communication, it is widely 
assumed that interlocutors rely on common ground as the basis for the design of their 
respective utterances. Common ground, in this approach, is the mutual belief that the 
speaker and the other person(s) taking part in the interaction share certain portions of 
information as a prerequisite to the actual current conversation.   
 
This assumption has recently been challenged by a new approach (Barr and Keysar 
2007, Kecskes 2008, 2010, Kecskes and Zhang 2009) which states that Common 
Ground is not merely given as an a priori, reliable resource for interaction. Rather, 
Common Ground has to be envisaged as emergent, as it is created and adjusted by the 
interlocutors in their conversational interaction. It follows that for the interpretation of 
an utterance in conversation, the utterance should not be divided from the context. 
Utterances are not only interpretable by context, they also create their own context for 
the interaction now and later. Common Ground becomes a socio-cultural resource, 
and it is no longer just pragmatic (i.e. context-driven).  
 
The impact of socio-cultural background that goes along with each expression used in 
a language is generally given for any linguistic sign. Linguistic signs acquire their 
meaning for an individual through the person’s experience with the communicative 
environment in the culture s/he lives in (Eco 2002, Liedtke 2013). Moreover, the 
shape and size a linguistic expression assumes is coined by language use, and it is 
therefore a cultural achievement shared by speakers within that culture (Feilke 1996, 
1998). 
 
This holds for any linguistic sign, but the influence that culture and previous 
experience have on the shape and function of a linguistic expression is particularly 
apparent with expressions where the “meaning” seems to be misaligned with the form, 
or even to contradict it.  
 
For example, components of meaning that belong to the realm of pragmatics, like the 
attitude of a speaker towards the thing s/he reports, can be expressed “on the go” with 
words that have a perfectly neutral and even completely different meaning if used in 
other circumstances. The interpretation in terms of ‘assessment of opinion’ can still be 
demanded from the hearer, and this is on the basis of mutually shared cultural 
experience with this usage of the construction in question. The linguistic and extra-
linguistic indicators and conditions for the intended use in terms of “assessment of 
(negative) opinion” must be mutually shared as well, which will be shown with the 
German examples (he)rumlaufen and hinstellen. They will be explained in a 
Construction Grammar approach that takes into account the cultural background of 
linguistic constructions.  
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(1) (he)rumlaufen verb = neutral meaning: ‘run around’ 
 
Er ist den ganzen Tag ziellos herumgelaufen.  
He ran around aimlessly all day. 

 
(2) (he)rumlaufen construction = disapproval of outer appearance of somebody 
 

Wie der wieder herumläuft! 
Lit.: How is he running around again! 
Awful, the way he looks/dresses! 
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