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This paper forms part of a diachronic cross-linguistic study, which aims to examine adverbial 
cognates in English and French. In fact, for instance, can be translated by a number of 
different forms in French, (e.g. en fait; de fait; au fait) which each have specific meanings. In 
translations from French to English it can also be seen that there is no straightforward one-to-
one correspondence between these cross-linguistic forms.  
 Previous studies on the development of adverbs with propositional meanings towards 
markers with pragmatic or epistemic meanings include Powell (1992; on stance adverbs), 
Schwenter and Traugott (2000; in fact), Aijmer (2002; indeed; actually), Lewis (2003; of 
course), Danjou-Flaux (1980; de fait; en fait; en effet; effectivement), Blumenthal (1996; en 
fait), Bertin (2002; en effet), Willems and Demol (2006; vraiment; really) among others. 
However, it is still an open question to what extent semantic-pragmatic paths of development 
are generalisable across different adverbs and across different languages. In order to 
contribute to answering this question, this paper takes a closer look at a subset of adverbs, and 
examines to what extent they show cross-linguistic similarities or differences in terms of their 
meaning and function developments. The focus is on cognates in English and French, which 
at first sight are semantically and pragmatically very close.  
 In synchronic research, in fact has been found to signal a contrast or a strengthening of a 
preceding claim (Aijmer and Simon-Vandenbergen 2004). For the French cognates en fait, de 
fait and au fait, it has been stated that the inherent characteristics of the respective 
prepositions used in these adverbials can form a basis for conversational differences (Rossari 
1992). Our data show that a shift in preposition can be motivated historically, and that the 
morphological variation can be held responsible for semantic-pragmatic differences. A cross-
linguistic historical study gives further insights into whether the French and English 
evolutions can be compared and how connections can be explained against the background of 
diachronic processes of grammaticalisation and (inter)subjectification.   
 Our approach is corpus-based and makes use of a number of synchronic and diachronic 
corpus-collections, both in English and French (e.g. Helsinki Corpus; Corpus of English 
Dialogues; Base textuelle du Moyen Français; Corpus Le Monde).  
 The results of this paper are based on a thorough formal and functional analysis, carried 
out on the basis of semantic-pragmatic features, such as meaning changes, shifts from 
objectivity to subjectivity, semantic collocations and contextual clues (e.g. semantic verb 
types, references to truth, objectivity, agreement or empirical observations), and on the basis 
of structural features, such as sentence position and structural colligations (e.g.  contrastive 
conjunctions).  
 Our aim is to contribute to a further semantic-pragmatic description of these individual 
markers, to broaden the semantic field in which they can be placed by examining cross-
linguistic connections, and to contribute to sharpening the picture of grammaticalisation 
processes.   
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