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Abstract
This paper explores the use of 200 occurrences of clause-initial I think in a corpus of 
spoken English with a view to establishing whether they are best classifi ed as main or 
comment clauses. It investigates two formal cues for signalling prominence of I think 
and hence a possible hierarchical difference between the two clauses: (i) the presence 
or absence of the that-complementizer as an explicit marker of syntactic subordination 
and (ii) prosodic prominence. The corpus data show that a difference on the structural 
level, i.e. that vs. zero, does not correspond with different prosodic behaviour. Both 
constructional types exhibit a similar distribution of the three prosodic patterns identifi ed: 
they are both most frequently realised as heads, less frequently as pre-heads, and only 
rarely with a separate nuclear accent. From a cognitive-functional perspective, which 
associates superordinate status with relative prominence, initial I think therefore only 
rarely qualifi es for main clause status. Moreover, the corpus data suggest that in spoken 
language the that-complementizer is not so much used as a marker of subordination but 
rather as a fi ller used to give weight to I think or for rhythmical purposes.
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1 Introduction

Clause-initial I think, I believe, I suspect and similar complement-taking 
predicates have been a matter of some discussion because of their unclear 
syntactic status. Are they main clauses, which syntactically govern a complement 
clause, or comment clauses, i.e. parentheticals, which are in a syntactically 
supplementary relationship to the following clause? This question is particularly 
diffi cult to answer for cases where the that-complementizer has been omitted. 
Compare example (1).

(1) I think (that) John has come back from London

Various views have been expressed on the status of such initial clauses with 
and without that complementizer. They are either taken to be parenthetical (e.g. 
Kärkkäinen 2003, Kruisinga 1932: 486, Ross 1973, Thompson 2002, Thompson 
& Mulac 1991), matrix clauses (e.g. Peterson 1999: 236, Stenström 1995: e.g. 
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293, 296, Svensson 1976: 375), or ambiguous, i.e. allowing interpretation as both 
matrix clause and parenthetical clause depending on context and type of ‘matrix’ 
predicate (e.g. Aijmer 1972: 46, Biber et al. 1999: 197, Huddleston & Pullum 
2002: 896, Quirk et al. 1985: 1113, Urmson 1952: 481).

The present paper tries to shed some light on this question by examining 200 
occurrences of initial I think in a corpus of spoken English. The advantage of 
spoken material is that it provides an important cue to the relative prominence 
of such initial clauses, viz. prosody. The other formal signal for a hierarchical 
difference between the two clauses is a syntactic one, viz. the presence or absence 
of the that-complementizer as an explicit marker of syntactic subordination.1 In 
the present study I will take a closer look at this syntax-prosody interface and 
investigate to what extent these two formal signals provide an indication of the 
prominence of initial I think in relation to the following clause.

From a cognitive-functional perspective, relative prominence is the key to 
distinguishing between main and subordinate clauses. According to Langacker 
(1991: 436ff) a subordinate clause is defi ned as “one whose profi le is overridden 
by that of the main clause … I know she left designates the process of knowing, 
not of leaving”, with “profi le” referring to the “relative prominence accorded 
to various substructures” (ibid.: 4). In spoken language this prominence can be 
expected to be expressed by prosody, which in turn refl ects the informational 
salience in a given context: new or salient information will normally be made 
more prominent than given or presupposed information.

The corpus investigated is the spoken part of ICE-GB, the British component 
of the International Corpus of English (Nelson et al. 2002), which yields a total 
of 1,138 instances of I think, as detailed in Table 1.

Text type (number of words) - that + that Total
Private dialogue s1a (205,627) 22.7 (466) 1.2 (25) 23.9 (491)
Public dialogue s1b (171,062) 25.4 (434) 3.0 (52) 28.4 (486)
Public monologue s2a (152,829) 5.2 (80) 0.7 (11) 5.9 (91)
Scripted speech s2b (108,164) 5.3 (57) 1.2 (13) 6.5 (70)
Total 16.2 (1036) 1.6 (102) 17.8 (1138)

Table 1: Clause-initial I think followed by that- and zero that-clause in ICE-GB normalized per 
10.000 words (raw fi gures in brackets)

For the present study only subsection Public dialogue (s1b) was taken into 
account, which has a suffi ciently large number of that-clauses. The prosodic 
analysis is based on all 52 occurrences of I think + that-clause and 148 random 
instances of I think + zero that-clause.
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Section 2 fi rst concentrates on the analysis of I think + zero that-clause. It 
identifi es essentially three different prosodic patterns for I think and discusses 
to what extent they can be used for identifying its syntactic status. It is argued 
that a simple correlation of prosodic prominence with matrix clause status is 
problematic, as it ignores the linear dimension of prosody. Section 3 focuses on 
I think + that-clause. Here the corpus analysis shows a distribution of prosodic 
patterns parallel to that of I think + zero, which can be taken as an indication 
of similar uses of both constructions. A closer investigation of the corpus data 
reveals that the that-complementizer is not so much used as an explicit marker of 
subordination but rather as a fi ller, which gives extra weight to I think or is used 
for rhythmical reasons.

2 Prosody of I think + zero

In spoken language, prosody is a prime indicator of prominence, with prosodic 
prominence iconically refl ecting communicative salience of a linguistic element. 
In addition, however, prosody also has an important cohesive (linking) function 
in the sense that prosodic phrasing can signal which linguistic items belong 
together. In the case of comment clauses prosody may therefore be an important 
cue for establishing the ‘scope’ of the comment clause. In other words, it can 
indicate the host construction over which it operates (cf. Kaltenböck 2008 for a 
detailed discussion). Prosody may therefore be crucial for identifying a comment 
clause as initial or fi nal, as in example (2), which, in its written form, would 
allow for I think to be associated either with the preceding material (nine is report 
too) or the following (an interesting document). Its prosody, however, clearly 
marks it as initial comment clause.

(2)  Nine is report too (I think an interesting document which uhm Professor 
Greenbaum initiated and which I hope everybody uh will have had 
a chance to digest (s1b-075-128)

In a previous study I have distinguished between prosodically bound and 
independent comment clauses. For comment clauses in initial position the 
patterns identifi ed were ‘right-bound’, i.e. integrated as head or pre-head into the 
following tone unit, and ‘independent’, i.e. with a separate tone unit and nucleus 
(Kaltenböck 2008). All in all, there are thus three different prosodic patterns 
available for initial I think: (i) separate tone unit, (ii) part of the head, or (iii) part 
of the pre-head. Typical examples of each type are given below.

(i) I think with an independent tone unit is illustrated in example (3), which has 



GUNTHER KALTENBÖCK

52

its own nuclear accent on think and is followed by a tone unit boundary, indicated 
by a change in pitch level (cf. Cruttenden 1997: 35 on boundary markers). As 
a possible alternative the nucleus may also be on the pronoun I rather than on the 
predicate think (cf. Simon-Vandenbergen 2000: 50; Kaltenböck 2009 forthc. for 
the function of such uses).

(3) Yes I I think it’s infi nitely more entertaining (s1b-024-12)

Yes I I th ink it's  in fin te ly m ore  en terta in ing
40

300

100

200

T im e (s )
0 2 .34506

(ii) An example of I think integrated into the head is given in (4), where 
think represents the fi rst accented syllable in the tone unit, the so-called onset 
(e.g. Wells 2006: 207) but is less prominent than the nuclear accent on silly 
(cf. Cruttenden 1997: 54 for a defi nition of head).

(4) I think it would be silly just to sling mud around (s1b-022-19)

I th ink it w ou ld  be  s illy jus t to  s ling  m ud around
50

250

100

150

200

T im e (s )
0 2 .26619



INITIAL I THINK: MAIN OR COMMENT CLAUSE?

53

Typically in such cases the accent will be on the predicate think, as in 
example (4) above. As unstressed element, I represents the pre-head but may be 
suppressed altogether as in (5).

(5) Think the tutorials are helpful (s1b-015-4)
Occasionally, however, the accent occurs on the I (rather that on think), which 

then starts the head and gives the I an implicit contrastive interpretation (I as 
opposed to someone else), as in example (6).

(6) I think it’s all jolly good fun (s1b-024-28)

I th ink it's  a ll jo lly good fun
70

400

200

300

T im e (s )
0 1 .15

(iii) The third prosodic pattern is that of integration in the form of a pre-head, 
i.e. an unaccented (typically unstressed and anacrustic) syllable preceding the 
head (cf. Wells 2006: 214-15).2 This pattern is exemplifi ed in (7), where I think 
it’s forms the pre-head, followed by an accented syllable some, which starts the 
head, and the nucleus on quarter.

(7) I think it’s something like a quarter (s1b-030-29)

<,> I th ink it's  som eth ing  like  a quarte r < ,>
50

300

100
150
200
250

T im e (s )
0 1 .93388
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As is to be expected with natural speech data, the differences between the 
three patterns are not always clear-cut and we have to allow for fuzzy boundaries 
between them. For instance, the difference between pattern (i) (nucleus) and 
pattern (ii) (head) is essentially one of different degrees of prominence with the 
onset of the head being the fi rst accented syllable in a tone unit and therefore by 
defi nition less prominent than the nuclear syllable. There are, however, some 
cases where the onset of the head receives so much pitch prominence that it 
might qualify for classifi cation as separate tone unit. In such cases the following 
criteria were applied to distinguish between heads and nuclei:

(a) Onset syllables are generally on a higher pitch level than the nucleus 
owing to declination within a tone unit, i.e. the fact that pitch tends to be lower 
at the end of a tone unit than at the beginning (e.g. Couper-Kuhlen 1986: 82-83, 
Wichmann 2000: 103-105).

(b) If at the beginning of a tone unit, i.e. not preceded by a pre-head, the onset 
will often be anacrustic, i.e. produced with greater speed (cf. Cruttenden 1997: 
32).

(c) Only in the case of a separate nucleus is I think followed by a tone unit 
boundary, as indicated by features such as anacrusis, fi nal syllable lengthening, 
change of pitch level or pitch direction of unaccented syllables (cf. Cruttenden 
1997: 35).

(d) Onsets are less prominent than nuclear accents, which is refl ected 
phonetically in a smaller range of pitch movement and/or weaker energy pulses.

For the corpus analysis a total of 148 instances of I think + zero in the text 
category Public dialogue (s1b) were prosodically analysed both auditorily and 
instrumentally with the help of the acoustical analysis programme PRAAT 
(Boersma & Weenink 2008). Of these 148 instances 13 are cases where I think 
is separated from the following clause by a pause or some intervening material 
such as a fi ller or hesitation sound.3 Such cases, which are generally accepted as 
uncontroversial instances of comment clauses in the literature (e.g. Peterson 1999: 
236, Biber et al. 1999: 197) were singled out in a previous study (Kaltenböck 
2008) for prosodic analysis in an attempt to exclude potential main clauses or 
ambiguous cases. The present study includes these together with other (i.e. 
non-separated) instances since the two sets of data have been found to show no 
difference prosodically. The results of the prosodic analysis for I think followed 
by a zero that-clause are summarised in Table 2 below.
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n %
Prosodically independent 7 (of which nucleus on I: 3) 4.7%
Right-bound: part of head 112 (of which accent on I: 9) 75.7%
Right-bound: part of pre-head 29 19.6%
Total 148 100.0%

Table 2:  Prosodic patterns of initial I think in Public dialogue (s1b) followed by a zero that-
clause

We can see that the dominating pattern is that of I think being realised as 
part of the head (75.7%), followed by its realisation as pre-head (19.6%). An 
independent tone unit for I think is extremely rare (4.7%). This lack of nuclear 
prominence is, however, not really surprising, as I think is clearly the most 
grammaticalized of all comment clauses and has therefore been subject to 
a high degree of semantic bleaching (cf. Mindt 2003, Kaltenböck 2008). This 
semantic reduction makes I think an unlikely candidate for nuclear highlighting. 
Nonetheless, I think does receive some prosodic prominence, as can be seen from 
the high number of heads as opposed to pre-heads. This can be explained by its 
initial position, where it has important signposting function, introducing a new 
thought or indicating a new turn.

In a previous study I have identifi ed various functions of comment clauses 
and I think in particular (Kaltenböck 2008, 2009 forthc.), showing that comment 
clauses can be further grammaticalized from epistemic markers into pleonastic 
structuring devices. These uses tend to be phonetically reduced and lack prosodic 
prominence. Initial I think realised as pre-head can therefore safely be equated 
with this structural function.

In a wider perspective, such pleonastic fi ller uses can be seen as the fi nal stage 
in a long process of grammaticalization with I think starting out as matrix clause 
(cf. Thompson & Mulac 1991) and developing via epistemic marker (comment 
clause) into a discourse marker with fi ller function (cf. Mindt 2003, Kaltenböck 
2007, 2008). Although the exact origin of comment clauses is disputed, with 
Brinton (1996) and Fischer (2007) dismissing Thompson and Mulac’s matrix 
clause hypothesis and suggesting a derivation from adverbial clauses (cf. as 
I think), it is generally agreed that the starting point must have been a fully 
lexical item. In the case of I think this full lexical meaning can be paraphrased as 
‘cogitation’ (Aijmer 1997). This process of grammaticalization is of course far 
from fi nished with the different stages existing side by side.

In an attempt to systematise the development of such complement-taking 
predicates (CTPs, e.g. I think) Boye and Harder (2007) propose the following 
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three stages: (1) primary lexical CTPs, (2) secondary lexical CTPs, and (3) 
secondary grammatical CTPs. This classifi cation takes into account both the 
structural and the usage status, each of which is described by a binary set of 
values, viz. lexical-grammatical structural status and primary-secondary usage 
status. While the fi rst stage is easily identifi able as matrix clause and the last 
stage as (clause internal and fi nal) comment clause, the second stage is a hybrid 
category, which exhibits a discrepancy between usage status and structural status 
and as such is descriptively ambiguous (cf. Boye & Harder 2007: 586). I think in 
clause-initial position seems to qualify for precisely this intermediate stage: its 
morphosyntactic form is that of a lexical clause (Boye & Harder 2007: 591) and 
its syntactic position that of a prototypical matrix clause. However, in terms of 
its discourse function initial I think is typically secondary. There are hardly any 
cases in the corpus where contextual use would suggest communicative salience 
in the sense that I think expresses the main point of the utterances (cf. e.g. Boye 
& Harder 2007: 575).

In a similar vein, Nuyts (2000: 122ff) identifi es epistemic modal expressions 
(e.g. I think) as a ‘battleground’ where two confl icting functional forces are at 
work: an information structural force and an iconic (or conceptual semantic) 
force. In cases of epistemic evaluation these forces pull in different directions. 
From the perspective of iconicity the status of the epistemic evaluation is that 
of an operator (i.e. a meta-representational element) over a state of affairs and 
therefore favours main clause status for the epistemic expression “since it directly 
refl ects the meta-status of the qualifi cation relative to the state of affairs” (Nuyts 
2000: 123). In terms of information structure, on the other hand, the epistemic 
qualifi cation is clearly backgrounded and the state of affairs foregrounded, 
carrying the focal information. The information structural force therefore works 
against a main clause interpretation for the epistemic expression, since main 
clauses prototypically carry foregrounded information and embedded clauses 
backgrounded information (cf. Givón 1984, Mackenzie 1984, Sadock 1984, 
Tomlin 1985). With initial I think, however, positioning suggests main clause 
status.

The result of these confl icting forces seems to be one of neutralisation and 
indeterminacy. Initial epistemic markers such as I think can therefore be thought 
of as ‘undecided battles’, to take up Nuyts’ metaphor, where the different forces 
outbalance each other and allow for different interpretations of the status of I think. 
In spoken language, of course, an additional force enters the ‘battleground’ and 
may ‘tip the scales’: prosody. As an iconic refl ection of prominence, prosodic 
signals may be seen as decisive factor for the interpretation of the syntactic 
status of I think and it is tempting to correlate prosodic prominence in the form 
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of a separate nuclear tone (tone unit) with matrix clause status and reduced 
prominence in the form of a head with comment clause status. Pre-heads, as 
pointed out above, can safely be associated with fully grammaticalized fi ller 
function. Such a correlation of syntactic status with prosodic prominence would 
also correspond with the intuitive notion that initial I think only rarely acts 
a matrix clause (cf. also Kärkkäinen 2003), as is evidenced by the low number of 
nuclear tones on I think.

However, while a simple correlation of prosodic prominence with the syntactic 
or functional status of I think may be intuitively appealing and may have indeed 
some theoretical value, it falls short of providing a complete explanation for the 
corpus data. Simply correlating hierarchical status, i.e. main vs. comment clause, 
with degrees of prosodic prominence ignores the fact that prosody not only has 
‘vertical’ function in the sense of foregrounding/backgrounding or mise en relief, 
but may also have linear or ‘horizontal’ function by linking and rhythmically 
structuring elements of speech. A closer look at the corpus data shows that there 
are indeed cases where prosodic prominence seems to have been prompted by 
rhythmic considerations. Compare, for instance, example (8), where the separate 
chunking of uh I think as an independent tone unit with nucleus on I may have 
been infl uenced by an implicit desire to conform to a rhythmical pattern which 
involves chunks of roughly six milliseconds: / uh I think / they have every / 
authority /

(8)  Uh I think they have every authority both from their governments and 
from the UN resolutions to do that (s1b-027-103)

uh I th ink they have every authority
50

150

60
80

100
120
140

T im e (s )
0 1 .853190.6 1.23
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This temporal or linear aspect may be more prominent where I think is used in 
a hesitation phase as a staller, whose function is to ‘buy time’. Giving I think more 
prominence (e.g. a nuclear rather than an onset accent) may allow the speaker 
to do precisely that. It may also be assumed that rhythmic considerations come 
more into play in public speaking with experienced speakers (i.e. the text category 
under investigation). Note also that the insertion of a that-complementizer in the 
above example would disrupt the regularity of the rhythm. I will discuss this 
issue in more detail in the following section.

3 Prosody of I think + that

Let us now turn to a closer investigation of I think followed by a that-
complementizer, which is, with only 52 instances, the marked option (cf. Table 
1 above). These cases are particularly interesting, since that is generally seen 
as explicit marker of subordination and as such would identify I think as main 
clause. The prosodic analysis of all 52 instance of I think + that in Public dialogue 
(s1b) shows the same three patterns as identifi ed above for zero clauses, viz. (i) 
nuclear accent, (ii) accented syllable in the head, and (iii) pre-head. These three 
patterns are illustrated by the examples in (9), (10) and (11) respectively.

(9) I think that / any woman who wanted to join the MCC (s1b-021-26)

I th ink tha t any w om an w ho w anted to jo in  the  M C C
50

350

100

200

300

T im e (s )
0 2 .74344
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(10) And I think that they must be encouraged (s1b-036-72)

A nd I th ink tha t they m ust be encouraged
45

250

100
150
200

T im e (s )
0 1 .76194

(11)  I mean I think that if you take as it were a theological attitude 
  (s1b-039-93)

I m ean I th ink tha t if you  take  as  it w ere <,> a theo log ica l a ttitude
30

250

50
100
150
200

T im e (s )
0 3 .33019

In example (9) think takes a nuclear tone with a tone unit boundary after the 
complementizer, as indicated by the pitch change on any. In example (10), on 
the other hand, think represents the onset of the head, which leads up to (and 
includes) the initial syllable of encouraged. Think is preceded by the unstressed 
syllables and + I, which represent the pre-head. In example (11) the pre-head 
includes both I mean and I think, with the head starting on that. As noted for 
zero that-clauses, the accent (both nuclear and non-nuclear) may shift away from 
think to the pronoun I, as for instance in example (12) below.
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If we compare the distribution of the three prosodic patterns for I think + 
that-clause with that of I think + zero as discussed in the previous section, we 
fi nd that they closely correspond. Table 3 shows that the most frequent pattern by 
far is again that of heads (75%), followed by pre-heads (13.5%) and independent 
tone units (11.5%).

n %
Prosodically independent 6 (of which nucleus on I: 2) 11.5%
Right-bound: part of head 39 (of which accent on I: 5) 75.0%
Right-bound: part of pre-head 7 13.5%
Total 52 100.0%

Table 3: Prosodic patterns of initial I think in Public dialogue (s1b) followed by a that-clause

If we take nuclear prominence in the form of a separate nuclear tone as 
a possible cue for main clause status (as discussed in Section 2), we have to 
conclude that the prosodic realisation of I think provides no indication for 
a general main clause status of I think + that, only for a small minority of instances 
(11.5%). This may be somewhat surprising as that is a marker of subordination 
and therefore points at main clause status of I think on the structural level (cf. 
Boye & Harder 2007). On the usage level, however, I think + that generally has 
secondary status, as indicated by its preferred prosodic realisation: its reduced 
prosodic prominence signals that I think is not normally the main asserted content 
of the utterance. Moreover, the similar distributional pattern of the three prosodic 
types for that and zero clauses suggests the there is no fundamental difference 
in usage between the two constructional types. This confi rms an assumption that 
has already been variously expressed in the literature, for instance by Kärkkäinen 
(2003, 2009 forthc.) or Nuyts (2000: 129 note 13).4

On the level of usage, therefore, overt marking of subordination by a that-
complementizer does not make a signifi cant difference in terms of prosodic 
foregrounding of I think. The only difference is that with zero clauses we fi nd 
a somewhat higher percentage of pre-heads and lower percentage of nuclear 
accents, which can be taken as an indication of I think + zero having moved even 
further down the path of grammaticalization. Overall, however, the distributional 
pattern is similar, which in turn raises the question whether the main function of 
that is really that of a marker of hierarchical difference between the two clauses. 
I will discuss this point in more detail in the following.

If we take a closer look at the prosodic realisation of the that-complementizer, 
we notice that it can be intonationally grouped either with I think or the following 
clause. This difference in association is most obvious in cases where I think carries 
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its own nuclear tone and is therefore followed by a tone unit boundary which may 
either include that, as in example (9) above, or exclude it, as in example (12).

(12)  I think / that he is the most neglected of that uh number of composers 
around the turn of the century (s1b-032-103)

<,> I th ink tha t he  is the  m ost neg lec ted
45

250

100
150
200

T im e (s )
0 3 .20538

In head and pre-head realisations of I think the complementizer is typically 
integrated into the larger pitch contour but may occasionally also show signs of 
association or dissociation with I think, albeit less markedly so. Compare for 
instance example (11) above where that is part of the head with example (13) 
below, where it is part of the pre-head.

(13) I think that uh she takes a far too hard line (s1b-035-20)

I th ink tha t uh she takes a fa r too hard  line
25

200

50

100

150

T im e (s )
0 4 .07338

0

1.11 2.15 3.19
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Prosodic realisation of that therefore does not necessarily refl ect the syntactic 
analysis of the construction, which identifi es the complementizer as part of the 
subordinate clause.5 Such a mismatch between syntax and prosody is hardly 
surprising and has been noted by previous studies (e.g. Brazil 1997, Wichmann 
2001, Dehé 2007). It is interesting, however, that there is a tendency for that to 
be prosodically grouped with I think rather than the following clause.6

Associating the complementizer on the usage level with I think (and indeed 
inserting it in the fi rst place) seems to result from a desire on the part of the 
speaker to add weight to I think in the form of an extra syllable. The reason for 
this may be twofold:

 First, adding an extra syllable to the initial clause makes it longer and 
therefore more effective as clause initial staller used for bridging a hesitation 
phase. Compare, for instance, the following example where that has a staller 
function similar to that of uhm and and (cf. also example 13 above).

(14)  Uhm I I think that uhm once you’ve spent your money on that the thing 
to spend your money on is a subscription to the local horticultural 
society (s1b-025-133)

uhm I I th ink tha t uhm once you 've  spent your m oney on  tha t
60

250

100

150

200

T im e (s )
0 2 .757

Second, prosodic association or dissociation of that with I think can be 
motivated by rhythmic considerations. This is illustrated, for instance, in 
example (15), where chunking that with material following it rather than material 
preceding it results in two rhythmic chunks of roughly equal length: then I think 
and that we.
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(15)  Then I think that we ought to ask Rabbi Sacks t uh uh to uh uh to say 
more because of course he has said two important things (s1b-028-63)

<,> then I th ink tha t w e ought to  ask R abb i S acks
25

200

50

100

150

T im e (s )
0 4 .07038

Occasionally, rhythmic chunking of that is underpinned by parallel intonation 
contours as in example (16), where association of that with the following clause 
creates two three-syllable chunks (but I think and that we haven’t), each with the 
same fall-rise-fall intonation contour.

(16)  But I think that we haven’t in the sense that we have just classifi cation 
still (s1b-012-104)

<,> but I th ink tha t w e haven t
55

350

100

200

300

T im e (s )
0 1 .68637

The underlying principle for rhythmic chunking seems to be that of rhythmic 
harmony, viz. a tendency towards rhythmic chunks of roughly equal size 
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(cf. principle of isochrony). This is illustrated in example (17), where association 
of that with I think brings the fi rst rhythmic unit in line with the average length 
of the following ones, i.e. roughly one millisecond (note incidentally the same 
length of the second hesitation phase: that + uh + pause <,>).

(17)  I think that in the Labour Party we believe that uh <,> one year of 
sanctions would be preferable to one day of war (s1b-035-29)

I th ink tha t in  the  Labour P arty w e be lieve tha t uh  < ,> one year o f sanc tions w ou ld  be  pre ferab le to  one day o f w ar
20

230

50
100
150
200

T im e (s )
0 8 .034870.89 1.91 2.72 3.72 5.05 6.12 7.02

While it is clear that the principle of rhythmic harmony cannot be pressed too 
far, it seems that the text type of public conversation is particularly susceptible to 
it, especially the text categories broadcast discussions and broadcast interviews, 
which typically involve highly experienced public speakers and incidentally 
have the highest proportion of that in the corpus (6.6 and 3.2 occurrences per 
10,000 words respectively).

Moreover, the rhythmic structure of the construction is closely linked to the 
type of subject in the that-clause. Consider, for instance, example (18), where 
the subject of the second clause consists of an unstressed syllable (there), which 
is followed by another two unstressed syllables (is a). The resulting rhythmic 
pattern of the entire construction I think there is a certain arrogance (which has an 
accent on I) is thus:  . Note that a that-complementizer 
would add an extra unstressed syllable to the row of three unstressed syllables, 
which is not desirable for rhythmical reasons.
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(18)  I think there is a certain arrogance on the part particularly of the 
extreme left in Britain on this matter (s1b-027-136)

I th ink there  is  a certa in arrogance
40

300

100

200

T im e (s )
0 1 .898130.45 0.84 1.28

A closer analysis of the corpus data shows that unstressed subjects in the 
form of existential there (there + be) or the pronoun it (it + be) strongly prefer 
omission of that: 28.4 per cent (46 instances) of all zero clauses have such 
unstressed subjects, but only 6.9 per cent (2 instances) of that-clauses. This 
fi nding ties in with Elsness’ (1984) observation that complex subjects correlate 
with that-retention. As a possible explanation for this he notes that “[a]lthough 
there is no risk of ambiguity in such constructions, one may see the selection of 
that connective as a contribution to greater syntactic clarity” (ibid.: 532). This 
may be true for written texts. For spoken language, however, it is necessary to 
take into account rhythmic considerations, viz. unstressed subjects favouring 
that-omission and, as a second factor, memory constraints in online production. 
Thus, production of a syntactically complex subject, which can also be expected 
to have high informational value, will normally require extra ‘thinking time’, 
which is provided for by the that-complementizer.

The that-complementizer, in other words, has an important temporal 
function, like typical fi llers, which allow the speaker to buy time. This in turn 
can help alleviate production diffi culties, as noted for instance by Jaeger (2005) 
(cf. also Clark 2004). Close analysis of the corpus data shows that there is indeed 
a trade-off between the use of that and production diffi culties, with insertion of 
that correlating with fewer instances of repetition and/or restarts immediately 
preceding or following I think that. More precisely, with that omission we fi nd 
such disfl uencies in 16.7 per cent (27 instances) of all cases, such as example 
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(19). With that insertion, on the other hand, such disfl uencies occur in only 3.4 
per cent (1 instance) of all cases.

(19)  I I I think there wh some of us are in great diffi culty here 
  (s1b-028-101)

To sum up, the corpus results suggest that the that-complementizer following 
initial I think acts like a typical fi ller. Its function in spoken language is therefore 
primarily a linear one, i.e. on the temporal plane, not so much a hierarchical 
one, i.e. marking syntactic subordination and backgrounding. Such syntactic 
backgrounding, incidentally, would run counter the typical pragmatic use and 
information structure of these constructions, where the that-clause presents the 
main point of the message. I think only has secondary, qualifying function, which 
typically reduces the speaker’s commitment to the proposition of the that-clause. 
In fact, it is precisely this hedging or distancing function of I think that makes 
the use of that as a marker of subordination redundant. As argued elsewhere 
(Kaltenböck 2006), the (hierarchical) function of a that-subordinator is essentially 
also that of distancing the speaker from the proposition it introduces. With initial 
I think this distancing function is already taken care of and results in omission of 
that,7 except where it is needed for linear purposes, i.e. as a fi ller.

4 Conclusion

The analysis of the corpus data has shown that difference in syntactic 
realisation, i.e. presence or absence of the that-complementizer, does not 
correspond with different prosodic behaviour. Although I think + that shows a 
slightly higher propensity to occur with a separate nuclear tone than I think + zero 
(which conversely shows a slightly higher preference for pre-head realisation) 
both constructional types exhibit a similar distribution of the three prosodic 
patterns identifi ed: they are both most frequently realised as heads, less frequently 
as pre-heads, and only rarely with a separate nuclear accent. This means that 
the two formal signals available for indicating relative prominence of I think, 
prosody and explicit marker of subordination, do not match. If we take relative 
pitch prominence as an indication of matrix clause status, we have to conclude 
that both constructional variants may qualify for main clause status but at the 
same time only very rarely do. This equivalence in actual use of the two syntactic 
types casts doubt on the subordinator function of the that-complementizer in 
spoken language, which is corroborated by prosodic evidence suggesting that 
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the that-complementizer is mainly used as a fi ller to give weight to I think or for 
rhythmic purposes.

Prosodic evidence thus supports the view that initial I think generally has 
secondary status as a qualifi er of the proposition in the following clause rather 
than being the main assertion itself. Whether this is enough for classifying initial 
I think as a comment clause rather than a main clause depends on one’s defi nition 
of a main clause. In a cognitive-functional view an analysis of initial I think as 
comment clause would seem to be justifi ed (cf. Langacker 1991, Thomson 2002), 
although much depends on its actual use in context. It is clear, however, that 
Thompson and Mulac’s (1991) assumption of the presence or absence of the that-
complementizer marking the difference between main and comment clause is not 
tenable from a usage point of view. A more useful framework for the description 
of initial I think is Boye and Harder’s (2007) distinction of two different levels 
of analysis, a structural and a usage level. It allows us to capture the mismatch 
between actual usage and structural representation with the latter lagging behind 
the former as a result of diachronic change, viz. the semantic bleaching and 
grammaticalization of I think into a discourse marker. Spoken language with its 
use of prosodic cues is clearly at the forefront of this development. To what extent 
initial I think can still be analysed as matrix clause (as suggested by Kearns 2007) 
or has already been reanalysed as comment clause (or unitary epistemic phrase, 
cf. Thompson & Mulac 1991) depends on one’s theoretical framework. From a 
cognitive-functional perspective the indeterminate status of initial I think seems 
to suggest that this process of reanalysis has not only begun, but is already well 
under way.

Notes
1  The different status of sentences with that and without is generally supported by syntactic tests 
such as the tag-question test (e.g. Aijmer 1972: 52, 1997: 8; Hand 1993: 501), the question test (e.g. 
Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 896), or the negation test (e.g. Erteschik-Shir & Lappin 1979: 56).

2  The term ‘stress’ is used here as rhythmically stressed, while ‘accent’ refers to a syllable made 
prominent by rhythmic stress and pitch prominence, i.e. by a change in pitch, movement in pitch, or 
the start of a pitch movement (cf. Wells 2006: 93).

3  The total number is 14 but one occurrence did not have a sound fi le.
4  This view is also implied, although not overtly expressed, in Thompson (2002) and Boye and 

Harder (2007).
5  Cf. however the semantic analyses by Davidson (2001), Lepore and Loewer (1989) and Hand 

(1993) for a different view.
6  This is also refl ected in the fact that in the corpus I think and that are never separated by any 

intervening material (e.g. hesitation sound, fi ller), whereas that is frequently separated from the 
clause it is head of. The level of performance therefore seems to suggest a closer association of that 
with the main clause rather than the subordinate clause.
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7  A similar view has recently also been expressed by Kearns (2007), who argues that “[t]he modifi er 
sense of an epistemic verb and its subject in matrix position promotes zero in the complement 
clause” (ibid.: 501).
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