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1
Introduction

Clause-initial I mean followed by a declarative clause without that is ambiguously a matrix clause or a parenthetical, as in:

1.
As it was he sold the goddamned things at my racket club. I mean he was only a member because of my husband (1991 Cody, Backhand 105; FLOB).

According to Stenström, however, I mean is rarely a main clause and serves “almost exclusively” (85% of the time) as a parenthetical (1995: 296, 297, 299). As such, I mean has procedural meaning and is best analyzed as a discourse, or pragmatic, marker.
 The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) online defines parenthetical I mean as a “filler, with no explanatory force” (s.v. mean1, def. II 6e)—the word filler almost always being a signal that we are dealing with a pragmatic marker—though interestingly, the second edition of the OED fails to mention parenthetical I mean at all. In fact, I mean is a pragmatic marker of relatively high frequency in Modern English,
 and its pragmatic functions have been extensively studied (see, for example, Crystal and Davy 1975: 97-98; Goldberg 1980; James 1983; Schourup 1985; Erman 1986, 1987; Schiffrin 1987; Stenström 1995). It is not the intention of this paper to duplicate or critique these synchronic studies; rather, I will focus on the historical development of I mean in order to contribute to our knowledge of the semantic and syntactic changes involved in the evolution of  pragmatic markers as well as to our understanding, more generally, of processes of grammaticalization and lexicalization.


In her study of I mean in Modern English, Schiffrin (1987) points out that the development of the pragmatic functions of I mean seems fairly transparent, as they can be traced back to the two primary senses of mean in the semantic domain, namely, ‘to intend to convey or indicate’ and ‘to have as an intention’: “the literal meaning of the expression ‘I mean’”, she says, “suggests that I mean marks a speaker’s upcoming modification of the ideas or intentions of a prior utterance” (302, 317-318). In this paper I will test whether a similar account can be made for the diachronic development of I mean. After first identifying a number of semantic-pragmatic functions using Modern English corpora as a starting point, I will trace I mean back in time to try to determine when, and in what structures, these functions first arose.

2
The pragmatic functions of I mean in Modern English


In existing studies, a rather wide range of pragmatic functions of I mean have been identified. First, it may be a filler, hesitation marker, or staller indicating ongoing planning.
 However, Erman (1986: 146) argues that I mean is not a hesitation marker since it occurs in fluent speech. Second, I mean may serve as a “mistake editor”, or marker of self-initiated (self)-repair of a preceding utterance, used to prevent misunderstanding.
 Third, I mean may provide elaboration, clarification, expansion, explanation, or reformulation of the preceding utterance (= ‘In other words what I’m saying amounts to the following’).
 In this function, I mean indicates “change in emphasis, direction, or meaning in order to align the conveyed information with the speaker’s intended contribution” (Goldberg 1980: 215), signals a ‘something like’ relationship between a qualified construction and item in an absentia and functions as a voluntary marker of “imprecision”, an expression of ‘like-ness’ (James 1983: 194, 198), or denotes “non equivalence” where what the speaker says and what the speaker has in mind are not well matched (Schourup 1985: 147-148). Finally, I mean may serve to express a ‘further instance’, in which the general is made more specific,
 or it may sum up, meaning ‘the point is’ (Gerhardt and Stinson 1994: 164).


I mean also expresses of range of speaker attitudes. For example, it may function as a “softener” (Crystal and Davy 1975), as a “compromiser” (James 1983) softening the assertive force, or as a mitigator of “the strength of an evaluative statement” by making the speaker less committed (Erman 1986: 143; 1987: 119). It has been argued that as a “cajoler” I mean increases, establishes, or restores harmony between interlocutors; it is interactive, cooperative, and hearer-oriented, thus contributing to intimacy.
 In contrast, however, it has also been argued that I mean is not interactive or hearer-oriented and usually doesn’t evoke a response (Edmondon 1981; Erman 1986: 145, 146); it is, in fact, speaker-oriented,
 serving as the “speaker’s modification of his/her own talk” (Schiffrin 1987: 299, 317). Moreover, I mean may serve as a politeness marker since it is deferential and hedges assertions to protect face.
 Finally, I mean may be “evaluative” (Gerhardt and Stinson 1994: 168, 182) or “epistemic” (Coates 1998: 143; Scheibman 2001: 74-75).


In general terms, one can say that I mean is either:

•
metalinguistic, “message-oriented”, with focus on properties of code (that is, it modifies the speaker’s expressions)
 or 

•
“metacommunicative”, with focus on speaker’s communicative act (that is, it modifies the speaker’s intentions) (Schiffrin 1987: 304).

3
Semantic-pragmatic functions, from a diachronic perspective


Let us now turn to the historical development of I mean. In order to trace the semantic and syntactic development of I mean I have found it necessary to consider not only matrix I mean and parenthetical I mean, but also I mean followed by a phrasal complement ({NP, AP, VP, AdvP, PP}). Several other fixed expressions containing I mean, which still exist in Modern English, including an interactive form (if you {see, understand, know} what I mean), an expression of sincerity (I mean {it, this, what I say}), and a metalinguistic form (by X I mean, I mean by X) also figure in the development of parenthetical I mean.


As only three examples of ic mæne occur in the Old English Corpus, and none is parenthetical, it was possible to begin an historical survey of I mean with the Middle English period.
 Data for the following study have come from a variety of electronic corpora (see the list at the end of the paper).

3.1
‘Full’ meanings


The ‘full’ meaning ‘to intend’ is common with I mean in the earlier periods, especially with to complements. However, as there are very few examples of I mean with the sense of ‘to intend’ in the Modern English corpora (mean in this sense perhaps being replaced by intend or other verbs), I do not consider this meaning significant in the semasiological development of the parenthetical I mean..


The meaning ‘to signify, to intend to convey a certain sense’ is found in a variety of syntactic structures in Middle English (2a).
 In Early Modern English, the formula “by X I mean” appears; still common in Modern English, this has a metalinguistic function and may serve to gloss foreign or unknown terms  (2b).

2.
a.
And how I mene, I shal it yow deuyse (1382-86 Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde 4.1379; U of V).



‘And how I mean I shall it to you describe’


b.
By Mundus continens I mean the Compages and frame of the Physical heaven and earth (1638 Mede, Works iii. 615; OED).

In Modern English, the ‘signification’ sense of mean is expressed by a wide variety of structures (3), though typically not by parenthetical I mean: 

3.
a.
I mean ‘mythology’ technically – as the ideal recollection of an event which shapes our current values (1986 Hannaford, On being—the servant’s servant April 1; ACE).


b.
What I mean is that King’s memories and perceptions of the past are, one would expect couloured by the context in which he is writing now (1986 McBride, “Pakeha ethnicity ad new Zealand society”, Hurupaa 12; WC).


c.
By reading I mean that I treat the charts as texts and attempt to tease out the assumptions that go into constructing it (1991 Parker, “Reading the charts—making sense of the hit parade”, Popular music 2; FLOB).

3.2
Appositional meanings


Closest to the ‘full’ meaning of mean is what Quirk et al. call the “appositive” or “appositional” function, where I mean serves to “express the content of the preceding item or items in other terms” or “add another formulation” (1985: 637, 638). Typically, the appositional meaning is expressed in the structure I mean + phrasal complement. This function has a number of different subvarieties, and in the sense that all focus on code, on the particular expression used—in repairing, reformulating, making more explicit, or exemplifying the code—they are all metalinguistic.


3.2.1 Repair. Instances of “mistake editing” or “self-repair” with I mean are in fact quite infrequent, but their rarity in written corpora is perhaps understandable. Unequivocal examples do not seem to occur until the Early Modern English period (4). In Modern English, I mean may precede or follow a phrasal category (5a-b) or occur parenthetically (5c): 
4.
a.
The Puritans are angrie with me, I meane the puritane preachers (1589 Marprelate, Tr., Epit. A ij; OED).


b.
Set ’em off Lady I mean sell ’em (1619 Fletcher, The humorous lieutenant  iii.i; OED).

5.
a.
“I’ll see you in the morning.” She laughed. “I mean, afternoon”. (1991 Thomson, The five gates of hell 46; FLOB).


b.
“Lucy!” A flustered look crossed Rob’s face. “Miss Chalmers, I mean.” (1992 Savery, A handful of promises 26; FROWN).


c.
“How many” … I mean, how long is it since you got the first of these?” (1991 Cody, Backhand 33; FLOB).


3.2.2 Reformulation. The second appositional function—to reformulate the preceding utterance—may be glossed by ‘in other words’. Here one finds examples in Middle English (6) as well as in Early Modern (7) and Modern English (8), when parenthentical I mean appears: 

6.
a.
… don 6eire preiers. I mene of 6eire specyal preiers, not of 6oo preiers 6at ben ordeynid of Holy Chirche (1425 [?1400] The Cloud of Unknowing 74.1-2; HC).



‘do their prayers. I mean of their special prayers, not of those prayers that are ordained by the Holy Church’


b.
The claper of his distouned bell … I mene his fals tunge (1450 [?1422] Lydgate, Life of our Lady [Dur-U Cosin V.2.16] 2.922; MED).



‘the clapper of his distoned bell … I mean his false tongue’

7.
a.
The chiefe use, I meane abuse, of Oaths, is as afore I have said in our Courts of Justice (1653 Robinson, Certain proposals in order to a new modelling of the laws 1; Lampeter).


b.
and all other Offenders, accustomably presentable in a Court-Leet, I mean, in a City Court-Leet (1724 Trueman [pseudonym], An examination and resolution of the two questions 1; Lampeter).

8.
a.
but I can’t remember when anyone spoke so many words to me in such a short time. I mean gave me so much attention (1992 Stanley, “The stranger’s surprise”, Saturday evening post 56; FROWN).


b.
“I just want to look at the stuff, I mean, examine it physically, not experience it emotionally” (1986 Corish, Greenwich apartments 1; ACE).

To the extent that I mean expresses contrast, it denotes the speaker’s belief and is hence subjective and metacommunicative.


3.2.3 Explicitness. The next appositional function—to make the preceding utterance more precise or explicit—may be glossed by ‘namely, that is’. This is the majority usage in the Middle (9) and Early Modern English (10) periods and examples are numerous. It is the second most common usage (after parenthetical I mean) in Modern English (11):

9.
a.
For somme of hem seyn moore, and somme seyn lesse,/ Whan they his pitous passioun expresse — / I meene of Mark, Mathew, Luc, and John (1392-95 Chaucer, Canterbury Tales B.Mel 949-951; U of V).



‘For some of them say more, and some say less when they express his piteous passion—I mean Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John’


b.
The ladre of heuene, I meene charitee, Comandith vs, if our brothir be falle In to errour, to haue of him pitee (1415 Hoccleve, Address to Sir John Oldcastle [Hnt HM 111] 1; MED).



‘The ladder of heaven, I mean charity, command us, if our brother is fallen into error to have pity on him’


c.
Shuldrys sharpe, I mene not reysed with slevys, Off evyl feith is lyklynesse (1450 Lydg.Ssecr.Ctn.[Sln 2464] 2670; MED).



‘Sharp shoulders, I mean, not raised with sleeves, is evidence of evil faith’

10.
a.
Shylock: there be land-rats and water-rats, water-thieves and land-thieves, I mean pirates (1596-97 Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice I, iii, 22-23; U of V).


b.
First the childe is to be taught, how to call every letter, pronouncing each of them plainely, fully and distinctly; I meane, in a distinct and differing sound, each from others (1627 Brinsley, Ludus literarius or The grammar schoole, 15; HC).


c.
Let us now take a Prospect of their Governours, I mean, consider the Manners and Maxims of their Nobility” (1677 de la Houssaye, Government of Venice 266; OED).

11.
a.
“It could be embarrassing, you see. Politically, I mean.” (1991 Pearce, The Mamm Zapt and the girl in the Nile 62; FLOB).


b.
I’ve never heard about one here, a poisonous one that bites, I mean, the island shouldn’t have spiders but look … look at this red line (1986 Papaellinas, “Peter Mavromatis rides the tail of he donkey” Ikons 1; ACE).


c.
It must be so marvellous to use words at all,” Firth said. “With that freedom, I mean” (1986 O’Sullivan, “Putting Bob down”, Landfall 16; WC).

I mean may occur with a NP (9b, 10a), a PP (9a, 10b, 11c), an AP (9c), a VP (10c), or an AdvP (11a). It may be postposed as well as preposed. Parentheticals are common only in the modern period (e.g., 11b).


3.2.4 Exemplification. The last appositional function—to exemplify—may be glossed ‘for instance’:

12.
a.
Miranda was a star; I was space dust. I mean, when she made cheerleader our sophomore year, I got elected treasurer of the Latin Club (1992 Lanning, “I was a prom date renegade”, Teen 16; FROWN).


b.
blokes who had lived in the bush all our lives, really understood the hidden feelings of our land or his, really, I suppose. I mean, like, he’d spend hours staring at a plant or pretty flower (1986 Weller, “Herbie”, Going home 1; ACE).

There do not appear to be pre-modern examples of this function. Again (12a-b) are parenthetical.

3.3
Cause

Perhaps the most interesting meaning of I mean is that exemplified in (13), roughly translatable as ‘because’ or ‘I’m saying this because’. This appears in Modern English and is quite common in parenthetical instances of I mean: 

13.
a.
Don’t you think it’s time you put that thing away. I mean, look at it, it’s antique; you could hurt yourself with it.” (1991 Royce, The proving ground 31; FLOB).


b.
“for the most part it makes little difference. I mean the people are dead” (1992 Cook, Blindsight 43; FROWN).


c.
Do we need the one-cent coin? I mean, how long has it been since one could buy something for a cent …? (1986 The herald 1; ACE).


d.
Shouldn’t there be lots of places going. I mean, with the tax changes? (1986 Corish, Greenwich apartments 1; ACE).

As the speaker is being attentive to the hearer’s need for explanation, this usage is ‘intersubjective’.
 It is also subjective since the utterance preceding I mean usually expresses a personal opinion or view of the speaker.

3.4
Speaker attitude


In the modern period (with occasional earlier examples), parenthetical I mean, or I mean preceding or following a phrasal category, may express a variety of speaker attitudes: it may express emphasis or assert the veracity or an utterance, especially in the context of an intensifier (14),
 it may express evaluation or judgment, especially in the context of an evaluative adjective (15), or it may express sincerity in the sense ‘I’m serious when I say’ (16):
 

14.
a.
But Cousin Alexander is rich! Really rich, I mean (1991 Nash, Mr. Ravensworth’s ward 71; FLOB).


b.
when he might have been the best at this one thing. The very best I mean (1987 Kidman, The whiteness 27; WC).

15.
a.
I mean, it’s humiliating to be beaten by someone who doesn’t even walk properly (1987 Sharp, “Round the rugged rocks”, New outlook 21; WC).


b.
then I’m appalled the SK should try to destroy it. I mean, that’s nothing short of treachery (1991 Robinson, Artillery of lies 26; FLOB).


c.
What could be more bizarre than a mob of 70,000 heading towards <ab> St Heliers Beach for no apparent reason (I mean, it wasn’t a sunny day … (1987 Sharp, “Round the rugged rocks”, New outlook 11; WC).

16.
a.
Now god turne all to good, I say as I mene (1500 [1460] Towneley Plays [Hnt HM 1] 120/131; MED).



‘Now god turns all to good, I say as I mean’


b.
Mistress Page: I mean it not; I seek you a better husband (1597-1601 Shakespeare, The merry wives of Windsor III, iv, 83; U of V).


c.
I’m in this for the distance. I mean it (Dove, Through the ivory gate. A novel 32; FROWN).


d.
I would never pick up the phone and call him; I mean, I wouldn’t do that (1992 Gates, Chief: my life with the LAPD 5; FROWN)

3.5
Interpersonal meaning


I mean is interactive or interpersonal when it is used in a variety of phrases containing a second-person pronoun or in an interrogative. In Middle English, when these occur in verse, they often seem to be used as metrical fillers (17), though this does not appear to be the case in Early Modern and Modern English (18).

17.
a.
And for a time yit thei like;/ If that ye wisten what I mene (1390-1393 Gower, Confessio Amantis 6.738-739; U of V).



‘and for a time yet they like; if you know what I mean’


b.
Vnnethe myghte they the statut holde/ In which that they were bounden vnto me; Ye woot wel what I meene of this, pardee! (1392-95 Chaucer, Canterbury Tales D.WB 198-200; MED).



‘Hardly might they the law hold by which they were bound to me; you know well what I mean by this, indeed!’


c.
She dryueth man to purge hem, ye wote what I meane (1475 [c1450] Idley, Instructions to his son, 1.710; MED).



‘she drives men to purge themselves, you know that I mean’

18.
a.
Faith: You know what I mean; all carnal and fleshly content (1666 Bunyan The pilgrim’s progress; U of V).


b.
It is because she isn’t that she is successful … if you understand what I mean (1991 Holt, Daughter of deceit 50; FLOB).


c.
If it was, then conceivably Congressman Metcalf resented that and – Well. You see what I mean.” (1992 Roosevelt, Murder in the red room 17; FROWN).


d.
Or the paper does rather. Know what I mean? (1986 O’Sullivan, “Putting Bob down”, Landfall 22; WC).

Although this structure is hearer-directed, it is not always interactive as it does not elicit or expect a response from the interlocutor. According to the OED, this expression expresses “a hope that one has been understood (esp. when one has spoken imprecisely circumspectly, or euphemistically)” and is used “as an intensifier, or appended to a statement by way of innuendo or insinuation, or as a filler” (s.v. mean1, def. II 6d). The sense of I mean is thus “I’m implying more that I’m saying”. This is an ‘intersubjective’ meaning as it contains overt social deixis and explicit markers of the speaker’s attention to the addressee. It operates by Levinson’s (2000) R Heuristic (“what is said implies more is meant”) (cf. Traugott and Dasher 2002: 23).

4
Syntactic development of I mean


Two possible syntactic paths of development present themselves based on studies of other first-person parentheticals: 

a)
From a matrix clause I mean (that) S: Such a scenario is proposed by Thompson and Mulac (1991) for the synchronic development of parenthetical I think and I guess. They argue for a direct correlation between frequency, first-person subjects, that-less complements, and the grammaticalization of these forms as epistemic parentheticals. The progression is from: 


I think that he will win > I think he will win > He will win, I think. 

Analogous developments have been argued for the history of I think and methinks (Palandar-Collin 1999; Wischer 2000); of (I) pray/prithee (Akimoto 2000; Traugott and Dasher 2002: 252-255); of I promise you (Traugott and Dasher 2002: 206-209); of I say (Brinton 2002), and of I’m afraid (Akimoto 2002).

b)
From a relative structure {as, so, which} I mean: Such a scenario is proposed by Brinton (1996) for the diachronic development of parenthetical I think, I guess, etc. from Old to Middle English. While this does not involve a reversal in the matrix clause/subordinate clause status, it does involve deletion of the relative pronoun and change in status of the I mean clause from adjunct to disjunct.


A problem for proposal (a) is that throughout the periods of English, mean followed by a that complement is rare: 

19.
a
I mene not hat 6ou shuldist not lawhe, but I wold 6at 6i lawhyng be not to moche (1460 The tree & twelve fruits of the Holy Ghost [McC 132] 107/17; MED).



‘I do not mean that you should not laugh but I would that your laughing be not too much’


b.
And I do not meene, by all this my taulke, that yong Iengtlemen, should alwaies be poring on a booke (1563-1568 Ascham, The scholemaster 216; HC).


c.
and as a recognition of what women have already contributed to the life o their Churches. I mean, quite seriously, that no great emotional investment was involved (1991 Kent, “Women, ministry, and apostolicity” 3; FLOB).
That may also follow mean in the pseudo-cleft construction (see 3b) or the “by X I mean that” constructions (see 3c). Note that in all cases the ‘full’ meaning of signification (or occasionally intention) is expressed. The usual complement of mean in Modern English is the infinitive (Rudanko 1989: 22, 43, 80). If mean occurs at all with finite clause complements, these are usually indirect questions.


Ambiguous structures with sentence-initial I mean followed by that-less complements occur more frequently:

20.
a.
I wol ben here, withouten any wene./ I mene, as helpe me Iuno, heuenes quene,/ The tenthe day, but if that deth m’assaile,/ I wol yow sen withouten any faille” (1380-87 Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde, 4.1593-1596; U of V).



‘I will be here without any doubt. I mean, as help me Juno, heaven’s queen, the tenth day, unless death assails me I intend to see you without fail’


b.
I mene / Maister Geffrey Chaucer hath translated this sayd werke oute of latyn in to oure vsual and moder tonge (1477-1484 Caxton, The prologues and epilogues 37; HC).



‘I mean Master Geoffrey Chaucer has translated this said work from latin into our usual mother tongue’


c.
I mean, my lords, those powers that the queen/ Hath raised in Gallia have arrived our coast,/ And, as we hear, march on to fight with us. (1588-92 Shakespeare, The third part of King Henry the Sixth V, iii, 7-9; U of V).


d.
“The dean and he are not great; that is, I mean the dean is not his creature (1690 Lady Russell, Letters 5. Feb.; OED).

Again, though, these sentences express the ‘full’ meaning of mean.


In respect to proposal (b), it may be observed that relative structures with I mean are somewhat more common than matrix + that clause structures in Middle English (21), but still not common even in Early Modern English (22):

21.
a.
6is fool wommon, of whom I mene (1390 Northern homily cycle: narrationes [Vrn] 300/54; MED).



this foolish woman of whom I mean’


b.
And that was thilke time sene/ For whan this Pope of whom I meene/ Was chose (1390-93 Gower, Confessio amantis 2.2829-2831; U of V).



‘And that was seen at the same time for when this Pope of whom I mean was chosen’


c.
That is Novembre which I meene,/ Whan that the lef hath lost his greene (1390-93 Gower, Confessio amantis 7.1167-1168; U of V).



‘That is November which I mean, when the leaf has lost its green’

22.
a.
Malcolm: It is myself I mean: in whom I know/All the particulars of vice so grafted (1605-06 Shakespeare, Macbeth IV, iii, 50-51; U of V).


b.
The Person I mean is, the worthy Bishop Blackall of Blessed Memory (1718 Anne Roberts, The Flying Post posted 1; Lampeter).

Like if you know what I mean in Middle English, the relatives seem to have a empty “metrical filler” function.


A few unambiguous parenthetical I mean’s can be found in Middle English (23) and Early Modern English (24). Note that the parenthetical nature of I mean can be determined by one of two means: either (a) I mean is in non-initial position (e.g., 23b, 24a, 24c), or (b) I mean precedes a non-declarative clause (e.g. 24b; also 4c): 

23.
a.
& Gif he, 6at ha6 a pleyn & an open boystous voice by kynde, speke hem poerly &n pypyngly—I mene bot Gif he be seek in his body, or elles 6at it be bitwix him & his God or his confessour—6an it is a verrey token of ypocrisie (1425 [?1400] Cloud of unknowing [Hrl 674] 101.21-22/102.1-2; MED).



‘and if he that has a plain and an open untaught voice by kind, speak poorly and pipingly—I mean but if he be sick in his body or else that it be between him and his God or his confessor—then it is a very token of hypocrisy’


b.
Medleth namoore with that art, I mene,/ For if ye doon, youre thrift is goon ful clene (c. 1392-95 Chaucer, Canterbury Tales G.CY; U of V).



‘Meddle no more with that art, I mean, for if you do, your thrift will be gone completely’

24.
a.
Duke: But she I mean is promised by her friends/ Unto a youthful gentleman of worth,/ And kept severely from resort of men,/ That no man hath access by day to her. (1593-94 Shakespeare, The two gentlemen of Verona III, i, 106-109; U of V).


b.
Anne: I mean, Master Slender, what would you with me? (1597-1601 Shakespeare, The merry wives of Windsor III, iv, 60; U of V).


c.
Pandarus: You depend upon him, I mean? (1601-02 Shakespeare, Troilus and Cressida III, i, 4; U of V).

The meaning of most of these forms is ‘namely, that is’.


Despite the existence of some that complements with I mean and some relatives containing I mean, it seems clear that the origin of parenthetical I mean cannot be either of the structures proposed to date (matrix clause + nominal that clause or sentential relative). The predominant structure, I mean followed by a phrasal category, is the most likely source of this parenthetical structure. A possible scenario for the syntactic development of parenthetical I mean is the following. Initially I mean governs a phrasal element ({NP, VP, AP, PP, AdvP}) and has scope within the sentence. The bonds between I mean and the phrasal element are weakened or loosened, and I mean can begin to be postposed to the phrasal element. The phrasal element is then reanalyzed as an independent element, and I mean as a syntactically free parenthetical with scope over the sentence. At this point, I mean is extended to the context of clauses and can be pre- or postposed to clausal elements as well, thus acquiring scope over discourse (see Traugott and Dasher 2002: 40).

5
Semantic development of I mean


While the meaning of the pragmatic marker I mean does indeed derive from the original meaning of ‘signification’, it does not do so in a simple linear course. The semantic development can be schematized as in Table (1). Note that the categories in the table are not intended to be mutually exclusive, as the metalinguistic meanings “I’m making this previous discourse more precise’ and “I’m exemplifying the previous discourse’ also have an intersubjective quality, with the speaker attending to the hearer’s need for more explicitness or for exemplification.

	
	Old English
	Middle English
	Early Modern English
	Modern English

	metalinguistic
	‘I intend the previous 

discourse to signify/ 

have the meaning’ 

(exx. 2, 3)


	‘I’m making the 

previous discourse more

precise/ explicit’ 

(exx. 9, 10, 11)
	‘I’m repairing/ 

correcting the previous

discourse’ (exx. 4, 5)


	‘I’m exemplifying the 

previous discourse’ 

(ex. 12)

	metacommunicative/

subjective
	
	‘I’m reformulating the 

previous discourse 

(perhaps contrastively)’

(exx. 6, 7, 8)
	
	‘I’m emphasizing the

importance/ veracity 

of the previous 

discourse’ (ex. 14)

‘I’m evaluating the 

previous discourse’ 

(ex. 15)

‘I’m serious when I 

say’ (ex. 16)



	intersubjective
	
	‘I’m implying more

than I’m saying’

(exx. 17, 18)
	
	‘I’m saying this 

because’ (ex. 13)




Table 1: The semantic development of I mean


Most of the extended meanings of I mean can be understood as invited inferences arising in appositional structures, where a previous element in the discourse is restated or reformulated.
 By the Gricean Maxim of Manner “be brief [avoid unnecessary prolixity]” (Grice 1975: 46) or Levinson’s “M Heuristic” “what’s said in an abnormal way isn’t normal” (2000), hearers will make the inference that the same information is not simply being restated but that some additional information is being presented. Some of the possible inferences are the following:


the information in the previous utterance is being corrected



I’ll see you tomorrow morning, I mean afternoon.



+> ‘afternoon is the correct time’


the information in the previous utterance is being more precisely or more explicitly expressed



The situation could be embarrassing, I mean politically.



+> ‘the situation is not generally embarrassing, but the precise way in which it could be embarrassing is in a political way’


a contrastive reformulation of the information in the previous utterance is being presented



I just want to look at, I mean, examine the evidence.



+> ‘I do not want to have a (quick) look but rather a thorough examination of the evidence’


a particular example or instance of the information in the previous utterance is being supplied



He really knows cars. I mean, he can name all the different types of sports cars.



+> ‘An example of his knowledge is his ability to name all the types of sports cars (his knowledge could manifest itself in other ways)’


the information in the previous utterance is emphasized or its accuracy is asserted by the speaker



He’s rich, I mean (really) rich.



+> ‘I’m emphasizing the extent of his richness/I’m being emphatic about his richness’


the information in the previous utterance is evaluated by the speaker



It was humiliating to be beaten, I mean (truly) humiliating’



+> ‘My subjective view is that it is humiliating’


the information in the previous utterance is sincerely expressed by the speaker



I felt like walking out. I mean, I wouldn’t, but …



+> ‘I am being sincere when I say that I wouldn’t walk out’

(note that this last meaning often requires more involved expression, e.g., I mean it)

The exact nature of the inference is contextually determined. The ‘causal’ meaning expresses the reason for the speaker having made the previous statement, as in It makes no difference what you say. I mean, the damage is already done. It should probably be seen as an extension of the ‘preciseness, explicitness’ meaning since it makes explicit the speaker’s reasons for having reached some conclusion, or the reasons which underlie the speaker’s utterance.

6
Diachronic processes accounting for the development of I mean

The development of discourse parentheticals such as I mean have been treated alternately as cases of either lexicalization or grammaticalization, processes which in other contexts (e.g. Ramat 1992) are seen as being ‘mirror images’ . For example, Schiffrin (1987: 319) designates I mean as a “lexicalized clause”, while Thompson and Mulac (1991: 315) call the analogous forms I think and I guess “unitary” particles, similar to epistemic particles in other languages. However, they reject lexicalization (the process accounting for the formation of the unitary lexeme such as today from to + dæge) as the process responsible for the formation of I think (324), arguing instead for grammaticalization.
  Many of the diachronic studies of first-person parentheticals cited above (Brinton 1996; Brinton 2002; Akimoto 2000, 2002; Palander-Collin 1999; Traugott and Dasher; Traugott 1995) likewise suggest a grammaticalization analysis. However, Wischer (2000) argues that methinks undergoes both grammaticalization and lexicalization. 


Let’s explore this question in somewhat fuller detail.

6.1
Grammaticalization


I have argued (Brinton 1996) that pragmatic markers undergo many of the changes identified with grammaticalization.
 The same holds for I mean. In this construction, the verb mean is decategorialized, losing verbal characteristics such as the ability to be modified by adverbials or to take phrasal or clausal complements, and it is desemanticized, losing its ‘full’ meaning and assuming less ‘concrete’ meanings. It shows a shift from major (open) > minor (closed) word class
 as I mean is “adverbialized” in its discourse functions. The construction is frozen or ossified in the 1st person, singular, present tense, with some degree of coalescence since, although I mean is still orthographically two words, elements (e.g., really, truly, only) cannot intercede between I and mean .
 I mean also undergoes some degree of phonological attrition, tending to be reduced to [´mi:n] or [mi:n] (Crystal and Davy 1975: 97). By a process of invited inferencing, I mean acquires non-referential (pragmatic or procedural) meanings such as mistake editing, clarification, precision, and exemplification. As discussed above, I mean becomes (more) subjective
 and intersubjective in meaning.


I mean also exhibits Hopper’s (1991) grammaticalization principles of ‘divergence’, in which I mean continues to be used as a free syntactic combination with main clause status carrying its ‘literal’ meaning; ‘persistence’, in which vestiges of the verb’s original meaning of ‘intention’ are clearly present in the newer, pragmatic meanings of explicitness, reformultion, etc.; and ‘layering’ in which I mean comes to replace or complement a number of older forms with similar appositional meaning, including that is from Old English (see Mitchell 1985: 130-131, 533, 605); namely from early Middle English; that is {to say, to wit} from Middle English, and to wit from Early Modern English (on to wit, see Koivisto-Alanko and Rissanen 2002).

6.2
Lexicalization


However, following Lehmann’s (2002) definition of lexicalization as a process of “accessing a collocation … holistically [and] treating it as an entry of the inventory”, it might also be  possible to treat I mean as an case of incipient lexicalization. The original collocation (subject + verb) has fossilized, (partially) lost its internally complex structure (evidenced by phonological reduction and the lack of interspersed elements), and gained syntactic independence. 



Moreover, I mean is largely idiomaticized. Like idioms, I mean shows a high degree of lexical invariability (not allowing the substitution of synonymous verbs such as signify, denote, purport, or drive at) and syntactic fixing (not allowing alteration in tense, mood, or aspect, such as I meant, I should mean, or I am meaning, or adverbial modification). Mean has become semantically opaque to some degree, having undergone semantic “bleaching”, though not figurative change. The syntagm I mean has become less compositional as it ceases to express a cognitive state of the speaker.  

6.3
Grammaticalization or lexicalization?

How does one reconcile these opposing views? In Brinton and Traugott (in progress), we argue—contra a view which has, until recently, been received opinion—that grammaticalization and lexicalization are not contradictory, but rather complementary changes which share a number of features. Both are unidirectional processes involve freezing, the (optional) erasure of morphological or phrasal boundaries (i.e., the loss of structural compositionality) or univerbation, an increase in semantic opacity (i.e., the loss of semantic compositionality), and the ‘holistic’ rather than analytic accessing of complex forms (see Lehmann 2002). Idiomaticization, understood as a semantic process involving the loss of semantic transparency, thus underlies both lexicalization and grammaticalization (though may occur independently of either, e.g., spill the beans). Grammaticalization and lexicalization differ in respect to whether the process yields major class items (nouns, verbs, adjectives) that become part of argument structure (i.e. lexicalization) or functional elements resembling operators (i.e. grammaticalization). The question then becomes one of how to analyze the status of pragmatic markers. We argue that pragmatic markers, although they exist outside of the core syntactic structure, are not agrammatical. Like other items expressing speaker point of view (topic, focus, modality, etc.), pragmatic markers belong to the grammar Moreover, they function like grammatical operators, not lexical items (see Traugott 1995). Thus, we must speak of pragmatic markers being grammaticalized, not lexicalized.

7
Some conclusions


On the micro-level, this study of I mean has shown that we need to expand the possible syntactic sources for parentheticals to include not only matrix clauses followed by clausal complements or relative clauses but also subject + verb sequences followed by phrasal complements. Further research on the development of pragmatic markers should provide additional examples of such developments. This study has also shown that the semantic changes characterizing the evolution of even a fairly transparent pragmatic marker such as I mean are not at all simple. While pragmatic meanings tend to arise through invited inferences, it is not possible to establish a single unilinear course of semantic development; there do seem to be some unidirectional patterns: for example, metalinguistic meanings tend to precede both metacommunicative/ subjective and intersubjective meaning. However, in the case of I mean one cannot show that subjective meanings clearly precede intersubjective meanings (cf. Traugott and Dasher 2002). Considerably more work needs to be done on the semantic development of pragmatic markers before the entire picture becomes clear. 


On the macro-level, this study suggests that the evolution of I mean is best understood as a process of grammaticalization. Beyond the fact that pragmatic markers are not major class items, what distinguishes the development of I mean as grammatizalization rather than lexicalization is the apparent regularity of the change; we have many other examples of the development of comparable subject + verb sequences as pragmatic parentheticals. In contrast, lexicalization tends to be irregular and item-specific. Furthermore, the acquisition of subjective and intersubjective meanings is not typically found in cases of lexicalization. 

Notes

Electronic corpora

Dictionary of Old English, Old English Corpus http://ets.umdl.umich.edu/o/oec/
ICAME Collection of English Language Corpora. 1999. 2nd ed. CD-ROM. The HIT Centre, University of Bergen, Norway


ACE = Australian Corpus of English


FLOB = Freiburg-LOB Corpus of British English


FROWN = Freiburg-Brown Corpus of American English


HC = Helsinki Corpus of English Texts, diachronic part (see Kytö 1996)


Lampeter = Lampeter Corpus of Early Modern English Tracts (see http://khnt.hit.uib.no/icame/manuals/LAMPETER/LAMPHOME.HTM)


WC = Wellington Corpus of Written New Zealand English

Middle English Collection, University of Virginia, Electronic Text Center, http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/mideng.browse.html [U of V]

Middle English Dictionary, Middle English Consortium http://ets.umdl.umich.edu/m/med/ [MED]

Modern English Collection, University of Virginia, Electronic Text Center, http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/modeng/modeng0.browse.html [U of V]

Oxford English Dictionary. 1989. 2nd ed. Prepared by J.A. Simpson and E.S.C. Weiner. Oxford: Clarendon. [3rd ed. online. http://dictionary.oed.com/entrance.dtl] [OED]
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� 	On my use of the term pragmatic marker, see Brinton (1996: 39-40).


� 	Stenström found I mean to be the third most frequent marker (after you know and you see) in the London-Lund Corpus (1995: 293). Biber et al. note 2000 occurrences per million of I mean in American English and 1500 per million in British English (1999: 1098). Jucker and Smith record a frequency of one I mean every two minutes in the speech of college students, but among the ten pragmatic markers that they count, I mean is the sixth most common (after yeah, like, oh, you know, and well) and constitutes only 4.1% of the total tokens used (1998: 176). Scheibman observes that mean is the most common verb of “verbal process”, constituting 81% of all present tokens of such verbs in her corpus; furthermore, all instances of mean are present, and all but 4 occur with a first-person subject (2001: 74).


�	See Lalljee and Cook (1975: 305), Edmondson (1981: 153), Östman (1981: 9), James (1983: 201), Swan (1994), and Stenström (1995: 294).


�	See Goldberg (1980: 120), Levinson (1983: 340, 365), Quirk et al. (1985: 1313), Schourup (1985: 147-148), Schiffrin (1987: 300), Redeker (1990: 374), and Stenström (1995).


�	See Crystal and Davy (1975: 97, 98), Goldberg (1980: 125, 214), Edmondon (1981: 154-155, who says that I mean belongs to “the let-me-explain” type fumble), Erman (1986: 137, 140, 142; 1987: 118), Schiffrin (1987: 296, 299, 302, 304), Chafe (1988: 14-15), Crystal (1988: 49), Gerhardt and Stinson (1994: 164), Swan (1994), Stenström (1995: 295), Jucker and Smith (1998: 174), and Biber et al. (1999: 1077).


�	See Gerhardt and Stinson (1994: 164) and Swan (1994); cf. Erman (1986: 137).


�	See House and Kasper (1981: 168), Faerch and Kasper (1982: 75), James (1983: 198, 202), and Schiffrin (1987: 305).


�	See Edmondson (1981: 155), Östman (1981: 34-35), and Stenström (1995: 294).


�	See Brown and Levinson (1987: 167), Laljee and Cook (1975: 305), Coates (1998: 143), and James 1983: 198). Laljee and Cook (1975: 305) speculate that since I mean has “overtones of apology”, it “may be interpreted as the speaker not being sure of himself”.


�	See James (1983: 198), Schiffrin (1987: 303), and Gerhardt and Stinson (1994: 163).


�	Etymologically, mean finds its source in OE (ge)mænan ‘mean, signify, intend, allude, complain of’, which has numerous cognates in the other Germanic languages (see Kroesch 1911: 503), likely from Germanic *mainjan. While traditionally the verb is related to the PIE root *men ‘mind’, this connection is difficult to explain phonologically. A connection to the PIE root *mei-no ‘opinion, intention’ (giving mean and moan) has been made (see Watkins 1992). Wood (1899: 130) relates it to the root *me-i-o- ‘measure’.


� 	I have chosen to use corpora of written English in Modern English in order to provide a better comparison with the (necessarily) written corpora of Middle and Early Modern English.


�	The only pragmatically-colored usage with the meaning of signification cited in the MED is I mene thus (s.v. mænen, def. 1a) ‘this is what I am getting at’. Variants found in my corpora include: I mean thus, thus I mean, I mean as thus. These often stand as independent utterances.


�	Quirk et al. (1985: 638-639) actually treat this as “contrastive”, not “appositive” since one formulation is replaced with another rather than added to another; but they are clearly closely related, and both may be glossed with ‘in other words’.


�	Intersubjectivity is “the explicit, coded expression of [the speaker’s] attention to the image or ‘self’ of [the hearer] in a social or an epistemic sense” (Traugott and Dasher 2002: 22).


�	A possible early example is the following:


		That ech of yow, to shorte with oure weye,/ In this viage shal telle tales tweye/ To Caunterbury-ward, I mene it so (1388-92 Chaucer, Canterbury Tales A.Prol. 791-793; U of V).


		‘That each of you, in order to shorten our way in this voyage shall tell two tales to Canterbury, I mean it’


�	The OED (s.v. mean1, def. II 6c) dates this usage from 1750; all early examples consist of an entire phrase, such as I mean it, not I mean alone.


�	In general, that-less complements became common in late Middle English (see Rissanen 1999: 284-285).


� 	This is forshadowed by James’s remark that I mean serves as an appeal to hearer deduction/inference = ‘I invite you to interpret the head as a synonym of expressions of like significance’ (1983: 199).


� 	Cf. OED (s.v. mean, def. II 6 b) mean can be used ‘to signify by an action; (hence, by implication) to have as a motive or justification of an action’ especially what do you mean by? 


		What do you mean by saying such a thing = ‘Why are saying such a thing’


		I mean by saying such a thing that … = ‘I am saying such a thing because’


� 	Thompson and Mulac (1991) reason that the continued possibility of using I think and I guess as matrix clauses with literal meaning militates against a lexicalization analysis. I would argue that this simply shows Hopper’s (1991) principle of divergence.


� 	Grammaticalization may be defined as the change whereby lexical items and constructions come in certain linguistic contexts to serve grammatical functions, or grammatical items develop new grammatical functions (Hopper and Traugott Forthcoming). For the specific processes identified with grammaticalization see Lehmann (1995) and Hopper (1991).


�	A clearer instance of this change is the development of the participle meaning (that) as a conjunction in Early Modern English, e.g.:


	“Saiyng, when he was diyng: I haue saued the birde in my sosome: meaning that he had kept both his promise and other” (1550 Hall, Chron. 2; OED) 


�	Only a few cases of I only mean are found in my corpora, and they are not parenthetical.


� 	 Because of the presence of the first-person subject, I mean is necessarily speaker-oriented.





