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Introduction

Parenthetical disjuncts have been a major focus of
linguistic study in recent decades. This study will deal with
one special kind of them—first-person epistemic
parenthetical, which consists of a first-person singular
pronoun and a present tense verb. The focus is on their
development — the change of the semantic and pragmatic
properties, and of the grammatical status as well.

0.1 The term FPEP

FPEP, the abbreviation of “first-person epistemic parenthetical”,
can be interpreted as follows. “Parenthetical”, the head of the noun
phrase, is defined as an expression that is inserted into the flow of
thought and speech. It may be in a sentence or between sentences. Some
parentheticals are set off by commas and others also by parentheses or
dashes. A parenthetical can be a word, a phrase, or a sentence, which
interrupts an utterance and bears no syntactic relation to the sentence at
the point of interruption ( Trask 1993:199).

The parentheticals in this study can express the speaker/writer’ s
(hereafter SP/W) stance towards what he or she is talking about. A vast
literature is devoted to the fact that language can express the SP/W’ s
subjective viewpoint (see Thompson & Hunston 2000) and the notion
of stance has been given various terms in the previous literature, such as
“evaluation”, “affect”, “attitude”, etc. It generally refers to the
expression of the SP/W’ s attitude towards, viewpoint on, or feelings

ogo The Development of El:nstru:tbrsl 1
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about the things that he or she is talking about. To cover this pragmatic
property of the constructions, the word “epistemic” is adopted here,
which applies to the modal system indicating the degree of commitment
by the SP/W to what he or she says (Palmer 1986:51). That’ s the
reason why there is the word “epistemic” in the title as a modifier to
the head “parentheticals”.

Everything is changing in the world. Language is no exception and
nor is its constituent — constructions, for example. The “first-person
singular pronoun + present tense verb” construction has developed
from a main clause to a parenthetical which gets more freedom in
syntactic position and more procedural meaning at the same time, such
as I think, I promise, I guess, etc. In all these constructions there is
always a first person singular pronoun, for example I in English and wo
# in Chinese. So the phrase “first-person” functions as another
modifier to the head “parentheticals” in the title.

0. 2 Problems and aims

One linguistic difficulty concerning FPEPs is that they are
notoriously difficult to describe in grammatical and semantic terms,
perhaps partially because they depend on the context to be interpreted
appropriately. Their position in the utterance, for example, is too
flexible to behave like a matrix clause. And the verb in a FPEP has no
tense, aspect or mood change in no matter what kind of local context the
parenthetical occurs. It cannot be negated, either. When there is a tag
question attached, the questioning is not based on the FPEP but the
clause co-occurring with the construction. Why does a FPEP have these
special morphosyntactic properties? And how can it behave as a main
clause in some contexts but as a parenthetical in others?

As for the semantic properties, some linguists have found most
FPEPs have no contributions to the content of the utterance. When a
FPEP is deleted in the sentence, the proposition will not be changed.
Despite the semantic emptiness, most FPEPs enjoy a high frequency in
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daily language use. What is the function of these FPEPs? How does the
function work? Compared with the FPEPs in English, Chinese FPEPs
also present particular morphosyntactic and semantic properties. There
are a lot of similarities and a number of differences as well. What
motivates these similarities and differences? What will these FPEPs shed
on the current linguistic studies? All the questions above are what this
study attempts to explore.

There is not much previous effort to the study of FPEPs, though
their special pragmatic-semantic and syntactic properties have drawn
some attention. For example, Thompson & Mulac (1991) anal'yze the
phrase I think in a great detail. Brinton (1996) highlights the Middle
English phrase I gesse, which she calls a “KNOW-type parenthetical” in
her book. Palander-Collin (1997) discusses me thinks at great length.
All the previous studies mentioned above are concerned with a single
parenthetical case, such as I think. None of them touches more than one
case of FPEPs. Hence there is no effort paid to generalize the semantic
and syntactic properties of this linguistic category or analyze the
relation-ship among different FPEPs and those between different
languages.

Among several hypotheses about the semantic and pragmatic
properties and syntactic status of these parentheticals, this book
proposes that the development of FPEPs in semantics, pragmatics and
syntax involves a process of grammaticalization. Most FPEPs in modern
languages have developed out of “first-person + present tense verb”
constructions, which originally carry content meaning only but later on
also derive procedural meaning and serve as mitigators or afterthought.
And in the same process they have lost the matrix clause status to
behave as adjuncts that are independent of the other elements of the
sentence.

The term “construction” is traditionally defined as recurrent syn-
tactic patterns ( e.g,Quirk et al.,1985). But linguists in Construction
Grammar, acknowledging the interdependence between semantics and

ogo The Development of l:onstn(t'nrsl 3
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syntax, focus on the form-meaning correspondences in constructions
(e.g., Fillmore et al. 1988; Goldberg 1995). This study will adopt a
usage-based approach to the study of constructions. When examined in
actual use, constructions have the following characteristics: first, they
are lexically skewed; second, the lexically constrained constructions are
cognitively processed, stored and accessed as a unit; third, these
constructions serve interactional functions ( Tao & McCarty 2001;
Thompson 2001, 2002).

It needs some courage to describe and demonstrate the grammati-
calization of constructions, since most grammaticalization studies, up to
now, have been concentrated on the lexemes, such as modal auxiliaries
and adverbials. Traugott (2003) and Croft (2000) suggest that more
attention should be drawn to the grammaticalization of constructions,
though grammaticalization is often described as a process by which
individual items evolve grammatical functions (e.g. Heine et al. 19912). As
mentioned above, constructions are also in the process of changing, but
there is little effort on the study of their development. This book is also
an attempt to make a step forward in this direction.

Following Traugott’ s understanding of grammaticalization and her
suggestion that the development of discourse markers should be
included in a theory of grammaticalization ( Traugott 1995a), this study
holds that the development of FPEPs can also be described as a process
of gram-maticalization. But what is crucial is that the conception of
grammati-calization itself ought to be somehow revised, to encompass a
new view of grammar, i. €., a view according to which grammar
structures com-municative and cognitive aspects of language. It concerns
with phonology, morphosyntax and semantics, and also involves
inferences that arise out of linguistic form.

The development of FPEPs shows certain semantic and syntactic
properties that go against some principles of grammaticalization. These
principles were suggested in the earlier period of the grammaticalization
studies and mainly based on the development of lexemes. So this study

4 K
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on constructions will also attempt to revise some former principles of
grammaticalization and to present a new and more complete under-
standing of the theory. Certainly this revision effort is not teleological,
that is, to justify the development of FPEPs in the process of gramma-
ticalization. Other relevant studies have also suggested that some earlier
principles arc not consistent with the properties of some
grammaticalizing items.

QI QI
Diachronic Synchronic
Intra-language Intra-language
Inter-langnage Inter-langnage
Diachronic Synchronic
QI QIv

Figure 0. 1 The quadrants of contrastive & comparative studies of language

A new perspective is adopted in this study — the perspective of
diachronic comparison between English and Chinese. Xu (1992/22002:2)
draws a diagram to show the four quadrants of contrastive and com-
parative studies between languages ( see Figure 0.1, orignally in
Chinese). Comparative studies between langnages in the past mostly
belong to the Quadrant I, II, IV, with the third quadrant almost empty
(cf. Pan 2002). Studies in Quadrant I are synchronic and within one
single language, such as the comparative study of even if and even
though, Quadrant II concentrates most historical linguistic studies which
deal with the history of some items within one language, such as the
development of canonical modal auxiliaries like can and the new modal
expressions like have to, want- to. Quadrant IV involves synchronic
comparative studies between languages. Most comparative studies
between English and Chinese in recent decades belong to this quadrant,
for example, Lian (1993), Luo (2001), etc.

ogo The Development of Eu'»stnctbnsl 5
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The emptiness of Quadrant IIl is partly due to the difficulty in
handling the comparative study between languages over such a long time
as hundreds or thousands years. It needs a theoretical framework to
cover the stages of development. The grammaticalization theory seems
to fit well in this field of study, but it has not been widely used in the
diachronic comparison between languages. So this book tends to add
something to Quadrant III by conducting a diachronic comparative study
of FPEPs between English and Chinese, to find the universal
mechanisms of change and explore the reasons for the similarities and
differences presenting on the synchronic level.

On the basis of the similarities and differences between the two
languages in a historical perspective, a diachronic typology between
English and Chinese will also be proposed here. This is an attempt to
explore the deep mechanisms for the synchronic similarities and
differences between the two languages. There are two main reasons for
proposing such a study of diachronic typology. First is the diachrony
itself. Language change is a universal and essential feature of human
language, and by studying the general laws of language change, scholars
can explore much more about human language. Secondly, diachronic
typology helps to understand synchronic language states better. All
languages are constantly in a process of change, in a kind of flux, and
many features that do not fit neatly into a synchronic system begin to
make sense once a diachronic point of view is taken. This applies both
to recent innovations and to remnants of earlier regularities that are no
longer synchronically motivated. Language can carry such synchronic
irregularities for many generations, and if the goal of linguistic study is
the explanation of linguistic structures, then the diachronic
considerations must be taken into account.

There are many differences between Present-day English ( PDE)
and Modern Mandarin (MdMand), many of which are hard to explain
on a synchronic level. This diachronic typology will not only describe
the development of some items of the two langnages but also offer an
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explanation to the synchronic similarities and differences between the

two languages.
0.3 Assumptions and methods

This study is based on the following assumptions. First, one of the
main functions of language is to communicate successfully. To this end,
one salient human strategy consists in using linguistic forms with mean-
ings that are concrete, easily accessible, and clearly delineated to express
less concrete, less easily accessible, and less clearly delineated meaning
contents. Then, lexical or less grammaticalized linguistic expressions are
pressed into service for the expression of more grammaticalized
functions. Accordingly, grammaticalization is a process whereby
expressions for concrete meanings are used in specific contexts to
encode grammatical meanings. This process has a number of implications
for the structure of the expressions concerned, which will be discussed
in detail in Chapter 1.

The second assumption is that grammar is a linguistic system and
the link between grammar and use is the SP/W-AD/R (addressee/reader)
dyad, who negotiate meaning in the interactive ways, both responding to
context and creating context. The dyad is of course a simplification. In
many situations it is expanded to include multiple addressees, and other
participants, e.g. bystanders and eavesdroppers. Although this dyad
may appear symmetric and indeed has been memorized as such by
models like Saussure’ s “talking heads” (1993:11), in fact it is not: SP/Ws
have mental states and produce meanings that may or may not be
understood by AD/Rs in the way intended.

Although both members of the dyad are the grounds in the sense of
participants assumed in the context of a particular speech or reading
event, the SP/W, when exercising his or her turn, has the central role in
the context. The SP/W’s central role calls for a production-oriented
view of language change, and accounts for why the major type of
semantic change is subjectification. Here it must suffice to say that the
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