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Comment clauses (CC), aka parenthetical verbs, are pronoun-verb combinations which have 
been regarded as parentheticals in the literature. They include expressions such as I think, I 
suppose, I believe, I guess, I mean, you see and you know. In previous research, it has been 
argued that grammaticalisation accounts for the use of comment clauses as epistemic 
adverbials (specifically I think, I suppose, etc; Aijmer 1997, Thompson & Mulac 1991, Dehé 
& Wichmann 2007) or discourse markers (I mean, you know, you see; Murphy 1993; Aijmer 
1997). Evidence comes for example from the facts that they can be omitted without altering 
the propositional content of the main assertion and that they can be paraphrased with an 
epistemic adverb (Urmson 1952), and from their intonational properties (Dehé & Wichmann 
2007). 
 The same combinations in sentence-initial position are ambiguous between a main verb 
use and the use as epistemic adverbs. Thompson & Mulac (1991) argue that initial I think 
without a following complementiser should be analysed as epistemic phrases. This 
assumption has recently been challenged by Kearns (2007) on the basis of syntactic evidence 
and the diachronic development of initial vs. medial and final I think (referring to Brinton 
1996).  
 The present paper approaches the question of whether or not sentence-initial I think etc 
can function as epistemic adverbs from a prosodic perspective. Dehé & Wichmann (2007) 
have shown that the prosodic realisations of sentence-medial and final CCs are consistent 
with the behaviour of discourse markers / particles in similar sentential positions. Since 
discourse markers also commonly occur in initial positions (‘discourse marker slot’, Aijmer 
1996), and given that the prosodic properties of other discourse markers occurring sentence-
initially are known (e.g. now: Hirschberg & Litman 1993; of course: Wichmann et al., to 
appear), the question presents itself whether the prosodic realisation of initial I think etc could 
suggest a discourse function in this position, too. Given the general parallels between 
adverbials and comment clauses described in the literature, it would be surprising if these did 
not extend to initial I think etc. 
 The data for this study, a working corpus of sentence-initial I think etc without 
following complementiser, are drawn from the spoken part of the British Component of the 
International Corpus of English (ICE-GB). In order to identify the prosodic patterns, all 
available target utterances are analysed auditorily, and utterances whose corresponding sound 
files are of good enough quality are analysed instrumentally. The resulting prosodic patterns 
will be compared to those of (i) main verbs and (ii) other discourse markers in the same 
surface slot. We predict to find prosodic patterns that suggest both main verb uses and 
discourse uses of I think etc in this slot. These results will go against Thompson & Mulac 
(1991) who suggest that all sentence-initial occurrences of I think without complementiser 
should be analysed as epistemic adverbs, but are in support of the assumption that initial CCs 
may indeed function as epistemic adverbs.  
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