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The study of mental state predicates (MSPs) such as think has largely been restricted to first 
person singular declarative uses (e.g. Urmson 1952; Thompson & Mulac 1991; Aijmer 1997; 
Thompson 2002). Urmson was the first to systematically describe the special properties of 
these “parenthetical verbs”, i.e. verbs which, “in the first person present, can be used (…) fol-
lowed by ‘that’ and an indicative clause, or else can be inserted at the middle or end of the 
indicative sentence” (1952: 221). He shows that they have two readings, a parenthetical and a 
non-parenthetical one – which can be understood as a grammaticalized and a non-
grammaticalized reading – and when used parenthetically, they do not describe psychological 
conditions but they modify the claim to truth made in the complement clause (1952: 223-
224). Grammaticalized MSPs can be said to have undergone a shift from propositional to in-
terpersonal (cf. Traugott 1982). 
 Unlike the vast majority of studies on MSPs, this paper concentrates on second person 
singular interrogative uses of think, suppose and believe. Seeing that I think, I suppose and I 
believe are used to express the speaker’s subjective attitude, comment or stance (e.g. Aijmer 
1997; Scheibman 2002; Thompson 2002; Kärkkäinen 2003), this paper wishes to examine to 
what extent do you think, do you suppose and do you believe are the first person MSPs’ inter-
actional correlates, inquiring about the interlocutor’s stance. It will be seen that this stance-
inviting function is highly intersubjective (Traugott & Dasher 2002). The question will be 
asked whether it is legitimate to call the pairs I think – do you think, I suppose – do you sup-
pose and I believe – do you believe expressions of subjective modality as defined by Ver-
straete (2001). 
 This study employs corpus data from the ICE-GB and the BNC to see whether the func-
tion of inviting the interlocutor’s stance is as grammaticalized as the more familiar function of 
expressing speaker stance and to identify any differences between the three MSPs regarding 
their respective degrees of grammaticalization. A qualitative as well as a quantitative ap-
proach will be adopted to deal with these issues. The qualitative analysis consists in a descrip-
tion of the different formal and functional types of interrogative MSP, taking into account pa-
rameters such as, amongst other things, polarity (do you think – don’t you think), position (Do 
you think Frank will help us? – Will Frank help us, do you think?), the use of the complemen-
tizer (Do you suppose (that) all those books are Vivian’s?) and the semantics of the host 
clause (factual, evaluative or deontic, cf. Simon-Vandenbergen 2000). As regards the quanti-
tative side of this study, the frequencies of the interrogative pattern as compared to that of the 
declarative one will receive due attention as will the proportion of grammaticalized as op-
posed to non-grammaticalized uses. 
 
References 
 
Aijmer, Karin (1997) I think - an English modal particle. In Swan, T. & Westwik, O. J. (Eds.), 

Modality in Germanic languages: Historical and comparative perspectives. Berlin & 
New York: Mouton de Gruyter. 1-47. 

Kärkkäinen, Elise (2003) Epistemic stance in English conversation: A description of its inter-
actional functions, with a focus on I think. Amsterdam: Benjamins. 

Scheibman, Joanne (2002) Point of view and grammar: Structural patterns of subjectivity in 
American English conversation. Amsterdam: Benjamins. 



NRG 4 New reflections on Grammaticalization 4.   University of Leuven 16-19 July 2008  
 

http://wwwling.arts.kuleuven.be/nrg4/ 
 

Simon-Vandenbergen, Anne-Marie (2000) The functions of I think in political discourse. 
Journal of Applied Linguistics 10(1): 41-63. 

Thompson, Sandra A. (2002) "Object complements" and conversation: Towards a realistic 
account. Studies in Language 26(1): 125-164. 

Thompson, Sandra A. & Mulac, Anthony (1991) A quantitative perspective on the grammati-
calization of epistemic parentheticals in English. In Traugott, E. C. & Heine, B. (Eds.), 
Approaches to grammaticalization. Amsterdam: Benjamins. 313-339. 

Traugott, Elizabeth Closs (1982) From propositional to textual and expressive meanings: 
Some semantic-pragmatic aspects of grammaticalization. In Lehmann, W. P. & Malkiel, 
Y. (Eds.), Perspectives on historical linguistics. Amsterdam: Benjamins. 245-271. 

Traugott, Elizabeth Closs & Dasher, Richard B. (2002) Regularity in semantic change. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Urmson, James O. (1952) Parenthetical verbs. Mind 61: 480-496. 
Verstraete, Jean-Christophe (2001) Subjective and objective modality: Interpersonal and idea-

tional functions in the English modal auxiliary system. Journal of Pragmatics 33: 1505-
1528. 


