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Chapter 1

Introduction

The discourse marker LIKE1 as in (1) is one of the most salient features of present-

day English (cf. D’Arcy 2005: ii). Despite being deemed archaic (Underhill 1988:

234), dismissed as meaningless and considered symptomatic of careless speech

(Newman 1974: 15), this non-standard feature has received scholarly attention

and attracted interest in the public media (Diamond 2000; Johnson 1998; Levey

1999; Peters 2008). In spite of being met with derision, its functional versatility

and global presence make LIKE an ideal object for cross-varietal, sociolinguistic

analyses of ongoing change and socially motivated variation. In fact, vernacular

uses of LIKE are ”rapidly increasing in the speech of the younger generation,

particularly in Western English speaking countries” (Tagliamonte 2005: 1898).

(1) a. And took the stairs and a lot of people were going out but the thing

is like maybe half of the people were still stayed in there. (ICE

Philippines:S1A-007$B)

b. Because they had this sort of <,> like uhm <,> you know <,> that

kind of flooring tile up the stairs and (ICE Canada:S1A-007$B)

c. But a lot like Mike’s like quite a trustworthy guy and might just like

let us drink it all afterwards. (ICE GB:S1A-030-A)

1In the following, LIKE in capital letters refers to the discourse marker LIKE, while like,
written in lower case italics refers to instances of like which do not fall into the category ’discourse
marker’. This does not apply, however, to instances of the discourse marker LIKE which occur
in examples.
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d. I I think it’s ’tis geared for death you know like <S1A-055-A> Mm

(ICE Ireland:S1A-055$B)

The discourse marker LIKE is well worth scholarly attention, because of its

high frequency and salience in present-day English(es), and because it may help to

understand mechanisms and processes of local implementation of globally available

innovative forms2. In addition, the global spread of LIKE may serve in evaluating

the stability of sociolinguistic mechanisms in distinct contact scenarios. Hence,

the present investigation addresses questions such as: How do linguistic features

spread throughout speech communities? Who promotes linguistic change? Which

groups adopt new features more readily? Are some varieties of English integrating

incoming features more quickly than others, and if so, why? Do certain communi-

ties reject LIKE due to its ideological association with the United States?

Vernacular uses of LIKE are ideal for answering these kinds of questions. The

discourse marker LIKE is highly frequent and almost universal, particularly among

younger speakers; it is also syntactically optional and thus flexible, allowing rapid

change. These features are valuable for the purpose of observing and describing the

globalization of vernacular features, as they also allow an evaluation of the strength

and consistency of recurring patterns in ongoing language change in diverse and

multilingual settings. These attractive characteristics coincide with features of

prototypical discourse markers and, hence, determine LIKE’s status as a part of

speech. In addition, these characteristics render LIKE a perfect testing ground for

studying the globalization of vernacular features.

Despite the ever-growing amount of literature, the discourse marker LIKE

has so far not been investigated from a cross-varietal, variationist perspective

which systematically surveys usage patterns across varieties of English. This is

remarkable, considering that a cross-varietal analysis of multifunctional vernacu-

lar forms ”provides a unique opportunity to assess the complex interaction of social

2This terminology is adopted from Buchstaller (2008), and Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009)
who have approached the analysis of be like as an opportunity to study how globally available
features are adapted during implementation in local systems. As the present investigation is
similar to these studies with respect to its theoretical outlook and methodological approach, the
wording is adopted to avoid terminological confusion.
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and discourse-pragmatic correlates across the world’s many varieties of English”3

(Tagliamonte and Denis 2010: 28).

The current study aims to resolve this shortcoming by focusing on the sociolin-

guistic patterning in distinct regional varieties of English in order to unearth the

sociolinguistic mechanisms of local adoption and embedding of global innovations

– exemplified by vernacular uses of LIKE. To address these issues and related ques-

tions, this analysis employs a multi-method approach (i.e. combining quantitative

and qualitative methodology) based on large-scale, comparable data sets (the ICE

family of corpora) and advanced statistical evaluation.

Given that LIKE has become a salient feature in contemporary spoken English

around the world, it is rather surprising that LIKE has so far not been investi-

gated from a cross-varietal perspective which systematically surveys usage patterns

across varieties of English. Consequently, the aim of the present study is to survey

the variety-specific usage patterns of the discourse marker LIKE and to retrace

its spread across the world. Furthermore, this study will re-assess the pragmatic

functions associated with LIKE and it will test claims regarding the use of LIKE

by speakers differing in age and gender.

Although the study of the linguistic behavior is based on a ”sizeable amount

[sic.] of cases, [they are] scattered across the few communities that have been

selected for a sociolinguistic study” (Labov 2001: 284). Although more recent

studies have taken a less anglo-centric perspective, ongoing change has so far only

rarely been analyzed from a global perspective. In fact, most sociolinguistic stud-

ies have focused on monolingual settings (cf. e.g. Labov 2001: 518), while the

more common case of multilingual settings has for the most part been neglected

(Sture Urleand 1989: 242-245). The overall perspective is predominantly monolin-

gual, and it stresses inner-linguistic processes, assuming that contact is secondary

and of minor importance. The present study addresses this shortcoming by pro-

viding a detailed analysis of ongoing language change within eight geographically

distinct varieties of English.

With respect to the structure of the current investigation, the present chapter

introduces the overall context and presents the issues addressed in this analysis of

3This assertion by Tagliamonte and Denis (2010) originally refers to general extenders and
not to discourse markers, but it is also viable with respect to other discourse-pragmatic features.
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vernacular uses of LIKE, while chapter 2 is dedicated to describing the theoretical

underpinnings of this research. Accordingly, chapter 2 introduces the basic varia-

tionist concepts, provides a brief overview of contemporary sociolinguistic theory,

and explains essential mechanisms of language change and variation. Thus, it pro-

vides the theoretical framework employed to summarize, discuss, and interpret the

findings in chapters 6, and 7.

Chapter 3 focuses on discourse markers in general and LIKE in particular.

Hence, this chapter deals with definitions and typical features of discourse markers

to ascertain whether it is justifiable to classify specific instances of LIKE as a

discourse marker. Although this may seem trivial, it is not: for example, if the

instances in (2) show, LIKE does not always behave like a prototypical discourse

marker: in contrast to other typical discourse markers, such as you know, I mean,

well, so etc., it appears to be more deeply integrated into syntactic structure and

may at least in certain contexts be regarded as a borderline case between discourse

marker and quotative complementizer as in (2b) or, according to Andersen (1997:

379), between discourse marker and adverbial (as in (2c)).

(2) a. Uh there is there was like another company that did ribbons stripped

ribbons. (ICE Jamaica:S1B-072$C)

b. [A]nd I was like forget it. (ICE Canada:S1A-022$B)

c. I ran away for like five days for almost a week I stayed at my friend’s

house. . . (ICE Philippines:S1A-047$B)

Chapter 4 presents theories which deal with the historical development of LIKE.

In particular, this chapter discusses models of grammaticalization and pragmati-

calization put forth in the respective literature. It surveys the relevant literature

on LIKE and depicts functionally distinct uses of LIKE as discussed particularly

in discourse-pragmatic analyses. Although it may appear that all uses of LIKE

are realizations of a single, underlying form, fine-grained analyses provide a more

detailed picture (e.g Andersen 2000; D’Arcy 2007). Indeed, LIKE appears to be

of a multifaceted nature (cf. D’Arcy 2007: 391–397) comprising a heterogeneity

of functionally distinct uses which occur under specific conditions and in rather

well circumscribed contexts (e.g. D’Arcy 2005: ii; Tagliamonte 2005: 1897). De-

pending on the linguistic context, LIKE fulfills a variety of (pragmatic) functions.
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Section 4.7 exemplifies the functional and positional diversity of LIKE and provides

a classification which allows the systematization of seemingly unrelated instances

of LIKE.

Chapter 5 concerns itself with issues related to the data and methodology of

the present analysis. In particular, the database deserves additional attention: it

illustrates how the ICE can be utilized to serve as a valuable resource for sociolin-

guistic analyses of ongoing change.

In order for the ICE to be helpful for variationist studies, it had to be com-

putationally processed. The resulting edited version of the ICE matches the re-

quirements of fine-grained sociolinguistic research, as the exact word counts for

each individual speaker are extracted. In contrast to previous studies based on

the respective ICE components, these word counts allow the calculation of the

raw frequency of innovations in the speech of each speaker. In turn, these raw

frequencies can be transformed into normalized frequencies (e.g. per-1,000-word

frequencies) which guarantee maximal comparability. While previous studies have

mainly been concerned with regional variation, elaborate computational process-

ing expands the versatility of the ICE data and enables research even on the level

of individual speakers.

The edited version of the ICE consists of text files comprising only utterances of

one particular speaker. As the teams compiling the ICE components provided ex-

tensive information of the individual speakers, each individualized sub-component

has been assigned to various sociolinguistic attributes of the speaker. When re-

trieving the instances of LIKE, it was thus possible to retrace the age, gender,

occupation, and L1 of the speaker producing this instance. In addition, it was

possible to retrieve whether the informant speaks other languages, e.g. German

or Spanish, where he or she has been brought up, and exactly where the speaker

now lives. Accordingly, it has been possible to assign each token of LIKE to a

multitude of sociolinguistically relevant variables. For example, a certain occur-

rence of LIKE can now be attributed to a speaker aged 26 to 33 who is pursuing

an academic career, lives not in Northern Ireland but in the Republic of Ireland,

and speaks English as his first language. Although this approach is extremely

intriguing, particularly with respect to the analysis of the sociolinguistic distribu-

tion of certain forms in regionally and culturally diverse settings, it has a notable
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deficiency: the speaker information did not always cover the entire spectrum of

features, or was even entirely missing for certain speakers. In such cases, the in-

stances of such speakers had to be removed from the analysis, in some cases leaving

only a relatively small number of speakers in the data set.

This represents a valuable innovation, since the resulting data may offer in-

triguing opportunities for studying ongoing change on the micro-level, i.e. on the

level of individual speakers. Hence, the increase in versatility offers a highly ac-

curate depiction of regionally distinct usage patterns. In this sense, the regionally

distinct ICE components represent ideal resources for cross-varietal analyses and

satisfy the need for both matching data sets and comparable methods as expressed

by Buchstaller and D’Arcy: ”What is needed, therefore, are reliable and compa-

rable methods applied rigorously and uniformly across datasets to uncover which

constraints hold both across and within varieties of English worldwide” (Buch-

staller and D’Arcy 2009: 298).

Nonetheless, the analysis of LIKE in geographically distinct locales may serve

as a case in point for how ICE components may serve as resources for future

research in sociolinguistics. Indeed, they represent ideal databases as they offer

a wide variety of extra-linguistic variables and represent various registers paired

with a matching design.

Chapter 6 surveys the relative frequencies of LIKE in the combined data, fo-

cusing on and comparing the use of LIKE across varieties of English. This cross-

varietal survey displays differences of both the overall frequency and the func-

tionally distinct uses of LIKE. In addition, this chapter provides a preliminary

analysis of the global gender and age distribution of LIKE to gain insight into

general tendencies of its use.

Chapter 7 represents the core of the present analysis, as it evaluates correlations

between functionally distinct uses of LIKE and extra-linguistic social variables such

as age and gender. The relevant aspect for the present study is, however, not the

mere existence of such correlations, but the fact that they are indicative of specific

stages of ongoing language change. As specific phases of change are prototypically

associated with distinct degrees of gender differentiation (Labov 2001: 307–308)

and age stratification (Labov 2001: 449), the distribution of innovations across

age groups and their degree of gender differentiation, inform about whether a cer-
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tain variant is currently undergoing change, and if so, at which stage of change it

can be located. Hence, based on correlations between the use of LIKE and extra-

linguistic variables, it is possible to provide a fine-grained account of the sociolin-

guistic distribution of LIKE within regionally distinct varieties of English. Indeed,

contemporary sociolinguistic theory utilizes the sociolinguistic profiles of innova-

tive variants to draw inferences about the trajectory of the ongoing change. The

crucial point here is that the trajectory of change provides information not only

about the type of change, but also about the subsection of speakers responsible for

”the fascinating spread of types of uses of like (Labov, personal communication)”

(Fox and Robles 2010: 716).

This assumption that the distribution of innovative forms allows far-reaching

inferences to be drawn about trajectories of change is, however, not without prob-

lems. This criticism is particularly relevant with respect to analyses of language

change which are based solely on the apparent-time construct which has been es-

sential to sociolinguistic analyses for over 50 years (Bailey et al. 1991: 241). The

basic assumption underlying the apparent-time construct is that the linguistic be-

havior of older speakers reflects earlier historical stages of the linguistic system.

This premise is not trivial. Although a monotonic pattern (a near-linear recess in

use with increasing age) commonly reflects ongoing change, emerging monotonic

patterns in apparent-time analyses require additional inspection from a real-time

perspective. Without real-time confirmation, issues relating to the exact type of

change – age-grading, generational change, communal change (Labov 2001: 76) –

remain unresolved. In other words, whether a given distribution represents age-

grading or change in progress ”can only be determined by comparing the usage of

speech communities at two points in time. Only then can we tell if contemporary

variation, or what we might call ’change in apparent time’ is a stage in long term

change, or ’change in real time’” (Romaine 2005: 1702).

This problem arises because the apparent-time construct relies on the assump-

tion that once the use of a certain form is fully acquired, it remains ”essentially

fixed or static over the course of the lifetimes of [. . . ] individuals” (Tagliamonte

and D’Arcy 2009: 61). However, Tagliamonte and D’Arcy point out that ”[t]here

is an increasing body of research [. . . ] documenting ongoing change throughout

the lifespan” (Tagliamonte and D’Arcy 2009: 61). To address this difficulty, the
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present study complements the apparent-time results with an additional real-time

analysis, when the data permits.

Chapter 8 is dedicated to the interpretation of the findings with respect to

re-tracing both the spread of LIKE across the world, and its diffusion through

local speech communities and global spread. In addition to discussing the findings

in light of previous research on LIKE, chapter 8 sheds light on the interaction

between (universal) mechanisms of language change and the cultural diversity of

local practices.

Finally, chapter 9 presents the conclusions drawn from the present analysis and

provides an outlook for further research.

In summary, the present analysis focuses on systematic correlations between

the use of the discourse marker LIKE and extra-linguistic variables in geographi-

cally distinct locales. Thus, the investigation sets out to analyze the sociolinguistic

mechanisms underlying use of LIKE, and employs both apparent-time and real-

time data to retrace LIKE’s historical development. To account for the differences

in the usage patterns of LIKE across varieties of English, the study employs a

multi-method approach, i.e. combining quantitative and qualitative methodol-

ogy. The cross-varietal section employs multifactorial statistical evaluation of the

frequencies of LIKE occurring in various grammatical environments. This quan-

titative, empirical analysis is based on large matching data collections – the ICE

family of corpora.
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Chapter 2

Language change and variation

The following chapter provides and discusses the theoretical framework of this

study and familiarizes the reader with crucial concepts of modern sociolinguistic

theory of language variation and change. In addition to presenting these concepts,

the focus of this chapter lies on discussing findings which form the empirical basis

of these concepts. The chapter will proceed from more general issues, such as

what language change refers to and how it is affected by globalization, to concepts

specific to a Labovian understanding of mechanisms underlying language variation

and change such as age-grading and communal change. Furthermore, the chapter

will discuss prominent approaches used to detect ongoing change, such as apparent-

time and real-time analyses, and extra-linguistic factors that affect ongoing change

such as gender, age, and prestige.

2.1 Introduction

The study of LIKE is neither an end in itself, nor is it primarily intended to

provide a synchronic profile of LIKE use across and within varieties of English.

Rather, it serves to exemplify and test more general models and mechanisms of

language change. So far, studies have focused almost exclusively on change within

single communities in rather limited geographical areas. In order to address this

shortcoming, the current investigation attempts to recreate how LIKE entered the

various varieties of English. Thus, it takes a global perspective on the sociolin-
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guistic patterns of language change, with the aim of evaluating the features which

reflect universal patterns of change and contrasting these with features which are

variety-specific and display restrictions on universal mechanisms by a variety of

specific conditions.

2.2 Language change

Language is by nature dynamic, and thus change is ever present (Hickey 2001: 1).

It follows that language is not a homogenous entity, but constitutes heterogeneous

forms. Nevertheless, this heterogeneity is not random; it is an ”orderly hetero-

geneity” (Weinreich et al. 1968: 100), allowing the scientific endeavor to unearth

general patterns within seemingly irrational or unpredictable processes underlying

linguistic behavior (cf. Labov 1994: 10). The search for stable patterns of linguistic

variation constitutes the aim of variationist approaches to language. The object

of models for language change is thus uncovering the mechanisms through which

variation and its general trends arise.

In view of this endeavor, the study of the discourse marker LIKE does not in-

tend to provide merely a synchronic profile of LIKE use across and within varieties

of English, but it exemplifies and tests more general models and mechanisms of lan-

guage change. Hence, this investigation provides a global perspective on language

change and variation, and addresses questions such as how linguistic innovations

spread around the world by identifying which social groups and factors advocate

ongoing change. So far, studies have focused almost exclusively on change within

either single communities, or a moderate set of varieties within rather limited geo-

graphical boundaries. In order to address this shortcoming, the present investiga-

tion takes a global perspective on the sociolinguistic patterns of language change

with the aim of evaluating which features reflect universal patterns of change and

which are constrained by variety-specific conditions.

The aim of discovering general laws of linguistic change and separating these

from features of change best attributed to chance is by no means a recent devel-

opment. Throughout the past century, starting with Gauchat’s (1905) study of

ongoing phonological change in the Swiss French village of Charmey, a growing

body of research has provided a detailed account of trends and principles under-
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lying seemingly random changes of linguistic behavior. Such general principles

would allow the prediction that change, once initiated, ”will move through the

speech community in a uniform fashion” (Labov 2011: 184).

The mechanisms by which new forms are introduced and promoted within

speech communities are inextricably linked with the identification of the social

location of innovators. Knowledge of the social location of these speakers allows

one to investigate the role of factors such as socioeconomic status, gender, age

and ethnicity on the transmission, incrementation, and continuation of change (cf.

Labov 2001: xiv). Hence, the analysis of variables which allow linguistic behavior

to be reconstructed and subsequently predicted has become one of the key aims

of recent sociolinguistic approaches towards understanding the underlying general

mechanisms of language change throughout the last century.

The fact that language, like everything else in nature, is constantly undergoing

change, transformation and renewal is, however, often considered a destructive

force resulting in decay or corrosion and leading to an inferior, less perfect state

of language by both scholars and laymen (Aitchison 2001: 4-14).

A language may become greatly altered and excessive prevalence of the wearing

out processes, abandoning much which in other languages is retained and valued.

It is necessary that we take notice of the disorganizing and destructive workings of

this tendency. (Whitney 1904: 75)

The ’Golden Age’ principle, i.e. the assumption that language is continuously

decaying, has led to the view that language change is ”an unmixed evil” (Labov

2001: 30), and encouraged linguists to blame proponents of change for their cor-

rupting influence and demanded that social action be taken.

Such phonetic changes [. . . ] are inevitable and creep in on themselves; but this

is only another way of saying that we do not know who in particular is to blame

for them. Offenses must come, but there is always that man by whom they come,

could we but find him out. (Whitney 1904: 34)

The negative evaluation of language change appears to be part of the human

condition, as lamentation about the decay of language and morals of every younger

generation is probably as old as language itself. It has sparked many attempts to

uncover its mechanisms and provide explanatory models. Only in the latter half of

the twentieth century have scholars emphasized positive explanations of language
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change – citetchambers1995sociolinguistic, for example, has stressed the positive

aspects of variation (cf. Labov 2001: 191).

2.3 Globalization, local practice and the diffu-

sion of LIKE

The most fundamental issue addressed in the present research relates to adoption

and embedding of globally available innovations into localized speech communi-

ties. In other words, this investigation explores the implications of globalization

for contemporary concepts of sociolinguistic theory: ”globalization forces sociolin-

guists [. . . ] to rethink itself as a sociolinguistics of mobile resources, framed in

terms of trans-contextual networks, flows and movements” (Blommaert 2010: 1).

Globalization in the present context is, hence, defined as:

. . . a multidimensional set of processes that create, multiply, stretch, and intensify

worldwide social interdependencies and exchanges while at the same time fostering

in people a growing awareness of deepening connections between local and the

distant. (Steger 2003: 13)

Indeed, over the past few years, speech communities in culturally diverse set-

tings have increasingly gained attention among scholars in general, and sociolin-

guists in particular (cf. Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009: 293). However, this global-

ized setting and the impact of supra-local flows on local systems require adjusting

methodological and theoretical concepts.

Meyerhoff and Niedzielski (2003) were among the first to address the relation

between effects of globalization (or more specifically, Americanization), i.e. supra-

local trends, and their implementation in local systems. What they observed was,

however, not a uniform trend towards standardization, as e.g. Hjarvard (2004)

suggests, but that ”globalization has been found to be accompanied by increased

localization” (Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003: 535). This finding contrasts with

previous studies which suggested that ”[l]anguage itself is seen as essentially un-

affected by globalization (culture, society, and so on), and globalization is seen as

just another context in which language is practiced, a new one at best” (Blommaert

2010: 2).
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Commonly, sociolinguistic analyses have viewed the diffusion1 of linguistic vari-

ants as spreading outward from a major economic or cultural epicenter. While this

poses less of a problem when regionally adjacent speech communities are concerned,

diffusion across non-continuous geographic settings is more complex (Buchstaller

and D’Arcy 2009: 291). Meyerhoff and Niedzielski (2003) point to a very intriguing

aspect of trans-national spread: following Audretsch (2000: 73) they hypothesize

that complex meanings of variables spread ”only if there is face-to-face, quality

contact between individuals” (Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003: 537), while only

fairly superficial aspects of the innovation are transferred if personal contact is no-

tably limited (cf. Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003: 538–539). Most sociolinguistic

analyses – in particular those discussed in Labov (2001: 228) – assume face-to-

face contact as the prototypical scenario in cases of diffusion and show that the

influence of mass media is limited or even negligible:

A uniform increase in contact with other dialects may also be an effect of the mass

media. But all of the evidence generated in this volume and elsewhere points to

the conclusion that language is not systematically affected by the mass media, and

is influenced primarily in face-to-face interaction with peers. (Labov 2001: 228)

The hypothesis that mass media lack a substantial effect on language change

rests on many studies conducted in American cities but also other locations, e.g.

Britain, Canada, Australia and New Zealand (Tagliamonte 2011: 41). Most of

these studies have, however, focused exclusively on phonological change and dis-

miss spread of lexical innovations. With respect to the spread of lexical elements,

Romaine (2000: 34) shows that the lexical innovation ”nerd” emerged in Scandi-

inavia through an American movie and concludes:

. . . the possibilities for change of this type are indeed enormous nowadays, con-

sidering how much more mobile most people are, and how much exposure people

get to speech norms outside their immediate community through the mass media.

(Romaine 2000: 34)

Although more recent accounts put stronger emphasis on the mass media as a

method of diffusion - which has so far been disregarded (Hickey 2003: 360) - the

1There are two distinct definitions of diffusion in contemporary sociolinguistics. One refers
to the process of a linguistic element entering previously constrained (syntactic) environments
(Bybee 2002: cf. e.g.). In this study, diffusion is considered synonymous with the concept of
spread and refers to a process of spreading from one speech community to another.
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effect of mass media on language change remains controversial. Tagliamonte, for

instance, summarizses the current state of affairs as follows:

In some cases, media language appears to faithfully reflect ambient community

norms. The forms and ranking of intensifiers very, really, and so in the television

series Friends mirrored reported usage (Tagliamonte and Roberts 2005). However,

a study of quotative be like in American film found neither sufficient tokens nor

the patterns (i.e. constraints) that had been consistently reported in the literature

(Dion and Poplack 2007). This suggests that the rapid spread of be like in North

America was not the result of, nor influenced by, the media. (Tagliamonte 2011)

Meyerhoff and Niedzielski (2003) similarly assert that the recognition of con-

straints and the functionality of innovations relys upon quality face-to-face in-

teraction. In their variationist study of be like in NZE, they show that cases of

superficial contact, as in the case of acquisition via mass media, only transmits

superficial information about the innovation at hand (Meyerhoff and Niedzielski

2003: 538–539). In cases of geographically non-continuous or even remote vari-

eties, this implies that the variety-specific functionality, positioning and attitudes

which undergo more severe re-negotiation presumably lead to rather distinct us-

age profiles and positional distributions. The crucial point here is to differentiate

between transmission, which refers to native-language acquisition by children (cf.

Labov 2011: 307) and diffusion, which refers either more generally to the trans-

fer of features from one speech community to another or, more specifically, from

one adult speaker to another (cf. Labov 2011: 308). In most cases of borrowing,

the processes we observe are best described as diffusion rather than transmission,

although transmission will take place after the innovation has become nativized.

Another important difference between transmission and diffusion relates to the

fact that transmission faithfully preserves the language variation patterns while

diffusion does not (Hazen 2010: 12). In cases of transmission, intra-linguistic con-

straints are preserved because children readily learn underlying grammatical usage

constraints: in cases of diffusion, constraints are lost because adults are not apt to

learn the underlying grammar of innovations. This difference is crucial, as Labov

considered the preservation of intra-linguistic constraints during L1 acquisition as

a key difference between diffusion and transmission (cf. Labov 2007).
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The important issue at hand is, thus, not only to explore which processes are

at work in cases of diffusion from one speech community to another but also to

review which processes are at work when linguistic innovations diffuse throughout

the respective speech communities.

LIKE is an ideal item for investigating such processes; this vernacular fea-

ture is common, widespread, and currently undergoing rapid change as it spreads

throughout the English-speaking world (Tagliamonte 2005: 1898). In a study

pursuing similar ends, Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009) hypothesize that ”global in-

novations must be considered in light of local systems into which they are adopted

[. . . ] [and that] the form and amount of contact must be correlated with respect to

the knowledge transfer they allow” (Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009: 291). In other

words, in cases of global diffusion (in this study synonymous with global spread)

moving outward from an original epicenter, the innovative features are not sim-

ply adopted, but their implementation is accompanied by re-contextualization,

re-organization and re-negotiation of their meaning (cf. Kachru 1992; Buchstaller

and D’Arcy 2009: 292–294). These linguistic newcomers thereby undergo trans-

formation and adaptation when interloping into pragmatic niches of the respective

varieties as a result of the social and linguistic local underpinning. Consider Buch-

staller and D’Arcy (2009: 317–318):

[I]nstead of simply accepting or rejecting an innovation, potential adopters are often

active participants in the diffusion process, struggling to give meaning to the new

idea as it is applied to their local context. [. . . ] In other words, global resources are

negotiated in situ as they are integrated into pre-existing local norms and practices.

In Labovian terms, such processes constitute ”contact across (national) com-

munities in which speakers (often adults) acquire new variants from an originating

community (i.e. diffusion) (Labov 2007)” (Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009: 291–

292). The theoretical implications of such scenarios are of particular relevance

here: how stable are supra-local or universal trajectories concerning the diffusion

of innovative forms through social strata in geographically distinct settings, and

to what degree do such processes of adaptation and adjustment lead to locally

distinct patterns of social stratification?

Following Britain (2002: 618), there are at least three scenarios in cases of

contact between a global or supra-local innovation and the norms and practices
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of local speech communities: (i) wholesale adoption; (ii) flat rejection; or (iii)

interaction between the globally available form and its local implementation. In-

vestigating the mechanisms at work in such scenarios, Buchstaller (2008) as well as

(Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009) have indicated that linguistic elements are not sim-

ply borrowed or adopted wholesale (i.e. Britain 2002: 618) first scenario) but they

undergo re-interpretation as they are adapted to the local systems. This suggests

that LIKE, when implemented in local systems, undergoes similar modifications

leading to regionally distinct usage patterns. Indeed, this not only applies to the

linguistic elements themselves, but also to the attitudes attached to them. An at-

titudinal study conducted on be like in EngE by Buchstaller (2006), for instance,

strongly suggests that ”the adoption of global resources is a more agentive process,

whereby attitudes are re-evaluated and re-created by speakers of the borrowing va-

riety” (Buchstaller 2006: 362). Buchstaller’s (2006) analysis, therefore, calls into

question the universality of the association of vernacular uses of LIKE with female

adolescents leaving room for regionally distinct associations between LIKE and

possible reference groups and social categories. In other words, the assumption

that LIKE is generally associated with the California ”Valley Girl” persona, as

attested to by D’Arcy (2007) for North American English, may not hold for other

regional varieties of English. This ”reallocation of attitudes” (Buchstaller 2006:

363), may impact the gender- and age-specific usage patterns leading to a diversity

of variety-specific distributions.

The increasing attention paid to the ”sociolinguistic mechanisms of globaliza-

tion” (Buchstaller 2008: 15) poses an additional, albeit related, problem. For the

past thirty or so years, sociolinguistic studies have focused on monolingual set-

tings and do ”not deal with influences that may stem from dialect contact or the

substrate effects of other mother tongues” (Labov 2001: 518). The more common

case of linguistic and cultural diversity in multilingual settings has for the most

part been neglected (Sture Urleand 1989: 242–245):

The overall perspective is excessively monolingual and only inner-linguistic evolu-

tionary processes are stressed, assuming that contact is secondary and of minor

importance. [. . . ] It is a monolingual world without bilingual or bilectal speakers,

in which each language or dialect functions completely independently of all other

languages and language varieties.
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The underlying premise of a monolingual speech community is, however, more

often than not fictitious, particularly in second language varieties such as IndE.

The stability of recurring patterns in sociolinguistic diffusion may erode if applied

to different local systems in which innovative forms meet linguistically diverse

settings and quite different competing variants. A case in point is Sankoff et al.’s

(1997) study of discourse marker use in a contact situation. Indeed, Sankoff et al.

(1997: 213) found that the use of French comme is very suggestive of interference

effects from English vernacular uses of LIKE. This implies that various issues

relating to possible factors influencing linguistic behaviour have, unfortunately,

been neglected.

Before discussing possible shortcomings of contemporary sociolinguistic theory,

let us survey its basic theoretical concepts and mechanisms.

2.4 Sociolinguistic variation and change

The aim of discovering general laws of linguistic change is by no means recent.

Such general principles would allow one to predict that change, once initiated,

”will move through the speech community in a uniform fashion” (Labov 2011:

184).

On a general level, two types of change can be distinguished in sociolinguistics:

(i) change from above and (ii) change from below. The distinction between above

and below was introduced by William (1966) in his New York City study William

(1966) and refers ”simultaneously to the level of social awareness and position in

the socioeconomic hierarchy” (Labov 1994: 78).

”Change from above is introduced by the dominant social class, often with full

public awareness” (Labov 1994: 78). Hence, this type of change is a conscious

process involving the adoption of linguistic features due to their status as prestige

variants. Borrowed linguistic elements are commonly lexical, but also extend to

phonological or syntactical features perceived as carrying prestige in the view of the

socially dominant class. The occurrence of these prestige variants is, nevertheless,

mostly restricted to careful speech ”reflecting a superposed dialect learned after

the vernacular is acquired” (Labov 1994: 79). The connotations these words carry

communicate membership in a higher social milieu, thus serving an accommodative

19



The discourse marker LIKE Martin Schweinberger

function.

Changes from below are systematic changes operating mostly below the level

of social awareness. It is only when such changes are nearing completion that the

speech community becomes aware that they have been taking place. Changes from

below are, predominantly, introduced by social groups which can be located in the

middle of the socioeconomic continuum and involve the change of features due to

language-internal causes.

Throughout the past three decades, various studies have examined these types

of changes. The amount of research has resulted in a more detailed and enlarged

database which has subsequently led to a much better and more accurate under-

standing of the general trends and principles underlying linguistic change. With

respect to the rate of change, the picture which has emerged over the past years,

resembles an S-shaped curve which appears to be underlying most changes studied

so far. An idealized graphical representation of the S-shaped curve is provided in

Figure 1.

Figure 1: S-shaped curve representing the rate of change (cf. Labov 2001: 450)

The S-shaped curve indicates that change does not follow a monotonic, linear

rate: the rate of change is rather slow initially, then increases exponentially and
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finally slows down after the incoming form has spread and entered most environ-

ments. Indeed, the trajectory expressed by the S-shaped curve has given rise to

the comparison between language change and the spread of infectious diseases. In

this sense, the diffusion of linguistic forms is equivalent to an ”epidemic spread

throughout a population. At first, only a few persons are affected. Then, the

disease or change picks up momentum and finally runs its course” (Romaine 2005:

1698). Similar to the spread of infectious diseases, the explanation for the non-

linearity of change is the amount of exposure of speakers to incoming forms (cf.

Labov 1994: 66): while speakers using an old form are only rarely exposed to

the new form initially, the amount of exposure increases as soon as more speakers

adopt the incoming form, leading to an increased amount of exposure of ”old-form”

users. At midpoint, the amount of exposure reaches a maximum and subsequently

decreases as the conservative form is only rarely used and exposure to this variant

is reduced to a minimum.

According to Labov (1994), different intervals of the S-shaped curve repre-

sent five distinct phases of change which differ quantitatively with respect to the

percentage with which an incoming variant is used (cf. Nevalainen and Raumolin-

Brunberg 2003: 55):

i Incipient below 15 percent

ii New and vigorous between 15 and 35 percent

iii Mid-range between 36 and 65 percent

iv Nearing completion between 66 and 85 percent

v Completed over 85 percent

Moreover, these phases can be characterized by different levels of social strat-

ification and gender differentiation. For instance, the incipient phase and the

incoming form are not yet associated with a certain social reference group. The

distinctive features of incipient changes are that only a few speakers have adopted

the incoming form and that its overall use is still infrequent.

On the other hand, new and vigorous changes are marked by a rapid increase

in the respective variant and pronounced age-grading, as the innovative variant

hardly exists in the speech of older. In addition, new and vigorous changes have

commonly not breached the level of social awareness and are thus ”never referred
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to in discussions of language with community members” (Labov 1994: 82). During

this phase of change, incoming forms are responsive to social situations and show

consistent patterns of social evaluation, although they are not yet subject to cor-

rection in careful speech (Labov 1994: 82). During midrange, the rate of change

begins to decrease, resulting in a lower degree of age-grading. When changes are

nearing completion, they are widely used, but show a notable degree of social

stratification. The age coefficients continue to decrease as the incoming variant

proceeds to intrude into the speech of more conservative speakers. Finally, once a

change is complete, it ”is completely below the level of social awareness” (Labov

1994: 79) and age-grading is disappearing.

So far, the account of linguistic change and variation has focused on the gen-

eral tendencies of the spread of forms itself which is accurately reflected in the

S-shaped pattern displayed in Figure 1. But while this S-shaped curve is a neat

display, the complexity of processes underlying change substantially exceeds this

rather sketchy pattern. Following Labov (2001: 308), stages of change are char-

acterized by specific gender differences in the rate of the incoming form. Thus, if

the gender of speakers and their linguistic performance are both considered, the

five-stage model presented above can be refined to show six distinct stages:

In stage zero, no gender difference is to be expected as the incoming form is not

yet associated with a reference group – for example, the vernacular of the female

caretaker.

The first stage is identified as the phase in which an incoming form is associated

with a specific reference group, while the incoming form begins to be associated

with one or the other gender only during the second stage of the change.

In its third stage, gender differentiation takes place as ”males in the lower social

classes show a consistent pattern of retreating from or resisting female-dominated

change” (Labov 2001: 308). The reverse effect, on the other hand, seems to be

negligible as females appear not to retreat or resist male-dominated change.

In its fourth stage, a first generation acceleration takes place as the children

of young mothers who have already acquired the incoming form enter the speech

community. Males learn to use the particular form and show a sharp increase in

its use, while females show steady linear progression in frequency. In other words,
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”[M]en are at the level of linguistic change characteristic of their mothers” (Labov

2001: 306–307).

The fifth stage is marked by a second generation acceleration, when young

males – i.e. the children of stage two mothers – receive a second step-wise accel-

eration, while females continue to progress linearly.

In its sixth stage, the change approaches its completion and the gender differ-

entiation weakens, but it will only disappear when the whole speech community

adopts the now mature and integrated form. If the form is associated with a spe-

cific social reference category, however, it will typically develop a linear alignment

with this group or social class. In addition, one commonly observes an interaction

between social class and gender, meaning that the degree of gender differentiation

differs from class to class. For example, women tend to use less overtly stigmatized

non-standard features while males typically show higher rates of overtly stigma-

tized non-standard features.

To summarize, most processes of change follow a general scheme: while in

its initial phase, change proceeds with a very low rate, increasing exponentially

once the linguistic feature becomes associated with a specific social group. It is

only then that gender differentiation sets in, with females taking the lead in the

majority of cases while males commonly fail to adopt the new feature. After about

one generation, when this linguistic feature has spread sufficiently and exhibits

substantial gender differentiation, the youngest male group begins adopting the

incoming feature as they acquire the incoming form from their female caretaker,

i.e. in most cases, their mothers. At this point, the gender difference begins to

level out, while the rate of change begins to decrease as in most environments the

incoming feature has replaced its competitors. The adoption of the feature by male

children is repeated after another generation, leading to another rapid decrease in

gender differentiation which begins to diminish as the change nears completion.

The feature loses its association with a certain gender and, as a consequence,

the gender difference wanes and will subsequently disappear. Finally, the change

is complete, and the incoming form has intruded into most environments. The

remaining environments which the new form has failed to intrude into are often

calques, i.e. environments which resist change and become idiomatic.
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An idealized graphical representation of the resulting nearly linear progression

of female speakers and the step-wise progression of males including the respective

phases is provided in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Six-stage model of gender relations in linguistic change from below (cf.
Labov 2001: 309)

The arrows in Figure 2 to indicate the direction of influence go from female to

male (cf. Labov 2001: 309).

2.4.1 Real-time and apparent-time

So far, we have discussed how change proceeds but not the data on which the

analysis is based. There are two ways in which we can analyze language change

and variation: from a real-time and from an apparent-time perspective. Both

approaches form the fundamentals of sociolinguistic research that has been carried

out over the past 30 years. Figure 3 presents the difference between the real-time

perspective and the apparent-time construct.

As shown in Figure 3, real-time studies analyze certain linguistic variants by

drawing samples at different points in time, while apparent-time studies analyze

the distribution of a form on one particular date and try to recreate its spread by

analyzing the frequencies of the respective form across age cohorts. Accordingly,

real-time analyses study differences in the frequency or rates of incoming variants

by collecting data at two or more distinct points. If this variant is significantly
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more frequent in the data compiled at a later point than it is in the earlier data

and all other variables such as age, gender and social class of speakers are held

constant, the assumption that the form has increased in frequency, i.e. it has

undergone change, is justified.

Figure 3: Real- and apparent-time in language change (cf. Downes 1998: 238)

Real-time studies can be conducted in two distinct ways: as trend studies

or panel studies. Trend studies replicate ”an earlier study with the same pop-

ulation and the same methodology in sampling and analysis” (Nevalainen and

Raumolin-Brunberg 2003: 55). For this kind of approach to yield reliable results,

it is necessary that other factors which can influence linguistic performance have

remained constant. On the other hand, panel studies collect data, e.g. by means

of interviews, from the same individuals at different points in time.

Real-time data provide the best material for tracking and analyzing the pat-

terns and progression of ongoing change. However, in most cases data for real-time

analyses is unavailable; the apparent-time construct is utilized because it provides

the next best tool, and is most effective when the speakers under consideration

share the same background. The assumption underlying the apparent-time con-
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struct is the notion that differences in the frequency of forms by speakers belonging

to distinct age groups reflect different historical stages of communal grammars.

Thus, Chambers and Trudgill (1998: 151) write:

Studying the diffusion of innovations in apparent time involves surveying the differ-

ences between the speech of people of different ages in the same community, while

controlling the other variables such as sex, social class and ethnicity.

Accordingly, apparent-time studies rely on data collected at only one point in

time.

The assumption that apparent-time distributions reflect real-time change is,

however, not unproblematic as the same patterns of variation which reflect on-

going linguistic change may also reflect stable age-grading, i.e. no change at all.

This means that monotonic age-grading is not sufficient as evidence for ongoing

change. Therefore, apparent-time analyses require additional information to dis-

cern stable age-grading from ongoing change. This is particularly relevant in cases

where the analysis of a form is based solely on apparent-time data. Although it has

become a common approach in sociolinguistics to limit analysis to apparent-time

data, this is highly problematic as the same apparent-time distribution can be the

result of age-grading, communal change, or generational change. The difference

between these types of change is crucial as age-grading does not necessarily entail

ongoing change; it can occur in stable conditions, while generational change is the

prototypical variant of ongoing change. This distinction between types of varia-

tion is essential, because prematurely stipulating ongoing change purely based on

monotonic age grading will more often than not lead to erroneous interpretations

of the data. This erroneous attribution of the cause or pattern of the variation ob-

served within communities leads almost of necessity to a flawed understanding of

the individual patterns and mechanisms underlying the observed variation. This is

essentially why the type of relation between apparent-time and real-time is crucial,

particularly with respect to age-grading versus generational change in the present

analysis. A schematized representation of these types of relations between change

and variation is provided in Table 1.

As shown in Table 1, different types of relationships between variation and

change express themselves as distinct combinations of individual and communal

linguistic behavior, e.g., a form is stable, that is, not undergoing change, if neither
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Type of change Individual Community
Stability Stable Stable
Age-grading Unstable Stable
Generational change Stable Unstable
Communal change Unstable Unstable

Table 1: Patterns of change in the individual and the community (cf. Labov 1994:
83)

the individual nor the community changes linguistic performance. To clarify these

distinct types of variation and their relation to change, consider Labov’s defini-

tions of the respective types of variation and their relation to linguistic:.

Patterns of Linguistic Change (Labov 1994: 84)

Age-grading

”If individuals change their linguistic behaviour throughout their lifetimes, but the

community as a whole does not change, the pattern can be characterized as one of

age-grading.”

Generational change

”Individual speakers enter the community with a characteristic frequency for a

particular variable, maintained throughout their lives; but regular increases in the

values adopted by individuals, often incremented by generations, lead to linguistic

change for the community.”

Communal change

”In communal change all members of the community alter their frequencies to-

gether or acquire new forms simultaneously.”

Age-grading refers to situations in which the pattern of variation remains stable

on the communal level as younger speakers adapt their language to the norms of

elders as they themselves grow older. This kind of change in linguistic performance

is particularly difficult to detect in apparent-time designs. In contrast to stabi-

lized age-grading, cases of generational change occur when speakers retain their

grammar once it has stabilized at about the age of 17 (Labov 2001: 451). This is

shown in Figure 4 while the frequency of the linguistic phenomenon increases in
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the speech community as new speakers continually acquire higher frequencies of

the respective form.

Figure 4: A linear model of incrementation for a single speaker from 1 to 45 years
of age (cf. Labov 2001: 448)

Figure 4 depicts the acquisition, incrementation and stabilization of an incom-

ing form in the speech of one individual. Initially, the child acquires the incoming

form from the primary caretaker and uses it with an almost identical rate as its

linguistic role model. Starting at age 4 and continuing for the next 13 years,

i.e. during the formative years, the incoming form will increase in frequency until

incrementation stops at the age of 17, and the rate of use stabilizes.

Figure 5 illustrates the consequences of this process for a speech community

which has been undergoing change since 1925. The progression of lines illustrates

the synchronic distribution of an incoming form with respect to the age of speakers

at four distinct points in time (1925, 1959, 1975, 2000). The rate of the incoming

form is assumed to stabilize in individual speakers aged 17 to 25; that is, speakers

retain the level of use.

28



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

Figure 5: Age profiles of linguistic change in progress with uniform incrementation
of the change (cf. Labov 2001: 449)

According to this idealized display, an incoming form will increase uniformly

over time as a result of the caretaker’s effect on the child’s adopting this new

feature, and the increasing rate of use during incrementation. Caretakers transmit

their level of use of the incoming form to their children, who therefore start off

with a higher baseline rate. As speakers stabilize at age 17, in each generation

their children will be exposed to higher frequencies of the new feature which will

subsequently increase over time as the overall rate of use increases within the

speech community.

In addition, Figure 5 displays another feature typical of ongoing change which is

an apparent-time peak in the use of incoming variants near the age of stabilization,

i.e. in adolescence. While this peak was not expected in earlier research on ongoing

change, results of a peak in usage rates before age 20 accumulated over the next few

years led to a revision of earlier sociolinguistic theories. In fact, the apparent-time

peak among (female) adolescents is now considered to be a general requirement

of change in progress (Labov 2001: 455). Furthermore, the existence of a peak

depends on the leaders of change, as female adolescents will only exhibit a peak at

about 13 to 17 years of age if the change is female dominated. Male adolescents,

on the other hand, follow a near linear trajectory in female dominated changes

and thus do not exhibit the peak in such female dominated changes (Labov 2001:

456).

However, if an apparent-time analysis is based solely on the age and gender

of speakers and is not accompanied by a complementary real-time analysis, issues
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relating to the exact type of change remain unresolved. To address this issue

without requiring additional real-time data, it has become fashionable to look at

other extra-linguistic variables, i.e. social class. The benefit of taking social class

into account lies in the fact a curvilinear pattern of usage rates among speakers with

differing socio-economic statuses may becoming visible. If this pattern emerges,

it suggests ongoing change. In stable situations, on the other hand, ”flat age

distributions for adults combine with a monotonic social stratification” (Labov

2001: 460).

2.4.2 Social class

Social class is considered by many sociolinguists, most prominently by Labov, to be

the essential and primary extra-linguistic variable. This view is supported by the

fact that ”most of the linguistic changes in progress studied in the 2nd half of the

20th century show a high degree of social differentiation” (Labov 2002). In fact,

social stratification is viewed as primary, while other extra-linguistic variables gain

importance only during a subsequent phase of re-interpretation. Consider Labov

(2001: 320, 322):

There can be no doubt that the social category of gender is part and parcel of

the class system [. . . ], and that women’s behavior is related to their social sta-

tus. As Eckert’s work shows, the ”Burnout” and ”Jock” categories are age-specific

transformations of the more general social class categories. [emphasis MS]

Gender and age differences are thus regarded as secondary epiphenomena which

depend on and are parasitic to pre-existing social stratification. From this per-

spective, social stratification is a prerequisite for linguistic change as change builds

on the association of linguistic forms with certain social groups:

The major acceleration of diffusion within a community is the result of the reinter-

pretation of social category differences as gender differences. Once a social category

is reinterpreted as gender difference, it is subject to the basic mechanism of rein-

terpretation as the unmarked community level, leading to rising levels of linguistic

change for the community as a whole. (Labov 2002)

Nevertheless, despite the common association of social stratification with lin-

guistic variation the exact nature of the social model underlying linguistic variation
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usually remains underspecified (cf. Milroy and Gordon 2003: 95; Cheshire 1991:

3). Indeed, a unified theoretical framework which is able to account for the

. . . recurrent and robust correlation between language and class has not been clearly

articulated. Furthermore, several principles based on undertheorized assumptions

about stratificational social class have become almost axiomatic. (Milroy and Gor-

don 2003: 95)

The lack of a coherent theoretical framework is particularly obvious in relation

to the concept of social class. On a general level, a social class refers to a group of

people sharing ”similar occupations, incomes, life-styles and beliefs” (Milroy and

Gordon 2003: 95). Despite the lack of a coherent model of social stratification,

most sociolinguistic studies quite pragmatically borrow their scaling of socioeco-

nomic status from social sciences or pre-existing data sets. The implications of the

underlying model are, however, only rarely addressed. In essence, there are two

approaches to the social structure in which speech communities are embedded: the

consensus view and the conflict view of class relations.

Consensus models assume the existence of shared norms and the common eval-

uation of linguistic features (cf. Milroy and Gordon 2003: 96). Consensus models

are particularly suited for explaining higher rates of standard features in more

careful speech implying that speakers with a lower socioeconomic status are aware

of linguistic norms shared by the community as a whole. Conflict models, on the

other hand, perform better when explaining stable socially stratified patterns, such

as the persistence of non-standard vernaculars in certain lower-class varieties, or

in certain ethnic groups e.g. African-American Vernacular English (Milroy and

Gordon 2003: 96). The difference between consensus and conflict models is par-

ticularly relevant with respect to the interpretation of distinct linguistic behaviors

in a single geographic area. Interpretations of ethnically motivated language use

in a framework based on a consensus model stipulate the existence of two or more

separate speech communities, while conflict models draw attention to social in-

equality related to ethnicity, social identity as well as access to and participation

in the linguistic market (cf. Milroy and Gordon 2003: 96). Despite lacking a co-

herent theoretical framework, the results of sociolinguistic analyses are extremely

consistent and provide detailed insights into the location of leaders of change as

well as the interaction of social class with other extra-linguistic factors.
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In contrast to traditional theories of language change, according to which the

leaders of linguistic change are located either at the top or the bottom of the social

hierarchy, modern quantitative approaches have indicated that more often than not

it is speakers from the middle class who are most important for diffusing change

throughout speech communities (Labov 2001: 31). Research on the social strat-

ification of linguistic forms and the social milieu of leaders in language change

in the second half of the twentieth century (Haeri e.g. 1996; Labov 1990) have

corroborated this so-called ’Curvilinear Principle’ according to which ”[l]inguistic

change from below originates in a central social group located in the interior of the

socioeconomic Hierarchy” (Labov 2001: 188). The curvilinear hypothesis stands

in stark contrast to traditional models of language change which equated language

change with linguistic decay and characterized innovators as ”uncultivated and

careless” (Whitney 1904). Traditional theories of this type posed that linguistic

change was observable mostly among the lowest social classes, either gradually

moving upwards or not affecting the speech of the ”educated and lettered class”

(Whitney 1904). The opposite view was held, for example, by Tarde (1873, see

Labov 2001: 30–31 for citation) who claimed that linguistic change sprang from

the highest social class and ”believed that the condensations of rapid speech rep-

resented an increase in efficiency of speech, and were characteristic of the most

intelligent and educated speakers” (Labov 2001: 30–31). Thus, the growing bulk

of research strongly suggests that the social location of innovators and innovating

groups are the upper working and lower middle classes which are almost identi-

cal in their ”advancement of the change in progress in vernacular speech” (Labov

2001: 32).

An alternative approach towards socially stratified behavior which elaborates

and extends the curvilinear pattern is promoted by Kroch (1978), who views so-

cially motivated linguistic variation in terms of residence and promotion of innova-

tion. According to Kroch (1978), the socioeconomic continuum is also a continuum

of linguistic practice in which greater socioeconomic status brings greater resis-

tance to change. This models shares certain theoretical properties with William’s

(1966) interpretation of socially stratified language use which asserts the corre-

lation between the degree of attention being paid to linguistic performance and

the socio-economic status of speakers. The more speakers attend to linguistic
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performance, the less likely it is that this speaker employs non-standard forms.

Hence, innovations, which are almost universally viewed as deviations from the

pre-existing standard, are more likely to occur among speakers who do not closely

monitor their linguistic performance (cf. Eckert 2001: 16–17).

Eckert’s (2001) analysis of adolescent speech at Belten High in Detroit, Michi-

gan (USA), on the other hand, stresses a conflict model view of proactive identity

marking. Adolescent speakers marked their social identity by active and more or

less conscious adoption of linguistic features associated with one of the two distinct

social identity groups, i.e. jocks and burnouts. The jocks and burnouts distinc-

tions are reflected in more than mere linguistic performance, extending to other

lifestyle issues such as clothing. According to this view, linguistic means serve to

mark the association with distinct communities of practice and, hence, perform a

symbolic rather than a linguistic function. With respect to linguistic standards,

jocks and burnouts differ in the sense that jocks prefer supra-regional, and more

suburban styles, while burnouts mark their identity by using forms associated with

the local community, similar to the use of linguistic features reflecting the local

”insular culture” found in Labov’s (1972) Martha’s Vineyard study.

Just as Eckert (1989) found that the linguistic performance of jocks and burnouts

at Belten High reflected the occupation of their parents to a very limited extent,

the assignment of social class in the present study is restricted to speakers who

have entered the work force and are no longer in or have never entered higher ed-

ucation. In other words, university students are not considered in analyses which

focus on social class.

2.4.3 Gender

Although sociolinguistic studies use the binary distinction of biological sex as an

independent variable, the concept they are interested in is not the biological dis-

tinction, but the socio-cultural construct of gender. Indeed, sex and gender are

often considered synonymous in sociolinguistic studies, though ”sex [. . . ] is a bi-

ological given; [while] gender is a social acquisition” (Miller 1976: 51; Chambers

cf. 1995: 103). The reason for employing the binary biological variable instead of

the socio-cultural concept of gender is simple enough: a speaker’s sex is readily
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observable while ”an individual’s gender-related place in society is a multidimen-

sional complex that can only be characterized through careful analysis (Eckert

1989: 146–247; Chambers cf. 1995: 104. Therefore, the sex of speakers is used as

a proxy for gender, which refers to a social category in light of which the meaning

of sex-differences is interpreted (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 100). In other words,

biological sex serves as an approximate measure for socio-cultural gender, and

we therefore assume that ”differences in patterns of variation between men and

women are a function of gender and only indirectly a function of sex” (Eckert 1989:

246–247).

Taking sex as a measure for gender is, however, not unproblematic since gender

is not a binary category like sex, but ”rather a continuum where speakers situate

themselves socially between two reference poles” (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 100).

This implies that gender can only be interpreted with respect to its interaction

with other social categories. The interconnectedness of gender and other social

variables such as social class is particularly pronounced in a Labovian variationist

view of gender differences. According to this view, social differences are the pri-

mary factor determining linguistic performance, while other social factors such as

gender or age have often been explained ”with reference to, and as dependent on,

social class” (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 101). For example, it has been suggested

that women exhibit a higher degree of social awareness and that they conform more

to overtly prescribed norms than men of equal social status. Indeed, women show

consistently lower levels of stigmatized forms than men, thus showing a higher

degree of conservatism with respect to prestige variants (Labov 2001: 265). This

general tendency is expressed in the principle of linguistic conformity of women

according to which they avoid stigmatized forms and exhibit a strong preference

for prestige variants (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 266). This behavior has given rise

to what Milroy and Gordon (2003: 292–293) termed the ’Gender Paradox’ accord-

ing to which ”women conform more closely than men to sociolinguistic norms that

are overtly prescribed, but conform less than men when they are not” (Milroy and

Gordon 2003: 293). As Holmes (1997) points out, there has not as yet been a

satisfactory explanation for this gender difference.

An even more pressing issue of approaches which stipulate a primacy of class

over gender is related to the interaction between social-economic status and gender-
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specific linguistic behavior. A growing number of studies indicate that class is not

necessarily the dominant or primary factor, but that gender – or age for that matter

– is more relevant with respect to determining linguistic variation. Horvath (1985),

for example, concluded that when reorganizing Labov’s New York City data, some

variables ”are more clearly stratified by gender than by class” (Milroy and Gor-

don 2003: 102). Sylvie and Horvath (1999) who studied the interaction between

gender and other social variables, furthermore found that ”gender indexing affects

language quite differently in each generation and each generation orients towards

different norms” (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 105). Their data highlight that social

class is not universally the determining factor and that de-contextualized gener-

alizations about the effect of gender are problematic because they neglect and,

hence, underestimate, the interaction of linguistic behavior and gendered roles in

specific social contexts (cf. Milroy and Gordon 2003: 106).

The most salient feature among the general trends substantiated through nu-

merous studies and described even in the earliest investigations is a stable sex

differentiation, i.e. the tendency of women to take the leading role in language

change. This major tendency of women to be advancing in linguistic change from

below has been confirmed by quantitative studies of change in distinct social and

geographical conditions (e.g. Cedergren 1973; Haeri 1987; William 1966; Trudgill

1974). The role of women is especially crucial at the onset of change as they serve

as initiators, while males adopt incoming forms only later in the process. As a

general tendency, female are approximately one generation ahead of males in their

rates of incoming variants (Labov 2001: 294).

The degree of sex differentiation indicates the current status or phase of ongoing

language change, i.e. whether an innovation has only recently been introduced, is

currently undergoing rapid change, or has stabilized:

Depending on the stage of the change within the purview of the investigators, we

see females diverging from males, as in Vancouver; females advancing ahead and in

parallel with males, as in Toronto; or converging with advanced position of females,

as in Buenos Aires and Hong Kong.(Labov 2001: 283)

Although there is evidence for male-dominated changes, the leading role of

women is the unmarked case, because male-dominated changes form a ”small mi-

nority” (Labov 2001: 284). Examples of male-dominated changes are, for in-
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stance, the centralization of (ay) and (aw) in Labov’s 1963 Martha’s Vineyard

study and the backing and rounding of (a) in Belfast observed by Milroy and Mil-

roy’s (1978); cf. also Labov 2001: 284). Males have been assumed to dominate

change as they were found to use higher rates of standard forms while females

exhibited higher frequencies of local colloquial forms in Muslim-oriented societies

(Bakir 1986; Modaressi 1978). Haeri (1987) accounts for this by arguing that in

this case, the standard does not mirror the prestige variant: while Classical Ara-

bic is comparable to a standard variety in Western societies, the prestige varieties

in Muslim-oriented societies may well be modern urban forms which would indi-

cate ”that women in those varieties were behaving like women in other varieties”

(Labov 2001: 270).

Labov accounts for the sex differentiation in terms of what he calls the ’Eckert

Effect’, according to which the adoption of certain forms depends on their asso-

ciation with social categories or reference groups. The association of a particular

linguistic form with a certain reference group is more or less arbitrary, but once a

change has entered the initial stage, it is likely that the incoming form is associated

with the first vernacular of a child, i.e. the mother’s or caretaker’s vernacular. On

other occasions, the form may be associated with other social categories and is

used to symbolize the speaker’s identification with this particular group, as, for

example, the association of a speaker with the social category ”burnout” in the

Detroit high school (Eckert 1989). Eckert (1989) thus promotes a constructivist

approach towards gender, which assumes that gender is fundamentally dependent

on culture-specific social practice. Eckert (1998) argues that because women are

excluded from certain social domains and thus from ways of externalizing their

desired social identity, they employ symbolic, i.e. linguistic means, to locate them-

selves unambiguously in given social categories (cf. Milroy and Gordon 2003: 208).

Men, on the other hand, do not rely as heavily on the symbolic resources of lan-

guage as they possess other means of constituting their social identity. In this

view, the dominance of females to lead in language change is caused by female

speakers’ desire for female speakers to identify themselves with a social reference

group. Their male counterparts do not exhibit the same level of identity marking

and indicate their affinity with this group by other than linguistic means.

Another point in case highlighting the problems related to a binary, i.e. sex-
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based interpretation of linguistic variation and the primacy of social class is Schilling-

Estes’s (1999) study on patterns of variation on the island of Ocracoke off the

south-eastern coast of the United States. Schilling-Estes’ findings led her to doubt

the adequacy of a sex based distinction of speakers compared to a model which

locates speakers on a continuum between pronouncedly masculine and feminine.

Schilling-Estes (1999) investigated the speech of distinct networks of speakers,

which she ranked according to their masculinity and feminity respectively. Based

on this criterion, Schilling-Estes (1999: cf. also Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 1995;

Wolfram 2008) differentiated between three male and one female group. The first

male group, the ”Poker Game Network”, espouse ”values associated with highly

masculine fishermen of the island and explicitly exclude women from their weekly

poker games” (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 107). The second male group consisted

of heterosexual males not part of the Poker Game Network, while the third group

consisted of gay males who also were not part of the Poker Game Network. The

results of her study showed that women and the Poker Game males exhibited di-

ametrically opposed patterns for the use of (aj) while the non-Poker game group

males were somewhere in the middle, and the gay males somewhat closer to the

typically female pattern. This orderly pattern strongly indicates that the linguis-

tic performance was not based on sex differentiation, but served to mark group

membership and the construction of self-images of the respective group members.

With respect to the present study, the findings by Schilling-Estes (1999) imply

the need to differentiate between gender and sex when interpreting the results of

patterns: while the variable that is used during data compilation is biological sex,

the interpretation of sex differences requires utilization of social gender roles.

2.4.4 Identity, prestige and style

In order to mark differences in formality, monolinguals or mono-dialectal speakers

shift style as a reaction to the situation. This shift in style depends upon the

diversity of available forms in their communal repertories. This context-sensitive

variation is approached differently, depending on the sociolinguistic framework of

the respective scholars. Labov (2001), for example, views style-shifting as pri-

marily responsive, i.e. ”determined by components of the communicative context.
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[. . . ] More recently, style has been treated less as a response to a set of contextual

variables than as strategic, proactive use of available linguistic resources to con-

struct social meaning” (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 199). In other words, stylistic

variants are used not only to index group membership or the lack thereof; they

also serve to create social categories, such as jocks and burnouts (cf, Milroy and

Gordon 2003: 199).

The response hypothesis is based on recurring patterns of higher rates of stylis-

tically marked variants (substandard forms) in casual speech compared to more

careful speech. Labov (1972) interpreted this to reflect a lower degree of attention

paid to speech and concluded that linguistic norms prevail across the entire speech

community. Following this argument, speakers located higher in the social hierar-

chy use lower rates of substandard variants as a consequence of a higher level of

linguistic awareness.

According to Le Page and Tabouret-Keller (1985) adopting innovative linguistic

forms is an ’act of identity’ which has the symbolic potential of externalizing group

membership or the self-image of speakers. As certain linguistic forms become

associated with group membership, they allow speakers to identify themselves

as members of the respective groups and thus to profit from the connotations

associated with the group:

The fact that speakers talk in a certain way is taken as evidence for their desire to

be identified with or be differentiated form a particular group. (Labov 2001: 191)

One aspect which has received increasing attention with respect to proactive

utilization of stylistically marked variants relates to the audience, i.e. the inter-

locutor, as a determining factor of variation, as proposed by Bell (1984, 2001).

But while Bell confutes the assertion that stylistic variation is best accounted for

by varying degrees of attention paid to speech, he still regards stylistic variation

to be primarily responsive to the addressee. In this view, stylistic variation is a

form of accommodation. Accommodating one’s style facilitates social evaluation

in the sense that speakers adapt their style to meet their desire to express social

proximity and distance similar to politeness phenomena.

A similar, yet different, understanding is put forward by Labov in his more

recent publications. In his revised analysis of stylistic variation, Labov (2011) goes
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beyond his earlier take on this matter in acknowledging that stylistic variation is

not merely responsive, but that it is functional in the sense that it indexes social

relations:

The uniform patterns of social and stylistic stratification suggest that community

members can make use of such variation to place speakers on scales of social distance

and social power, and many experiments confirm this view. (Labov 2011: 369)

According to recent assertions, Labov (2011) views stylistic variation as a dis-

play of familiarity, power relations and social hierarchy. Although this revised

understanding is more elaborate than the attention based-model, it is not proac-

tive in the sense promoted, for example, by Eckert (2001).

Eckert’s (1989) study of adolescent speech at Belten High School, Detroit,

Michigan (USA), carries particular importance. Eckert found that the linguis-

tic behavior of adolescents differed markedly depending on their association with

either of two social groups named ”jocks” and ”burnouts”. The contrasting orien-

tations of adolescents transcend linguistic performance and encompass social prac-

tices, such as clothing, adornment, demeanor, leisure time activities and hang-out

places (cf. Milroy and Gordon 2003: 98). This orientation affects linguistic per-

formance with respect to the respective norms and standards jocks and burnouts

adhere to. Jocks are characteristically middle-class as they orient to supra-local

institutions such as school and college rather than informal local networks. In ad-

dition, they orient to suburban rather than urban and to supra-local rather than

local places (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 98). Eckert’s analysis, hence, provided

a more elaborate account of the interplay between identity marking and social

class with relation to systematic differences in linguistic variation. Schilling-Estes

(1998), but in particular Eckert (2001), elaborate on the proactive aspect of style

shifting in that they view linguistic variation as a way to create socially distinctive

categories. Indeed, Eckert’s study shows that the prestige or standard is insepara-

ble from its social embeddedness, as it depends on the individual’s willingness to

externalize group membership and self-imagery. Hence, neither prestige features

nor standard varieties are objective entities, but rely on subjective evaluations of

the associations and connotations of linguistic forms with social reference groups

or personality traits.
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The chief constraint on this proactive linguistic behaviour [. . . ] is the individual’s

capacity to position herself in relation to a particular style in order to render her

choices meaningful. (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 209)

In an extension of this framework, stylistic variation is regarded as a reflection

of the speaker’s self image. Though the externalization of identity marking in rela-

tion to social categories is primary in Eckert’s (2001) analysis of stylistic variation,

her analysis fails to specify the speaker’s motivation with respect to psychological

categories. In other words, by using certain stylistic features, which are associated

not necessarily with certain social groups but with specific personality features,

speakers construct the concept of their own self via linguistic means.

While the considerations so far have focused mainly on inner-varietal or mono-

lingual variation, the following passage will concern itself with the role of prestige

and attitudinal factors in contact scenarios. Thomason and Kaufman (1988), in

particular, stress that stylistic marking and prestige are not only relevant with re-

spect to inner-varietal identity marking but also with respect to lexical borrowing

in contact situations. For instance, Thomason and Kaufman (1988: 43–44) point

out that a

. . . social factor that is frequently invoked in discussions of language contact is

prestige. Moravcsik (1978: 109) puts forward the hypothesis that ’nothing can be

borrowed [. . . ] from a language which is not regarded [as] prestigious by speakers

of the borrowing language’.

But while Thomason and Kaufman (1988: 44–45) admit that prestige borrow-

ing is a common phenomenon, they draw attention to the inadequacy of prestige

alone and stress the function of socio-cultural and economic dominance as a second

and plausibly more relevant factor. One case in point is the fact that lexical bor-

rowing occurs predominantly from the dominant to the non-dominant language,

while the reverse is substantially less frequent. Instances such as these challenge

the prestige claim and show that even a stigmatized feature may be borrowed due

to dominance relations.

In such cases [true stubstrate rather than an adstratum or superstratum] the dom-

inance relationship is clear, and the interference features are sure to be nonpresti-

gious, if not definitely stigmatized. Moreover, prestige often seems to be irrelevant

in cases of borrowing. (Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 44)
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In the present case, both mechanisms borrowing due to prestige and due to

dominance reciprocally reinforce the global spread of vernacular LIKE. In light of

these considerations, Andersen’s (2001) hypothesis that the use of LIKE among

London adolescents can be viewed as an American borrowing gains plausibility

(Andersen 2001: 221). Indeed, it is reasonable to assume that the global diffusion

of LIKE represents a case of Americanization, or Anglicization of global culture.

Consider, for example, Hjarvard (2004: 75):

[T]he media both are vehicles of Anglo-Saxon culture and contribute to the angli-

cization of global culture [. . . ]. The media are more than a neutral channel through

which Anglo-American culture spreads; by virtue of their institutional structure and

a strong dominance of English-speaking actors in the software industry in a broader

sense (i.e., computers, television, music, etc.) they actively contribute to cementing

the paramountcy of English over other languages.

2.4.5 Traditional dialectology and the modern variationist

paradigm

So far, we have taken for granted that sociolinguistics is a rather new field of

study initiated most prominently by Labov during the late 1960s. Nonetheless,

modern sociolinguistics has precursors in traditional dialectology or sociology of

language, which differ from modern sociolinguistics in several ways. In contrast to

traditional dialectology, modern variationist work has mostly neglected regional

variation, as it is concerned with universal mechanisms underlying processes of

language change and correlations between social stratification and linguistic vari-

ation rather than determining isoglosses, i.e. dialect boundaries. The difference

between traditional dialectology and modern sociolinguistics is also reflected in

their different outlooks and aims, as well as in methodology and data sources.

While traditional dialectology for the most part relied on non-mobile, older, rural

males as informants (so-called NORMs), modern variationist studies commonly

focus on urban speech communities or adolescents. The special attention paid to

adolescents indexes the difference in outlook mentioned earlier, as this subgroup

is particularly relevant with respect to introducing and diffusing innovative forms

throughout the speech community as a whole. Tagliamonte (2005: 1897), for in-

stance, writes that ”[t]he innovative features are highly conspicuous and typically
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associated with the younger generation.”

One particularly relevant approach investigating regional differences is the

study of New Englishes beginning in the early 1980s (cf. Bauer 2002; Cheshire

1991; Kachru 1992; Kortmann et al. 2004; Platt et al. 1984; Pride 1982; McArthur

1998, 2002; Schneider 2003, 2007). The spread of the English language across the

world as a result of England’s colonial history is unmatched in human history and

has made English the lingua franca in various fields such as economics, politics,

trade and science. After the decline of the British Empire, English has remained

the language of choice in various former colonies which have nowadays become

nations in their own right. While the former colonies gained political, economic

and cultural independence, English has often remained the language of education,

administration and everyday practice, leading to the nativization of local vari-

eties, i.e. the development of regional standards and, hence, the emergence of New

Englishes. Nonetheless, the study of regional varieties have mainly focused on

structural diversity, e.g. the presence and absence of non-standard features, while

for the most part, neglecting the sociolinguistic underpinning of these phenomena.

The diversity of socio-cultural settings is not unproblematic with respect to

common sociolinguistic approaches to variation. Cheshire (1991), for example,

asserts that concepts – such as the idea of the ”speech community” or that of a

”native speaker” – are seriously challenged when confronted not with monolin-

gual, but multilingual speech communities. Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009) raise a

similar yet separate issue concerning the validity of cross-variety comparisons. In

their cross-varietal analysis of be like, Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009: 298) point

out that

. . . the direct comparability [. . . ] of previous analyses of verbs of quotation in

general and of be like in particular remains questionable since they tend to be based

on dissimilar methodological premises and applications in terms of the definition of

the variable and constraints, the form selected as part of the envelope of variation,

quantitative methods, and statistical models.

Moreover, the concept of class which has been utilized to explain correlations

between stylistic variation and the socio-economic status of speakers (cf. Labov

1972) is not necessarily applicable to societies organized differently. A quite similar

critique has been brought forward with respect to the cultural sensitivity of gender
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roles (cf. Eckert 1998). The fact that language change is inextricably interwoven

into the specific socio-cultural settings in regionally distinct speech communities

has only recently begun to attract attention among variationists. Based on Sylvie

and Horvath’s (1999) study of a Cajun speech community, Milroy and Gordon

(2003: 106) direct attention to ”difficulties with decontextualized generalizations

about the role of gender in linguistic variation and change”. Eckert (1998), for

example, stresses the dependence of gender on the socio-cultural context in which

it is constructed. Indeed Eckert (1998: 66) asserts that gendered sensitivity of lin-

guistic practices ”differ considerably from culture to culture, from place to place,

from group to group, living at the intersection of all the other aspects of social

identity” (cf. Milroy and Gordon 2003: 106)). Furthermore, the linguistic behav-

ior of men and women is based on a sizeable number of cases, ”but [these are]

scattered across the few communities that have been selected for a sociolinguis-

tic study” (Labov 2001: 284). Though more recent studies based on the Atlas of

North American English (Labov et al. 2005) provide a more general and geograph-

ically wider perspective, ongoing change has so far only been analyzed marginally

from a global perspective, notable exceptions being Buchstaller (2008), Buchstaller

and D’Arcy (2009), and Meyerhoff and Niedzielski (2003). If analyses of ongoing

change have investigated change in different speech communities, the aim was not

to retrace linguistic change from a global perspective, but to establish to which

degree the impact of certain sociolinguistic variables are independent of the spe-

cific regions in which change occurred. In addition, if studies of linguistic changes

have taken regionally distinct speech communities into account, they have taken

a comparative perspective but have not aimed to retrace change over time from a

global perspective.

2.5 Synopsis

This chapter has introduced the theoretical framework of this study and presented

crucial concepts of modern sociolinguistic theory of language variation and change.

The chapter began by showing that language variation is the default case and that

the linguistic system is never homeogeneous, but can best be characterized as or-

derly heterogeiety. Next, the chapter has discussed how modern theorizing has

43



The discourse marker LIKE Martin Schweinberger

approached the impact of globalization on language change and showed that clas-

sical mechanisms of ongoing change may need modification to adequately describe

processes of ongoing change in times of globalized linguistic markerts.

With respect to prominent concepts within the framework of Labivian sociolin-

guistics, the previous chapter has specified apparent-time and real-time approaches

to the study of ongoing change and has discussed various extra-linguistic factors

that correlate with the linguistic heterogeneity we observe. In particular, the chap-

ter has discussed different relations between age and linguistic variation, and other

factors that affect ongoing change such as typical gender differences, or the impact

of prestige and acts of identity on the diffusion of a linguistic innovation through

the speech community. Finally, the chapter discussed differences between modern

sociolinguistic theory and traditional dialectology, since the present study aims to

synthezize these strains of linguistics.
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Chapter 3

Discourse markers: Definition,

features, and origin

The following chapter introduces and discusses the concept of discourse markers.

More specifically, the following chapter defines discourse markers and their features

and argues that LIKE is a member of this group of linguistic elements.

3.1 Discourse markers

In spoken conversation, speakers accommodate their language to their interlocu-

tors, the situation, the expected degree of formality and various other contexts,

at the same time using linguistic means to satisfy their communicative needs. In

other words, while speakers try to guide the listener’s interpretation of what is

being said to prevent misunderstanding, they are not free to say what they like

and how they like, but have to act according to parameters which govern social in-

teractions in general and, hence, human discourse. Among these social parameters

is the type of relationship between speaker and addressee. A necessary condition

for linguistic accommodation is, of course, that speakers possess a variety of lin-

guistic options or means to mark, for example, intimacy or distance. One of these

means is discourse markers which enable speakers to communicate some form of

interpersonal information1 while simultaneously guiding utterance interpretation

1Be it intra-linguistic, for example, focusing, hedging and relating certain segments of speech
or extra-linguistic like buying processing time or communicating that an utterance does not fully
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by establishing coherence between different discourse elements.

Over the past 25 years, discourse markers have increasingly attracted the in-

terest of linguists. Indeed, research on discourse markers has since ”abounded in

various fields of linguistics and allied fields” (Schiffrin 2001: 54), and become ”a

growth industry in linguistics” (Fraser 1998: 301). To survey the ever-growing

body of literature on discourse markers, this section starts off by providing an ac-

count of what is understood by the term ’discourse marker’, introducing different

approaches to their study.

Before discourse markers themselves became a major topic in linguistic re-

search, linguists investigated linguistic phenomena such as text cohesion (cf. Quirk

et al. 1985), which subsequently led to a more focused analysis of discourse mark-

ers and their function in discourse. As traditional accounts tended to focus on

discourse functions, discourse markers were assumed to indicate how the speaker

views the connection between two linguistic units (Quirk et al. 1985: 631–633),

thereby serving to create cohesion within and between utterances as well as in-

forming the hearer’s interpretation of how discourse units are linked.

Since the early 1980s, when discourse markers began to attract attention in var-

ious fields of modern linguistics (Schiffrin 2001: 54), research on discourse markers

has analyzed their occurrence and their functions in multiple languages2. More-

over, their functionality has been analyzed across various genres Brizuela et al.

(1999); Iyeiri et al. (2005), in language contact situations (Sankoff et al. 1997),

from a typological perspective (Fleischman 1999), in synchrony and from a di-

achronic perspective (Brinton 1996), as well as in L1 acquisition (cf. Schiffrin

2001: 54–55) and L2 acquisition (Müller 2005). Although the concept of dis-

course markers is well known in linguistic analysis, it remains difficult to provide a

comprehensive definition that is able to encompass all discourse markers and their

features; in fact, ”there is no generally agreed upon definition of the term ’discourse

marker’” (Jucker and Ziv 1998b: 1). One of the most widely accepted definitions

is given by Aijmer (2002). According to her, ”discourse particles seem to be dis-

pensable elements functioning as sign-posts in the communication facilitating the

hearer’s interpretation of the utterance on the basis of various contextual clues”

adequately express what the speaker had in mind.
2See Schiffrin (2001: 54) for a more extensive overview.
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(Aijmer 2002: 2). The label ’discourse marker’, thus, applies to such seemingly

semantically empty linguistic units as well, but, y’know, and oh, which function in

cognitive, expressive, social, and textual domains and on different planes of dis-

course, simultaneously fulfilling various discourse functions (Schiffrin 2001: 54).

Rather poetically, Crystal remarks that pragmatic expressions function ”as the oil

which helps us perform the complex task of spontaneous speech production and

interaction smoothly and efficiently” (Crystal 1988: 48).

One reasonable way to cope with the multitude of often vague definitions of

discourse markers has been introduced by Hölker (1991: 78–79), who proposed a

list of four basic features present in the vast majority of elements referred to as

discourse markers:

1. they do not affect the truth conditions of utterances;

2. they do not add anything to the propositional content of an utterance;

3. they are related to the speech situation and not to the situation talked about;

and

4. they have an emotive, expressive function rather than a referential, denota-

tive, or cognitive function (cf. Jucker and Ziv 1998b: 3)3.

Although such criteria appear explicit, to actually classify and determine which

items are discourse markers and which are not is difficult at times. These difficul-

ties arise from various sources, one of which is terminological confusion created by

discourse markers being assigned numerous labels, such as cue phrase (Hovy 1995;

Knott and Dale 1994); discourse connective (Blakemore 1987); discourse operators

(Redeker 1991); discourse particle (Abraham 1991; Kroon 1995; Schourup 1985);

3The definition of discourse markers used here is congruent with the depiction of discourse
markers by Aijmer (2002); Brinton (1996); Hölker (1991); Schiffrin (1988, 2001), and to a certain
degree Sankoff et al. (1997). The tripartite distinction of discourse markers introduced by Vincent
and Sankoff et al. (1997), states that there are ”three major types: discourse coordinators,
interaction markers, and punctors” (Sankoff et al. 1997: 195). It is disregarded, however, because
the discourse marker LIKE would then be classified as a punctor rather than an interaction
marker, which seems to be problematic in the light of the functions associated with LIKE in the
literature.
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pragmatic marker (Fraser 1987, 1990; Hölker 1991; Schiffrin 1988); pragmatic par-

ticle (Östman 1982, 1995), semantic conjunct (Quirk et al. 1985); sentence connec-

tive (Halliday and Hasan 1976); stance adverb (Biber et al. 1999: 560–563), etc.4

Despite this diversity, a limited number of labels have established themselves as

most widely used terms for units here referred to as ’discourse marker’ – each high-

lighting specific characteristics of the respective items. While Schourup, himself a

pioneer in the field, referred in his early work to discourse markers as ’discourse

particles’ (cf. Schourup 1982), in later publications he objected to this label be-

cause the term ”’particle’ has traditionally been a syntactic term” (Schourup 1999:

229), reserved for so-called ’modal particles’ of German and other languages (cf.

Brinton 1996: 30), and does not adequately cover the variety of syntactic classes of

the linguistic items commonly referred to as ’discourse markers’ Müller cf. 2005: 3.

Another frequently used label is ’pragmatic marker’ (Andersen 1998; Brinton 1996;

Caron-Prague and Caron 1991; Redeker 1991) which, in contrast to ’discourse par-

ticle’, suggests the ”relatively low degree of lexical specificity and a high degree of

context sensitivity” (Andersen 2001: 40). Another reason for avoiding the term

’discourse marker’ relates to Fraser’s (1990) taxonomy of pragmatic markers, ac-

cording to which discourse markers are not synonymous with, but are a subtype

of pragmatic markers, signaling ”a sequential relationship between the current ba-

sic message and the previous discourse” (Fraser 1990: 383). This distinction is

also drawn by Lenk (1997: 2), who comments that the choice of terminology is

commonly motivated by the focus of the research:

Studies that investigate pragmatic markers often focus more on the interactional

aspects between participants that are expressed through the use of particles. One

of the most prominent functions of discourse markers, however, is to signal the

kinds of relations a speaker perceives between different parts of the discourse.

Thus, the diversity of terminology reflects the diversity of subject areas in

which discourse markers are studied, as well as the variety of functions assigned to

them. Despite – or possibly because of – the various theoretical approaches and

frameworks which have been employed to account for discourse marker usage, a

common agreement on a terminological cover term has not yet been established.

4See Fraser (1998: 301) for a more extensive list.
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Both terminology and what is taken to be a discourse marker remain contro-

versial. For example, the term ’discourse connective’ commonly refers to lexical

expressions such as so, now, hence, thereby, therefore, and thus which serve to

connect units of discourse, while the term ’discourse particle’ commonly refers to

items such as oh, uhm, um, and y’know which serve quite discrete functions. The

term ’pragmatic expression’, different still, tends to denote linguistic units which

consist of more than one word, e.g. I mean, you know, and you see Jucker and Ziv

cf. 1998b: 2. ”Thus, the multiplicity in the terminology reflects on the one hand

the broad range of elements in different languages with broadly comparable func-

tions, and, on the other hand, it reflects distinct theoretical perspectives” (Jucker

and Ziv 1998b: 2). Hence, it is not surprising that the variety of items subsumed

under the diverse technical terms perform various, more or less distinct, functions.

Among the functions reported to be performed by discourse markers are, for ex-

ample, discourse connection, signaling intimacy and topic switches, turn-taking,

confirmation-seeking, hesitation marking, boundary marking, filling, prompting,

repair marking, hedging, and focusing (cf. Jucker and Ziv 1998b: 1).

The distinction between ’discourse connectives’ and ’discourse particles’ is par-

ticularly relevant with respect to LIKE and thus requires elaboration. D’Arcy

(2005); D’Arcy (2007) strictly differentiates the discourse marker from the dis-

course particle LIKE. The former term is equivalent to a discourse connective and,

therefore, applies to instances of clause-initial and non-clausal LIKE, which serve

to link, specify or exemplify previous utterances. LIKE as a discourse particle,

on the other hand, encompasses instances of clause-medial and clause-final LIKE,

which modify elements mostly on a phrasal level. In the present study, discourse

marker serves as a cover term comprising both the discourse marker and discourse

particle.

3.1.1 Features of discourse markers

Due to the fuzziness and the internal diversity of the concept ’discourse marker’, it

is not possible to supply a conjunctive definition that would not allow exceptions

or grey areas (Jucker and Ziv cf. 1998b: 2; Sankoff et al. 1997: 195). Hence,

descriptive definitions are difficult to implement. To cope with the heterogeneous
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nature of the concept, a range of characteristic features of ’discourse markers’

have been proposed in the literature. Brinton (1996) provides an extensive feature

list, enabling the grading of discourse markers according their prototypicality: as

not all features apply to each discourse marker, the more prototypical a discourse

marker is, the more features it possesses. Hence, the concept ’discourse marker’

exhibits scalable prototypicality with some items being more central and others

peripheral, according to the number of properties they possess.

The following passage serves to introduce Brinton’s (1996) list of the charac-

teristics common to ’discourse markers’ (Brinton 1996: 33–38):

1. Brinton (1996: 33) notes that regarding phonological and lexical character-

istics, discourse markers. . .

i are ’short’ items (Östman 1982: 149, 195) and often phonologically

reduced (Schiffrin 1988: 328);

ii form a separate tone group (Quirk et al. 1985: 1112) with falling rising

or rising intonation (Crystal and Davy 1975: 90; Schiffrin cf. 1988: 328);

iii are marginal forms and, hence, difficult to place within a traditional

word class.

2. In terms of syntax, discourse markers:

i commonly occur in sentence-initial position (Keller 1979: 222), al-

though a number of specific markers frequently occur in clause-medial

position. Items with clear grammatical functions, e.g. conjunctions,

may be included if they serve pragmatic functions;

ii occur outside the syntactic structure or are only loosely attached to

it. Hence, they have no clear grammatical function and are sometimes

referred to as ’agrammatical’ (Goldberg 1980: 7);

iii are optional rather than obligatory.

3. Semantically, discourse markers:
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i have little or no propositional meaning or are at least difficult to specify

lexically (Schiffrin 1986: 42, 47, 67; Östman 1982: 152) and are, there-

fore, not easily translated (Svartvik 1979: 169; Stubbs 1983: 69). A

number of linguists, however, oppose the notion that discourse markers

are meaningless, i.e. completely devoid of semantic content (Andersen

1997, 1998, 2001; Erman 1987: 15; Watts 1988: 248, 250; Wierzbicka

1986a,b).

4. Sociolinguistic and stylistic features of discourse markers are that they:

i are a feature of oral rather than written discourse and are associated

with informality and the grammatical ’fragmentation’ caused by the

lack of planning time. Nevertheless, they are not restricted to oral

discourse, although the forms used in writing may differ from those

used in speech (Östman 1982: 170; Fraser 1990: 389; Redeker 1990:

379);

ii appear with high frequency in oral discourse, sometimes more than one

occurring in a single sentence;

iii are stylistically stigmatized and negatively evaluated, especially in writ-

ten and formal discourse, as they are considered a sign of dysfluency

and carelessness;

iv are assumed to be gender-specific and more typical of women’s speech.

5. Discourse markers are multifunctional and operate simultaneously on several

linguistic levels. This multifunctionalty is regarded as one of the defining fea-

tures of discourse markers (Jucker and Ziv 1998b) and fosters ambiguity since

one and the same element cannot be definitely assigned one specific function.

This has led researchers to assign pragmatic functions to discourse markers

which are contradictory; e.g., simultaneously hedging and focusing (cf. Siegel

2002; Underhill 1988). According to Hölker (1991: 78–79), these difficulties

in assigning definitive functions to discourse markers are a result of their

semiotic status as symptoms, i.e. as signs which communicate inwardness of

speakers and subjective evaluations (Bühler 1934). Hölker (1991: 78–79) em-

phasizes in this context that discourse particles do not relate to the situation
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talked about but to the speaker’s stance towards the truth of an utterance.

This characteristic of discourse markers connects them to epidemic modality.

On another semiotic level, discourse markers and particles serve a socio-symbolic

function as indexes of a speaker’s association with a certain social group, or of

relations between interlocutors. For example, discourse markers correlate with

informality and, hence, serve to express or locate speakers in the perceived socioe-

conomic hierarchy. A related yet different function served by discourse markers

concerns the externalization of the speaker’s self-image. Attitudinal studies (Buch-

staller 2006; Dailey-O’Cain 2000) show that LIKE is associated not only with cer-

tain parts of the speech community, e.g. young females, but also with certain

personality traits. Indeed, LIKE users are perceived to be ”more attractive, more

cheerful, and more successful” (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 73). Following Eckert (2001),

the discourse marker LIKE is a stylistic device functioning on a socio-symbolic

level by furnishing the construction of social categories. In this interpretation,

LIKE appeals to the interpersonal function of language by allowing speakers to

proactively deploy linguistic means to externalize their self-image, as with other

symbolic resources such as clothing.

Although Brinton’s (1996) list of discourse marker characteristics covers the

basic features quite accurately, the following section provides a more detailed ac-

count of features discussed by Brinton (1996) discusses in more general terms.

Besides providing some phonological characteristics of discourse markers, Quirk

et al. (1985: 631)5 offer predominantly syntactic criteria, such as the inability of

discourse markers to be the focus of cleft sentences; to be the basis of contrast in

alternative interrogation or negation; to be the basis of focused subjuncts; and to

come within the scope of predication pro-forms or ellipsis. For example:6

(3) a. . . . *It is nonetheless that you should send her the agenda.

b. . . . *Should you send her the agenda nonetheless or therefore?

c. . . . *You should only <nonetheLÈSS> send her the agenda.

5Quirk et al. (1985: 631–634)) call these items adverbials, or, more precisely, conjuncts, rather
than discourse markers.

6The following examples were taken from Quirk et al. (1985: 631)).
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Generally, discourse markers occur predominantly in spoken discourse, are very

frequent, are often stigmatized or denigrated, and are difficult to translate. Besides

being marginal with respect to word class, discourse markers never carry partici-

pant roles such as Agent, Location, Goal, etc., (Miller 2009: 319) and do not affect

the truth conditions of the propositional content of an utterance (Brinton 1996: 1,

Jucker and Ziv 1998b: 3). Hence, discourse particles do not add to the semantic

meaning7 of an utterance and, thus, appear to be dispensable elements which may

be removed without altering the truth conditions of the proposition. Therefore,

lexical forms are discourse markers only if they are ”grammatically optional, that

is, they do not change the semantic relationships between elements” (Fuller 2003;

Schiffrin cf. also 1988; Schourup cf. also 1999). Sankoff et al. (1997: 195) add that

discourse markers are subject to semantic bleaching as compared to their source

forms and undergo greater phonological reduction than their source forms.

In contrast to other clause elements, discourse markers have ”a relatively de-

tached and ’superordinate’ role’” (Quirk et al. 1985: 631). Hence, discourse mark-

ers fulfill pragmatic functions, indicating a speaker’s attitude about an utterance

or the speaker’s attitude towards the truth or the relevance of the proposition

conveyed in the utterance (Andersen cf. 1998; Blakemore 2004: 238–239). In this

respect, discourse markers serve to inform the hearer’s interpretation of what is

being said as well as helping the hearer to evaluate the speaker’s stance on the

proposition made. Linguistic ”[i]tems which have these properties are single words

such as conjunctions (but), adverbs (now, then), interjections (oh), or lexicalized

phrases (y’know, I mean, after all).” (Miller 2009: 320)

Sankoff et al. (1997) suggest that discourse markers are ”lexical items that

relate to discourse rather than to syntax or semantics” (Sankoff et al. 1997: 195).

In accordance with this view, Schiffrin (2001: 55–56), for example, elaborates

on the formal criteria – such as syntactical detachability and its position within

clausal structures – depicting discourse markers as non-obligatory, (predominantly)

7Schiffrin (2001: 58) as well as Siegel (2002) reject the claim that discourse markers do not add
to the propositional content of utterances. While Schiffrin (2001) holds that discourse markers
do add to the meaning of discourse to varying degrees, ”i.e. as when oh displays information
as ’new’ or ’unexpected’” (Schiffrin 2001: 58), Siegel (2002) argues that the discourse marker
LIKE changes the truth conditions before numerals, in existential THERE–constructions and in
sluicing sentences.
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utterance-initial items that function in relation to ongoing talk and text (Schiffrin

2001: 57).

Nevertheless, the classification of discourse markers remains difficult for two

reasons: firstly, the demarcation between homophonous and historically related

forms is by no means clear – in fact, their classification is a matter of degree, resem-

bling a continuum rather than a dichotomy. Therefore, morphologically identical

elements frequently belong to various parts of speech, making definite assignment

of function difficult. This is especially true because of the positional flexibility of

discourse particles. Secondly, discourse particles and their more functional, lexical

or grammatical counterparts, share not only morphological similarity, but also lin-

guistic ancestry. This means that the same form co-occurs in different functions in

real-time, representing different stages of grammticalization or ’pragmaticalization’

(Diewald cf. 2010, 2011; Günthner and Mutz cf. 2004).

3.2 Synopsis

This chapter has introduced and discussed what is generally and in this study

understood by the term discourse marker. In addition, this chapter has provided

a list of features typically associated with discourse markers and has shown that

LIKE is a member of this group because it shares almost all the features of other

discourse markers. Furthermore, this chapter served to discuss difficulties arising

when classifying elements as discourse markers which result from the fuzziness of

this concept.
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Chapter 4

Overview of previous research on

LIKE

The following chapter introduces previous research on LIKE. The first part of

the chapter is concerned with the diachronic development of the discourse marker

LIKE. In this context the notion of pragmaticalization is defined and discussed

with respect to its applicability to the present case. More specifically, the fol-

lowing chapter will present and discuss the most prominent theories of LIKE’s

grammaticalization and elaborate on the grammaticalization pathways of LIKE

proposed by these theories. In the following chapter, the focus is placed on the the

re-analysis of clause-medial LIKE and an alternative grammaticalization pathway

for clause-final LIKE. The second part recapitulates LIKE’s diachronic develop-

ment and discusses whether it has grammaticalized in parallel in various locations

simultaneously, or whether, when, and how it has spread from one or more source

varieties to other target varieties. Subsequently, this chapter will present previous

research on the attitudes associated with LIKE and on its syntactic positioning.

Finally, the chapter will discuss in detail the discourse-pragmatic functions of LIKE

and their relationship to its positioning within a clause. In addition, the final part

of this chapter will highlight related uses of like and discuss why they cannot be

regarded as realizations of LIKE, such as uses of like as a part of general extenders.
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4.1 The history of LIKE

4.1.1 Grammaticalization

The first question that comes to mind is how and from which forms vernacular

uses of LIKE developed. One possible explanation is related to the processes

of grammaticalization, i.e. ”[t]he process whereby lexical items take on certain

grammatical functions in certain linguistic environments [. . . ]. Grammaticaliza-

tion also refers to the process through which an already grammatical item takes

over new or additional grammatical functions” (Golato 2000: 33). In other words,

”[g]rammaticalization is a process of gradual change, and its products may have

different degrees of grammaticality” (Lehmann 1982: 13). Hence, the process

is unidirectional proceeding from lexical to grammatical. Nonetheless, there are

a significant number of cases contradicting the unidirectionality hypothesis, but

the number of exceptions is substantially lower than that which conforms to the

common pattern (Heine 2002: 97; Newmeyer 2000).

Although this concept is extremely powerful with respect to a number of sys-

tematic changes we observe when analyzing the history of languages, it is ques-

tionable whether this concept is adequate to account for the development not of

grammatical features, but pragmatically functional forms (cf. Auer and Günthner

2005; Wischer and Diewald 2002). Indeed, the validity of theories of grammatical-

ization with respect to pragmatic markers has recently led to several publications

addressing this very issue, i.e. differences and similarities between grammaticaliza-

tion and pragmaticalization (cf. Brinton 1996; Günthner and Mutz 2004; Hopper

and Traugott 2003; Traugott 1995, 1999; Traugott and Heine 1991). These stud-

ies focus specifically on whether the diachronic development of pragmatic markers

is best ascribed to pathways similar to the traditional notion of grammaticaliza-

tion, or whether their development constitutes a somewhat different process, i.e.

pragmaticalization (Diewald 2011: 374).

A first step towards accounting for pragmatic functions within a framework

of grammaticalization is to expand the definition to encompass ”the degree of

grammatical function a linguistic item has on a scale between purely lexical and

purely grammatical meaning. This entails both a diachronic and a synchronic
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perspective” (Wischer and Diewald 2002: ix). Taking Wischer and Diewald’s

position, grammaticalization is not limited to processes in diachrony as expressed

in Givón’s (1971) statement that ”[t]oday’s morphology is yesterday’s syntax”

(Givón 1971: 413), but it also refers to a continuum and relation between lexical

and grammatical function. Hence, we have two distinct and in part contradictory

concepts of grammaticalization (Günthner and Mutz 2004: 97–98).

This type of change which leads to discourse and pragmatic markers, to elements

which organize, structure, and contextualize discourse with respect to discourse-

pragmatic concerns and not with respect to sentence-grammatical concerns (e.g.,

congruence, binding), contradicts classical grammaticalization. (Günthner and

Mutz 2004: 98)

This type of change, which leads to the development of discourse-pragmatic

elements and not to grammatical elements, ”contradicts classical grammaticaliza-

tion” (Lehmann 1991, 1982; Günthner and Mutz 2004: 97). To allow differentia-

tion between these two more or less separate concepts, alternative terminologies

for the latter type of change have been introduced, e.g. degrammaticalization,

lexicalization, and pragmaticalization (Günthner and Mutz 2004: 97). In contrast

to Günthner and Mutz (2004), however, I will not differentiate between these two

concepts, but treat pragmaticalization as a subtype of grammaticalization which

thus serves as an umbrella concept. Indeed, Diewald (2011: 384) asserts that

. . . pragmaticalization is a specific instance of grammaticalization which shows the

crucial features of grammaticalization processes and is only distinguished from other

grammaticalization processes by the functional domain it leads to and by some con-

comitant structural features (e.g., low degree of syntactic integration). As prag-

maticalization (understood in these terms) is one instance of grammaticalization

among many others, there is no reason to treat it on par with grammaticalization,

i.e., on the same hierarchical level, in a classification of types of language change.

(Diewald 2011: 384)

Concerning the grammaticalization of discourse markers, Traugott (1995, 1999))

proposed that the pathways involved are not arbitrary, but share several distinc-

tive features. For example, Traugott (1999) observes that the vast majority of

discourse markers develop out of adverbs and conjunctions, thereby going through

distinct phases. In a first step, the elements undergoing this process become in-

creasingly decategorized into less central grammatical categories, i.e. discourse
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or cohesion markers (Günthner and Mutz 2004: 84). The next stage is marked

by an increase in subjectification and pragmatic function: ”meaning tends to be-

come increasingly situated in the speaker’s subjective belief-state/attitude toward

the situation (Traugott and König 1991: 205). The direction of change follows a

trajectory from textual or referential to an interpersonal or metatextual meaning.

Another aspect characteristic of such processes is a broadening of scope from

sentential to extra-sentential. On the one hand, this can encompasses an increase in

scope from connecting clauses to indicating their relation with each other. On the

other, it refers to an increase in scope from a single inner-clausal constituent such

as a single phrase to larger constructions and subsequently clauses and sentences.

Finally, while pragmatic or discourse markers profit from semantic bleaching as

the resulting vagueness allows these elements to acquire new functions and fill

formerly restricted positions, the initial meaning still resonates in these new uses.

In the case of LIKE, this semantic bleaching is reminiscent of the similarity relation

expressed by the comparative preposition which is still present – though to a lesser

degree – in its so-called core meaning. According to Schourup (1982, 1985), the

core meaning of vernacular uses of LIKE is to express a ”possible unspecified minor

nonequivalence of what is said and what is meant” (Schourup 1982: 31). Thus,

LIKE informs the listener about a similarity and non-identity between the actual

and the intended utterance.

This schematic explanation does not provide an explanation of why discourse

markers develop in the first place. A plausible hypothesis is given by Heine (2002:

85–86), who redefines processes of grammaticalization in terms of semantic change

(Heine 2002: 84). To account for semantic changes within a theory of gram-

maticalization, Heine (2002) introduces a four-stage model of grammaticalization

which describes the process by which a form-meaning pair acquires an additional

new meaning. More specifically, Heine’s (2002) model depicts the conditions for

re-analysis by which the meaning and function of like changed into the present-

day form LIKE. The basic idea is that the initial form or construction is used in

a specific context, i.e. in bridging contexts, which allows for or ”gives rise to an

inference in favor of a new meaning” (Heine 2002: 86). This stage is crucial, as the

new context triggers a reanalysis of the element in question. It is this re-analysis

of the traditional form in this specific context which gives rise to the new seman-
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tic meanings or, as will be argued subsequently, pragmatic function. In a third

stage, the form is used in a context which is compatible with the newly acquired,

but not with the traditional meaning. The last stage of the process consists of

conventionalization, i.e. the new ”meaning no longer needs to be supported by

the context that gave rise to it; it may be used in new contexts” (Heine 2002:

86). Heine’s model differs from a related precursor introduced by Diewald (1999),

concentrating particularly on semantic change (Traugott and König 2002: 117).

4.1.2 The grammaticalization of LIKE

Throughout the past two decades, the grammaticalization of LIKE has attracted

the attention of researchers, leading to various publications on this topic. Most

scholars agree that the discourse marker LIKE originated from the comparative

preposition which in the course of time lost lexical meaning. The resulting lexically

bleached variants exhibit an increase in syntactical flexibility; as Andersen puts

it: ”It is obvious that the word like is undergoing a process of grammaticalization

from a lexical item to a particle which has greater syntactic freedom and is to

some degree semantically reduced” (Andersen 1997: 40). The grammaticalization

of LIKE is, nevertheless, presumed to be ongoing, as LIKE continues to intrude into

formerly constrained syntactical environments (D’Arcy 2005). The assertion that

this grammaticalization process is ongoing is supported by the multifunctionality

of LIKE, which is commonly regarded as indicative of ongoing grammaticalization

(cf. Romaine and Lange 1991; Buchstaller 2001a).

One of the first studies on the grammaticalization of LIKE was published by

Meehan (1991), who provided a historical account not only of the development of

the discourse marker LIKE, but of the historical development of the general linguis-

tic form like. Meehan’s (1991) model of LIKE grammaticalization is strictly linear

and unidirectional in nature despite allowing for various forms of like occurring in

synchrony.

Although not strictly limited to the discourse marker LIKE, Meehan’s (1991)

approach resulted in the introduction of the notion of a ’core-meaning’, often

paraphrased as ’similar to’ meaning which is more or less salient in most forms of

like including occurrences of LIKE as an adjective, adverb, conjunction, discourse
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marker, quotative, and noun. This core meaning dates back as early as the 14th

century and functions to express a similarity relation by facilitating comparison.

A closely related interpretation of LIKE’s core meaning expresses approximation,

which can be paraphrased as meaning ’similar to’ and commonly occurs in the

context of quantity phrases.

The more specific type, which developed from the core meaning of LIKE and

which represents a later stage of the grammaticalization process, is its use as a

conjunction. This form of like can be paraphrased as meaning ’as if’. It differs

from the approximating function in that it has broader scope, and can take entire

clauses, while comparative and approximating like predominately introduce post-

verbal noun phrases (Meehan 1991: 40).

A more recent type of like, which originated in the 19th century and which

can be paraphrased with ’for example’ and replaced by ’such as’, is characterized

by a further broadening of scope, as it can take either NPs, PPs, or entire clause

as its complements ”indicating that the meaning is becoming more generalized”

(Meehan 1991: 43). In addition, the information within the scope of this form

tends to be new and focus the listener’s attention. In contrast to discourse marker

LIKE, this form cannot be removed without making the sentences ungrammatical,

and thus, still has enough lexical content not be considered ”simply a marker of

new information” (Meehan 1991: 43).

While Meehan (1991) proposed that LIKE originated from the comparative

preposition and follows a sequential channel, Romaine and Lange (1991) proposed

a somewhat similar grammaticalization path for LIKE based on Traugott’s (1982)

model. Although their model focuses on the syntactical development, Romaine

and Lange (1991) also include basic pragmatic and semantic aspects, such as a ba-

sic core meaning of LIKE equivalent to expressing approximation, comparison, or

similarity. Romaine and Lange’s (1991) consider LIKE to have developed diachron-

ically from a comparative preposition, to a conjunction, to a discourse marker, and

to a quotative complement. In contrast to Meehan’s model, however, Romaine and

Lange’s (1991) recategorization model is not strictly sequential, but rather branch-

ing, as a ”linear model of grammaticalization is inadequate to account for these

developments [the multifunctionality of LIKE in synchrony]” (Romaine and Lange

1991: 262). According to Romaine and Lange (1991), LIKE derives from the com-
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parative preposition which takes a nominal complement. During an intermediate

step, the scope of like widens from nominal to a sentential complement when like

begins functioning as a conjunction. Only then is like reanalyzed as a ”discourse

marker with syntactic detachability and mobility” (Brinton and Traugott 2005:

23).

Figure 6: Grammaticalization path for like (Romaine and Lange 1991: 261)

A more recent model introduced by Buchstaller (2001b) and elaborated on in

Fleischman and Yaguello (2004) is based on Lakoff’s (1990) radial structure model.

The need for modification derives from the fact that the grammaticalization chan-

nel as proposed by Traugott and Heine (1991) fails to show how ”the synchron-

ically co-existing meanings overlap and reinforce each other” (Buchstaller 2001b:

31). Buchstaller’s (2001b) model links interrelated semantic-pragmatic pathways,

hence, enabling a more systematic account of LIKE’s multifunctionality which is

portrayed as a network rather than a sequential or branching channel:

The links between the synchronically co-occurring and often overlap-

ping uses of like are metaphorical and metonymical extensions from

one common comparative/approximative core and conversationaliza-

tions of conversational implicatures. They extended to a network of

relations. The diverse functions that like has assumed synchronically

are motivated by this model – they cannot be predicted but they are

explained. (Buchstaller 2001b: 33)

Similar to those previously depicted, Buchstaller’s model also includes and
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heavily depends on the notion of an underlying common core meaning which ”is

very closely related to its approximative semantics” (Buchstaller 2001b: 32) and

is assumed to be comparative/approximative in nature. On theoretical grounds

based on Haiman (1989), Buchstaller (2001b: 32) argues that, as comparisons

highlight those elements which are compared, the link between focusing and com-

parison is salient and thereby links the comparative core meaning of LIKE to its

focusing function.

This does not, however, answer the question of how focusing can give rise

to either LIKE’s occurrence as an epistemic hedge or to pragmatic hedging. To

address this issue, Buchstaller (2001b) argues that by signaling looseness of fit

between two compared items, on a propositional level LIKE can be interpreted as

an epistemic hedge. In support for her argument, Buchstaller notes that ”the path

from comparison to a hedge of epistemic uncertainty seems to be a well-trodden one

cross-linguistically” (Buchstaller 2001b: 32). LIKE’s pragmatic function is derived

from the epistemic hedge as a face-saving device, which can be reinterpreted as

a pragmatic hedge when it is ”transferred to an interpersonal, affective level”

(Buchstaller 2001b: 32).

LIKE is used as a filler most often when formulating problems arise (Buch-

staller 2001b: 32; Siegel 2002) and can thus be accounted for in a psycholinguistic

framework. Its filling function may have originated as an extension of its pragmatic

hedging function (Buchstaller 2001b: 32). Buchstaller’s fundamental argument is

that while the semantics of LIKE – the comparative ’similar to’ sense – make it

an ideal filling item, it also ”works on the interpersonal level, as a floor-holding

device, and as a signal of production problems” (Buchstaller 2001b: 32).

The link between the focusing and the quotative function of LIKE, on the

other hand, is ”explained [. . . ] by the fact that quotations are very often the

most focused part of an utterance as they display immediacy and interpersonal

involvement” (Buchstaller 2001b: 32). In addition, quotative LIKE commonly

does not introduce actual utterances, but approximations, i.e. utterances which

are not exact replications of utterances, but serve to illustrate what could have

been uttered in the respective situation. The comparative core of the quotative

LIKE allows for its classification ”as a hedge both on the referential and on the

interpersonal level, as the speaker retains a reduced responsibility with respect to
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what was said and how” (Buchstaller 2001b: 33).

Buchstaller’s model explains LIKE’s factual multifunctionality in synchrony

as well as its diachronic development in terms of metonymical and metaphorical

extensions of its comparative/approximating core meaning without limiting itself

to a ”clear-cut linear grammaticalisation path, such as the ones postulated by

Traugott and Heine (1991)” (Buchstaller 2001b: 33). Further evidence for her

proposed model is drawn from cross-linguistic data which indicate a general link

between the core meaning of comparison and its derived functions such as focusing

or hedging, especially as items from similar semantic source-domains follow parallel

semantic-pragmatic paths of development in unrelated languages such as English

and Thai (Buchstaller 2001b: 33).

The latest model accounting for the development of LIKE has been proposed

by D’Arcy (2005: 5), who offers a more refined version of the unidirectional model

introduced by Romaine and Lange (1991) and theoretically grounded in the frame-

work offered by Traugott (1995) and Brinton (1996).

Figure 7: Grammaticalization path of like as proposed by D’Arcy (2005: 218–219)

D’Arcy (2005: 51–73) certainly provides a compelling analysis of the discourse-

pragmatic processes accompanying the grammaticalization of LIKE, such as sub-

jectification and a shift from textual to interpersonal meaning; hence, D’Arcy

(2005) – similar to Traugott and König (1991) and Traugott (1995) – consoders

grammaticalization to be a process of unidirectional pragmatic strengthening. Ac-

cording to this view, the cline or grammaticalization channel of LIKE proceeds

from ”non-pragmatic (propositional) to pragmatic (i.e. textual/metalinguistic,

subjective/interpersonal) meaning” (Brinton 1991: 154).

D’Arcy (2005) reasonably assumes that the grammaticalization pathway of

LIKE starts at the comparative preposition like or the conjunction like, which is

best glossed as ’as if ’. Subsequently, the clause-marginal sentence adverb emerged
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which then developed into the discourse marker LIKE. Clause-medial LIKE is,

according to D’Arcy (2005: 218), a later development. While Traugott (1995)

and Brinton (1996) offer analyses for the grammaticalization of discourse markers

in general, their models are problematic when they applied to LIKE. For exam-

ple, in applying Traugott’s (1995) model, D’Arcy (2005) makes a very compelling

argument for a grammaticalization path of LIKE, beginning with the compara-

tive preposition, to sentence adverb, to discourse marker, to discourse particle.

Nonetheless, D’Arcy (2005: 69) admits that she has ”no straightforward explana-

tion for this positional shift”, suggesting that equivalent trajectories are attested

to for similar forms such as conjunctions (sentence final but and sentence final

though) and discourse markers (indeed, besides) (cf. Traugott 1995).

With respect to semantics, several authors propose a direct link between the

similarity relation expressed by the comparative preposition and the hedging func-

tion of clause-medial LIKE (Buchstaller 2001b: 23–24; Romaine and Lange 1991:

260–261). Finally, the change from comparative forms, which establish similarity

relations, to hedging devices is by no means unexpected – in fact, similar de-

velopments are attested to in several languages (Fleischman and Yaguello 2004;

Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 1998; Sankoff et al. 1997).

4.1.3 Interim synopsis

This part of the chapter has presented and briefly discussed the concepts of gram-

maticalization and defined pragmaticalization as one of its subordinate processes.

In addition, it has provided the most prominent theories of LIKE’s grammati-

calization. The most common theory with respect to the grammaticalization of

LIKE proposes that LIKE developed from the comparative preposition (D’Arcy

2005; Meehan 1991; Romaine and Lange 1991: cf.[).

The following chapter will briefly recapitulate LIKE’s diachronic development

and discuss the issue of whether it has grammaticalized in parallel in various

locations simultaneously or whether, when, and how it has spread from one or

more source varieties to other target varieties. Subsequently, this chapter will

present previous research on the attitudes associated with LIKE and previous

claims about its syntactic positioning.
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4.2 The development of LIKE

The previous account of LIKE’s grammaticalization raises the question as to ex-

actly when LIKE developed and how its development is linked to the sociolinguistic

perspective adopted here.

At first sight, it may appear that the discourse marker LIKE is a single, ho-

mogenous form occurring in all possible utterance positions and syntactic environ-

ments. A more fine-grained analysis of this form reveals, however, that LIKE is

multifaceted. Until the latter half of the twentieth century, LIKE was commonly

regarded as non-standard, colloquial, or even vulgar (Jespersen 1954: 417) and

assumed to be either a meaningless interjection akin to elements such as uhm, and

mh, or an ”expletive to provide emphasis or pause” (Morris 1969: 757; Romaine

and Lange 1991: 245). Early accounts of LIKE in slang and dialect dictionaries

depict it as a traditional, dialectal or non-standard feature of English (e.g. Wright

1857, 1902; Grant and Dixon 1921; Partridge 1984). These early accounts focused

mainly on clause-final LIKE as in (4), a variant which is commonly associated with

Northern British varieties of English (Hedevind 1967: 237) and which has more

recently been described as ”archaic or traditional (and obsolescing)” (D’Arcy 2005:

5).

(4) a. Well I mean it’s up to yourself<,> it’s up to you like. (ICE-Ireland:S1B-

016$A)

b. I feel we sh’d both be better for a change like (Jespersen 1954: 418)

c. And she was good in the Who Dunnit like. (ICE-Ireland:S1A-018$A)

According to several authors (e.g. Andersen 1998, 2000, 2001; D’Arcy 2005;

Siegel 2002; Tagliamonte 2005), a supposedly more recent and innovative American

variant has quickly been gaining ground, especially in the language of teenagers.

With respect to the origin of this innovative variant of LIKE, Andersen (2001)

states that it is ”said to have its roots in New York City counterculture groups

(jazz, cool and beat) in the 1960s” (Andersen 2001: 216, cf. also Wentworth

and Flexner 1967; Chapman et al. 1986; Simpson et al. 1989: 946). Although

Croucher (2004a) claims that LIKE, along with you know, ”were implanted in

the American culture by a popular creation in the 1980s, ’Valley Girls’” (Croucher
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2004a: 38), this is probably incorrect as there are various attestations of vernacular

uses of LIKE predating the mid- to late twentieth century. In fact, both Croucher’s

(2004a) and Andersen’s (2001) hypotheses are qualified by D’Arcy (2005); D’Arcy

(2007). Based on her analysis of LIKE use in Toronto English, she concludes that

”the vernacular forms are not twentieth-century innovations that originate from

the Valley Girls. Only the quotative may be sourced to this group; the rest have

extended histories in the English language” (D’Arcy 2007: 411). Consider D’Arcy

(2007: 411) on this issue:

The combination of empirical data from regional dialects of British English and

the apparent-time results from Toronto suggest that the nonquotative vernacular

functions of like have been increasing in frequency over the last 65 years or so,

and the marker for seemingly longer still. In other words, they represent change in

progress and cannot be isolated to the North American context.

In addition to D’Arcy (2005); D’Arcy (2007), Meehan (1991) and Schweinberger

(2013) emphasize that vernacular uses of LIKE have a long-standing history dating

back to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The OED also provides

various examples from this era as, for instance, in (5). The OED describes such

instances of LIKE as dialectal and vulgar used ”parenthetically to qualify a pre-

ceding statement: = ’as it were’, ’so to speak’. Also, colloq. (orig. US), as a

meaningless interjection or expletive.” (OED, 2nd ed., 1989; online version March

2011).

(5) a. Father grew quite uneasy, like, for fear of his Lordship’s taking offence.

(1778:F. Burney Evelina II. xxiii. 222)

b. In an ordinary way like. (1826:J. Wilson Noctes Ambrosianae xxvii, in

Blackwoods Edinb. Mag. July 91)

c. If your Honour were more amongst us, there might be more discipline

like. (1838:E. Bulwer-Lytton Alice I. ii. iii. 157)

d. Why like, it’s gaily nigh like, to four mile like. (1840:T. De Quincey

Style in Blackwood’s Edinb. Mag. Sept. 398/1)

The examples dating back to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are almost

exclusively clause-final uses of LIKE. The earliest instances of clause-initial LIKE
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provided in the OED date back to the middle of the twentieth century as in (6).

Clause-medial LIKE as in (7) seems to be an even later development, as the first

attestations provided by the OED appear in data from the early 1970s.

(6) a. Like how much can you lay on [i.e. give] me? (1950:Neurotica Autumn

45)

b. What will be the contradictions that produce further change? Like,

it seems to me that it would be virtually impossible to avoid some

contradictions. (1973:Black Panther 17 Nov. 9/4)

(7) To concoct some fiendish scheme that might like give youse a fightin’

chance. (1971:’H. Calvin’ Poison Chasers xiii. 170)

However, while D’Arcy (2005) and Schweinberger (2012) concur that clause-

final LIKE grammaticalized much earlier than clause-initial and clause-medial

LIKE, the timeline suggested by the OED examples for clause-initial and clause-

medial LIKE requires revisiting. To elaborate: Romaine and Lange (1991: 270)

hypothesize that vernacular uses of LIKE have probably been around for more

than a century (cf. also D’Arcy 2007: 401). Schweinberger (2013) offers further

evidence for D’Arcy (2007) interpretation and provides examples of clause-medial

LIKE occurring in the speech of Northern Irish English speakers aged 65 and older

as in (8).

(8) a. There not so much work, like, on farms around here now. (NITCS:L17.3#

I LD37; Protestant female aged 65 to 75)

b. Well, I don’t really know much, like, about making cheese. (NITCS:L12.3#

I LM25; Catholic female aged 65 to 75)

c. It was off, like, the road this number of years, it is. (NITCS:L7.3# I

WG23; Protestant male aged 65 to 75)

d. Oh, aye, aye. They were very awkward things to shoe. You know, you

could hardly get the feet off the ground, they were, like, stupid, you

know. (NITCS:L7.3# I TF80; Catholic male aged 65 to 75)

This finding is corroborated by apparent-time evidence provided by D’Arcy

(2007: 400), who concludes that . . .
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[t]his suggests that the marker was already a feature of the vernacular before it

was associated with the Beat and jazz groups of the 1950s and 1960s. In fact,

working from the apparent-time hypothesis, in the 1930s, when these 80-year-olds

were teenagers, like must have been relatively frequent in the ambient language

as a discourse marker, a usage inherited by these speakers from the previous gen-

erations. The added perspective afforded by the British data further jeopardizes

the plausibility of the counterculture genesis hypothesis. As both a marker and a

particle, like is attested among the oldest speakers in the English, Scottish, and

Northern Irish communities considered here, raising troubling questions about the

American roots of these forms more generally.

Nonetheless, extrapolating from apparent-time data to real-time is not unprob-

lematic (cf. section 2.4.1); hence, D’Arcy’s (2007) assertions require complemen-

tary real-time evidence to be conclusive (D’Arcy 2007: 400–401). Indeed, early

instances of thediscourse marker LIKE can be observed in historical material in-

cluded in the Corpus of Irish English (Hickey 2003). Consider (9):

(9) a. MIRABELL: By your leave, Witwoud, that were like enquiring after

an old Fashion, to ask a Husband for his Wife. (Congreve, William

1700:The Way of the World; Corpus of Irish English)

b. ’Judy’s out a luck,’ said I, striving to laugh ’I’m out a luck,’ said he,

and I never saw a man look so cast down; he took up the halfpenny

off the flag, and walked away quite sobered like by the shock. (Edge-

worth, Maria 1801:Castle Rackrent, an Hibernian Tale; Corpus of Irish

English)

c. She was dressed like a mad woman, moreover, more than like any

one I ever saw afore or since, and I could not lake my eyes off her.

(Edgeworth, Maria 1801:Castle Rackrent, an Hibernian Tale; Corpus

of Irish English)

The instances in (9) seriously challenge the assumption that clause-medial

LIKE is a twentieth-century development and substantiate D’Arcy’s (2007) tenta-

tive assertions that LIKE neither originated in North American English, nor did

it grammaticalize in the twentieth century.
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4.3 Spread or parallel development?

The fact that vernacular uses of LIKE have a long history dating back about two

centuries, poses a serious question: why did it take so long for discourse LIKE

to start spreading and become the salient feature of contemporary vernacular

English? In other words, why did LIKE remain in stasis for most of its lifetime,

until the latter half of the twentieth century? The short answer is that – despite not

having originated in AmE – it is quite plausible that the association of LIKE with

US American pop culture1 triggered the spread of this non-standard form (Labov

2001: 307). According to this view, the use of LIKE as a marker of identity or as

a form expressing covert prestige within certain speech communities in the United

States may have caused the dramatic rise in frequency. If we follow this account,

the increase in the use of clause-medial LIKE in AmE may have reinforced its

spread to or increase in varieties of English as an effect of globalization, specifically

Americanization.

Meyerhoff and Niedzielski (2003) draw attention to a non-trivial issue concern-

ing the analysis of global spread: before prematurely assuming that a feature is

spreading out of an epicenter where the feature in question developed, parallel

developments must be ruled out (Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003: 546). Indeed,

Levey (2006) asserts that the development of elements functioning similar to En-

glish LIKE have been attested to in a variety of typologically distinct languages,

leading him to hypothesize that the emergence of discourse markers has its ori-

gin ”in underlying principles of conceptualising particular semantic domains which

motivate trajectories of grammaticalisation” (Levey 2006: 417). Moreover, Levey

(2006: 417) states that

. . . [t]here is accumulating evidence (cf. Andersen 1997; Meyerhoff and Niedzielski

1998; Fleischman 1999; Maschler 2001) of analogous discourse uses of like-lexemes

in a range of languages. These cross-linguistic analogues exhibit striking parallels:

they can be used in a variety of syntactic positions to sequence chunks of discourse,

to hedge propositions, mark focus, and foreground reported speech/thought.

Indeed, the list of languages in which discourse markers have emerged possess-

ing both functional as well as developmental analogies with LIKE is remarkable

1In this context, the question of whether the reference category was New York counterculture
groups or the Californian ’Valley Girls’ is secondary and, hence, negligible.
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(Levey 2006: 417–18): Canadian French comme (Sankoff et al. 1997: 205); He-

brew kaze (Maschler 2001: 296); Bislama olsem (Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 1998:

239); Finnish niinku (Fleischman 1999; Heine and Kuteva 2002); Swedish liksom

(Kotsinas 1994: 84); and Italian tipo (che) (De Mauro et al. 1993; Fleischman

1999). According to Levey (2006: 418), Fleischman (1999) even extends this list

to encompass German, Japanese, Lahu, Portuguese and Russian.

Given that discourse markers such as LIKE appear to follow a consistent tra-

jectory, Levey (2006) concludes that ”these discourse markers cannot be easily as-

cribed to borrowing processes or common genetic inheritance” (Levey 2006: 418).

This commonality is suggestive and it is tempting to believe that the omnipres-

ence of LIKE in geographically distinct varieties of English reflects parallel devel-

opments rather than diffusion from a common epicenter. In particular, Meyerhoff

and Niedzielski (2003) draw attention to the fact that, when analyzing features in

geographically discontinuous locales, scholars should confirm that the same linguis-

tic constraints operate on identical forms (Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003: 544).

According to this view, a similarity of constraints legitimizes the hypothesis that

a form has spread from variety A to variety B, while diverging constraints signal

parallel development (Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003: 545–546).

While establishing or reaffirming norms for good practice is undoubtedly a sine

qua non, the present study argues against the primacy of language-internal con-

straints and stresses the importance of - language-external social factors. Hence,

the justification for assuming the spread instead of parallel development relies not

on the similarity of linguistic constraints but on the historical timeline. Indeed,

the hypothesis that LIKE developed independently is inadequate to explain the

discrepancy between the origin of this feature about two centuries ago and its re-

cent global increase, i.e. over the past fifty or so years. Hence, it is implausible

that LIKE use remained locally confined to EngE and IrE at a constant level for

about two centuries until it developed independently in various regionally distinct

varieties within a period of thirty or so years. The improbability of this scenario

as well as the abundant exposure to AmE vernacular in the media, leads me to

conclude that the global availability of LIKE is a result of spread, but not of inde-

pendent, parallel development, though parallel development cannot be ruled out

entirely.
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The nature of this spread is complex in that the most probable scenario consists

of three distinct stages. During its first stage, clause-final LIKE spread from

southern parts of England outward to Ireland and Scotland. This interregional

diffusion probably took place during the late eigthteenth and ninetheenth centuries.

This hypothesis is supported by two observations. First, clause-final LIKE is

attested to in rural dialects across Britain – according to the global synopsis of

Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi (2004: 1162–1163) focussing LIKE one of the most

widespread non-standard features across the British Isles and it is attested in

seven out of eight British varieties surveyed in Kortmann et al. (2004) – which

indicates that clause-final LIKE had diffused into almost all regions of mainland

Britain. Secondly, the elevated frequencies of clause-final LIKE in Ireland (cf.

section 7.4.1.3) and Scotland (cf.e.g. Romaine and Lange 1991) compared to its

frequencies in southern parts of Britain (cf. section 7.3) suggest that clause-final

LIKE represents a calque from earlier forms of English which have strongly been

influenced and have borrowed thoroughly from earlier forms of standard English.

The second wave of outward spread took place during the late ninetheenth and

early twentieth centuries. During this phase, LIKE was introduced to colonial

settlements in Australia and New Zealand as well as Northern American varieties

of English. In addition, LIKE continued to affect the dialect formation of IrE and

was adopted due to its functionality as a pragmatic element of the target variety.

This scenario is supported by the use of clause-final LIKE among older speakers in

Toronto and historical data of NZE (cf. D’Arcy 2007) and attestations of clause-

final LIKE in the speech of 65- to 75-year old speakers in IrE data compiled during

the early 1970s (Schweinberger 2013). The third and final phase of spread took

place during the latter half of the twentieth century and had as its source not

Britain, but the United States. The empirical support for this third phase lies

in the omnipresence of LIKE in inner and outer circle varieties – according to

the Electronic World Altas of Varieties of English it is used in at least 48 of the

74 varieties included in that data (Kortmann and Lunkenheimer 2011). The stark

contrast between the fact that LIKE was until 50 years ago attested predominantly

in the British Isles and some colonial varieties, on the one hand, and the current

situation, on the other hand, where it is common in most varieties of English

around the world strongly suggests that there must have been a third phase of
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spread. In the global synopsis (chapter 8), it will be argued that this third wave

of spead relied, on the one hand, on the culturally dominant role and prestige of

AmE and, on the other, it relied on dialect contact in the wake of WWII and on

the omnipresence of audio-visual mass media, i.e. television and radio, as a means

of diffusion.

4.4 LIKE across varieties of English

After taking a closer look at how LIKE developed, we are now in a position to

survey its use across varieties of English today. This section will start by providing

a general overview of where LIKE is attested based on Kortmann et al.’s (2004)

survey and then proceed by focusing more specifically on distinct regions and

summarize what individual studies have come to conclude about LIKE use in

these regions.

Although, systematic surveys of the occurrence and frequency of the discourse

marker LIKE are presently still wanting, LIKE as a focusing device is widely

attested across the varieties of English surveyed in Kortmann et al. (2004).

Figure 8: Like as a focussing device across varieties of English (adopted from
Kortmann and Lunkenheimer (2011)

In both Kortmann et al. (2004) and Kortmann and Lunkenheimer (2011), LIKE

is unanimously referred to as focusing LIKE. I will presume here that this label
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encompasses all uses of LIKE, whether they are deployed as focus markers or not.

According to Kortmann et al. (2004), LIKE is a widespread feature. In fact, it

is listed as a pervasive or obligatory feature in eleven varieties, as a feature that

is neither pervasive nor obligatory in 19 varieties and a feature that exists albeit

extremely rarely in twelve of the 74 varieties of English included in Kortmann

et al. (2004) (cf. Figure reffig8). However, its absence is attested in 26 varieties

included in the survey.

LIKE appears to be particularly frequent in traditional L1 and high-contact L1

varieties: LIKE is attested in seven out of ten traditional L1 varieties – in four of

which it is even listed as pervasive or obligatory – and in twenty out of twenty-one

high-contact L1 varieties (cf. Kortmann et al. 2004; Kortmann and Lunkenheimer

2011). This means that it is attested in 87 percent of the L1 varieties surveyed

in Kortmann et al. (2004). However, its absence is typically attested for English-

based Creoles and Pidgins (cf. Figure 8 & Table 2).

What is striking about Table 2 is the decrease in use and attestations from left

to right, i.e. from traditional L1 and high-contact L1 varieties on the one hand to

English-based creoles and Pidgins on the other. This impression is substantiated

by progression of the percentages which are added in brackets next to the numbers

in Table 2: the higher values in L1 varieties are typically to the upper left while

the highest values among English-based Creoles and Pidgins are to the lower right.

With respect to region, there appears to be a trend that LIKE use is par-

ticularly common on the British Isles, in North America and in Australia and

New Zealand, while it is typically absent from varieties spoken in Africa and the

Caribbean (cf. Figure 8). This regional distribution does, however, reflect the dis-

tribution of different types of varieties, i.e. traditional L1 varieties vs. high-contact

L1 varieties vs. indiginized L2 varieties vs. English-based Creoles vs. Pidgins.

Nevertheless, according to Kortmann et al. (2004) and other sources, LIKE is par-

ticularly frequent in AusE (Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi 2004: 1163, 1174), NZE

(Miller 2009: 317–337), and in IrE (Amador-Moreno 2010: 36–41; Harris 1993:

176; Hickey 2007: 376; Siemund et al. 2009: 21–30; Schweinberger 2012), as well

as across the British Isles (Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi 2004: 1162), especially

across northern non-standard varieties (Kortmann 2004: 1100; Beal 2004: 136)

which have been refered to as Celtic Englishes (Kortmann 2004: 1100). It is also
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accounted for in the Southeast of England (Anderwald 2004); in CanE (D’Arcy

2005)2, North AmE3 (Buchstaller 2001b; Dailey-O’Cain 2000; Fuller 2003; Schou-

rup 1982, 1985; Siegel 2002); in IndE (Siemund et al. 2009; Valentine 1991); and in

dialects and Creole varieties in the Americas and the Caribbean, e.g. Appalachian

English, Newfoundland English, Chicano English, Belizean Creole, South Eastern

American English enclave dialects, Trinidadian and mesolectal Tobagonian Cre-

oles (Bayley and Santa Ana 2004; Schneider 2004: 1115; in Nigerian Pidgin and

Cameroon English (Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi 2004: 1182)).

The following subsections will elaborate on this survey and provides a more fine-

grained overview of LIKE use across varieties of English, combining the regional

distribution of LIKE use with a description of its positioning, origin, and pragmatic

functions.

4.4.1 LIKE on the British Isles

In the Northeastern varieties of English in the British Isles, ”as in Scots, like is used

as a focusing device, with different discourse functions according to its position in

the sentence. The most traditional function is as an emphatic device in clause-final

position” (Beal 2004: 136), as in (10):

(10) I’m a Geordie, me, like (Beal 2004: 135)

Beal (2004) furthermore states that in clause-final position LIKE ”can also be

used in interrogatives, where it often conveys a sense of interest or surprise” (Beal

2004: 136) as in (11), but it can also occur in clause-initial position to introduce

or focus on a new topic as in (12):

(11) How’d you get away with that like? (Beal 2004: 136)

(12) Like for one round five quid, that was like three quid, like two-fifty each.

(Beal 2004: 136)

With respect to clause-medial LIKE, Beal (2004) notes that ”in younger speak-

ers, in the North-east as in many other parts of the English-speaking world, like is

2D’Arcy (2005) used data compiled in the city of Toronto, exclusively.
3Siegel (2002) used data compiled in the city of Philadelphia, exclusively.
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also used within clauses, often as an explanatory device [as in (13)]. This means

that like can occur several times within one sentence in the speech of younger

people North-east of England” (Beal 2004: 136) as in (12) above.

(13) They were like lightning, as they say, . . . his legs. (Beal 2004: 136)

Beal’s (2004) analysis supports the view that clause-medial LIKE is a rather

new phenomenon which has entered northern varieties of British English by being

adopted primarily by younger age-cohorts especially. In addition, she notes that

quotative be like, as with clause-medial LIKE, has only recently entered northern

varieties of English and that only speaakers born after 1974 have used it in the

NECTE corpus.

A similar picture is described by Anderwald (2004) and Andersen (2001) with

respect to the south-eastern dialects of England, where ”the discourse marker like

seems to be an imported feature from the U.S.” (Andersen 2001: 216). In addition,

Anderwald (2004: 192) notes that ”[l]ike innit, the pragmatic marker like is used

almost exclusively by adolescents and young adults” and according to Andersen,

83 percent of the tokens of the pragmatic marker like are uttered by speakers aged

41 or younger in his material (cf. Anderwald 2004: 225). In contrast to Beal, who

promotes the view that LIKE is predominantly a focus marker, Anderwald notes

that LIKE ”has a wide range of functions: it is used in ’ad hoc constructions’,

i.e. for purposes of approximation and exemplification [as in (14a) and (14b)]; it

is used to construct a metalingistic focus [as in (15)]; it is used as a quotative

after BE [. . . ], and, very frequently, it is a hesitational device or a discourse link

(Andersen 2001: 209–299)” (Anderwald 2004: 192–193) as in (16) below:

(14) a. It’s just like all sticking out all over the place. (Andersen 2001: 237)

b. You know what I mean it’s like all plotted (Andersen 2001: 237)

(15) It’s like one day developing, right (Andersen 2001: 242)

(16) I know and like . . . on Friday yeah . . . (Andersen 2001: 255)

The hypothesis that clause-medial LIKE has developed rather recently is sup-

ported by the fact that ”pragmatic like is not found in FRED material, which dates

from the 1970s and the 1980s and contains the speech of mostly older speakers”
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(Anderwald 2004: 193). However, Anderwald also notes with respect to clause-

final LIKE that ”the use of a distinct, ’traditional’ dialectal like [is attested] for

the Southeast of England as well, supporting Andersen’s hunch that this dialectal

like is not exclusively a northern phenomenon” (Anderwald 2004: 192–193) as in

examples (17) and (18) from FRED.

(17) but they ’re dead and gone now like. And eh, I went out with eh,. . . (FRED

LND 003 from Anderwald 2004: 193)

(18) Used to come down here like and have the day (FRED KEN 001 from

Anderwald 2004: 193)

Anderwald (2004) also remarks that clause-final LIKE is ”quite distinct from

the new [clause-medial] uses as recorded in COLT by Andersen” (Anderwald 2004:

193). The absence of clause-medial LIKE in the FRED data lets Anderwald sus-

pect that ”[it] is not implausible however that London is the source for the outward

spread of these new - imported – uses of like, especially - perhaps most notably

– of quotative like which is currently being recorded all over Great Britain (cf.

Macaulay 2001)” (Anderwald 2004: 193).

In Scottish English, ”[t]here are two constructions with like, both discussed in

detail in Miller and Weinert (1998). The older construction has like in clause-final

position and is used by speakers to provide explanations and forestall objections”

(Miller 2009: 69–70) as in (19) below. LIKE also occurs in interrogative clauses,

in which case ”like can be paraphrased as IT clefts. [. . . ] Like does not occur at

pauses or when the speaker has planning problems. It is regularly equivalent to WH

or IT clefts – [. . . ] [and] regularly highlights items constituting an explanation”

(Miller 2004: 69–70). In a second and more recent construction, LIKE occurs

in any position except clause-final as in (20) – both forms are unconstrained with

regard to clause-type, i.e. to their occurrence in interrogative clauses. With respect

to the discourse functions, Miller (2004) as well as Miller and Weinert (1995, 1998)

reject the claim that LIKE serves as a filler as it is commonly not accompanied

by hesitation or pauses which, for their part, would indicate a need for further

processing time to structure a subsequent utterance. Hence, Miller and Weinert

(1995, 1998) argue that LIKE is integrated into the structure of the clause syntax

(cf. Miller 2009: 324).
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In addition to LIKE, Miller comments on the alternative construction likesae

which stands in complementary distribution, e.g. Irvine Welch uses likesae instead

of LIKE in his novel Trainspotting (cf. Miller 2004: 70).

(19) You had a wooden spile – you bored on the top of the barrel . . . and then

you had ready a spile, which was a wooden cone about that length . . . and

a soft wood naturally was porous and it would help to get his froth to let

it work down – you had to be very careful you didn’t take it right down

like/it went flat. (Miller 2004: 69–70)

(20) a. I mean and like you’ve not got any obstacles here have you? (Miller

2004: 70)

b. To the lefthand side of East Lake? Like the very far end of East Lake?

In IrE, ”[f]ocuser like is found in all age groups and is particularly common

in explanatory contexts” (Hickey 2007: 376) as in (21) and serves to ”focus on a

constituent or command the listener’s attention” (Harris 1993: 176). In general

terms, i.e. without regard to its pragmatic function, LIKE most frequently occurs

in clause-marginal position, vastly outnumbering clause-medial use (cf. Siemund

et al. 2009: 21–30) and is allowed for in interrogative clauses as in (21).

(21) a. They’d go into the houses, like, to play the cards. (Hickey 2007: 376)

b. ’Tis quality now, like, and all this milk and everything. You’re getting

paid on the quality of milk, like, and you could lose, like, you know

. . . (Hickey 2007: 376)

c. I’m just telling you what I heard, like. (Hickey 2007: 376)

(22) Did you get to see him, like? (Harris 1993: 176)

Amador Moreno (2010: 531–544), investigating differences between the dis-

course marker LIKE usage in non-fictional data (LCIE = Limerick Corpus of Irish

English) and fictional texts (The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nightdress by

Ross O’Carroll) in IrE, finds that the functional behaviour of the discourse marker

LIKE is very similar in both contexts (cf. Amador Moreno 2010: 539). In both

types of data, LIKE
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[. . . ] indicates fuzzy thought; it is used as a hedge, often with a degree of hesitation

involved. [. . . ] [M]id-position like is used when a speaker is searching for an appro-

priate expression, or an alternative term. It is also very often used with numbers,

as a synonym of ’roughly’, ’approximately’ and it tends to be employed when a

speaker/character is trying to emphasize the expression of certain feelings, when

exaggerating, or describing unusual actions/surprising events. (cf. Amador Moreno

2010: 539)

4.4.2 LIKE in Australia and New Zealand

In Australia and New Zealand, LIKE is a pervasive or obligatory feature (Ko-

rtmann and Lunkenheimer 2011) and according to Miller (2009: 317–337), the

discourse functions of LIKE in AusE and NZE vary with respect to the position

with a clause. While clause-initial LIKE serves to highlight clauses and phrases

which may be used to exemplify a previous statement, clause-medial LIKE high-

lights phrases and the information they carry (Miller 2009: 317–318). Clause-final

LIKE, on the other hand, is used to anticipate objections, to provide explanations

and to ask for explanation (Miller 2009: 318). Accordingly, ”[c]lause-final and

clause-medial like both have an interpersonal role, the former because of its use by

speakers to persuade their hearers to go along with an explanation or assertion,

the latter because it is closely implicated in the give-and-take of discourse” (Miller

2009: 336).

As argued previously on grounds of SctE data (cf. Miller and Weinert 1995,

1998), Miller (2009) counters claims with regard to a filling function of LIKE in

NZE and AusE, as it is neither accompanied by hesitations, nor by false starts

”which would indicate lexical indecision or problems in planning syntactic struc-

ture” (Miller 2009: 323).

4.4.3 LIKE in Indian English

The use of LIKE in IndE exhibits surprising results with respect to the positional

distribution of LIKE as the usage pattern shows striking similarities with the Irish

usage of this marker (Siemund et al. 2009). According to this study, IndE speakers

strongly prefer LIKE in clause-marginal position and, interestingly, use LIKE very
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frequently in clause-final position. Another study which makes a brief mention of

LIKE in IndE was conducted by Valentine.

Valentine’s data appears to be atypical when compared to other data sets used

in the investigation of LIKE. In fact, her data consists of a corpus of

[ . . . ] the natural speech of English from educated Indian women in a range of formal

and informal settings. All were bilingual users, native speakers of Hindi. These

speakers were residents of cities in North India: Delhi, Allahabad, and Meerut.

Their ages ranged from 21-year-old college students to 60-year-old working and

non-working women. (Valentine 1991: 325)

With respect to LIKE, Valentine (1991: 332–333) notes that although used

less frequently and not performing the whole range of functions, LIKE in IndE

is similar to the colloquial American use of this marker as it expresses a sense of

superficiality (Valentine 1991: 332).4

4.4.4 LIKE in US American and Canadian English

According to Tagliamonte (2005), the discourse marker LIKE is highly prevalent in

the speech of adolescents in Toronto English, especially among 15- to 16-year old

female speakers. Its use is ”not haphazard, random, or indiscriminate. Instead,

[it is] quite circumscribed and linguistically defined” (Tagliamonte 2005: 1896).

D’Arcy (2005) provides one the most detailed current accounts of LIKE.

Numerous studies have investigated the use of LIKE in various regions across

the USA (e.g. Buchstaller 2001b; Dailey-O’Cain 2000; Schourup 1982, 1985; Siegel

2002). Although these studies have not or have only marginally employed a com-

parative or variationist perspective, i.e. explicitly compared their findings with

the results of studies conducted on other regional varieties of English, US Amer-

ican English is probably the variety in which LIKE use has been most common.

Dailey-O’Cain (2000) found that younger speakers in US AmE exhibit ahigher

frequency of LIKE use, while gender did not appear to have a significant impact.

Croucher (2004b) did find a gender difference, with female speakers using LIKE

significantly more than male speakers and attributes this difference primarily to

4Nevertheless, Valentine was not aware of uses of LIKE in other varieties; she notes in her
conclusion that the relation and emergence of IndE should be studied more extensively with
respect to other varieties of English (cf. Valentine 1991: 333–334).
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cultural causes (Croucher 2004b: 43). He claims that LIKE was ”implanted in

the American culture by a popular cultural creation in the 1980s, ’Valley Girls’”

(Croucher 2004b: 43). Croucher (2004b) also found that LIKE does not represent

natural pauses in speech and thus cannot be considered a filler element such as uh

or um (Croucher 2004b: 43). In her study of discourse marker use by native and

non-native speakers, Müller (2005) found in her analysis of Californian English

that speakers older than 25 used LIKE significantly less often than speakers under

25 (Müller 2005: 231). Müller also found that females used LIKE to introduce ex-

amples less frequently than males of the same age (Müller 2005: 238). Fuller (2003)

found that LIKE ”is employed to mark both inexactness and focus” (2003:375).

In addition, she did not find evidence that LIKE use is caused or affected by the

other speakers using LIKE (Fuller 2003: 375). Underhill (1988), who investigated

the syntactic environments and functioning of LIKE, found that LIKE is used to

introduce new information (Underhill 1988: 236–237), or in some cases to express

vagueness (in cases where it can essentially be replaced by approximately) while

stressing that its main function is to focus constituents within its scope (Underhill

1988: 237–238), or entire sentences (Underhill 1988: 242). Siegel (2002) argues

that LIKE is typically a hedge, while Underhill states that this is less often so than

typically presumed (Underhill 1988: 241). However, the majority of researchers

who have investigated LIKE use from a functional perspective agree that it serves

to convey inexactness (e.g. Fuller 2003; Schourup 1982; Siegel 2002).

The next section addresses attitudes associated with LIKE and surveys the

findings of studies which have addressed this issue.

4.5 Attitudes toward LIKE

Following Williams et al. (1999: 333), attitudinal studies are particularly relevant

regrading insight into the effects of stereotypes, i.e. perceived personal and social

attributes, on communication and language change.

LIKE has received scholarly attention in various fields of linguistics over the

past two or three decades, as well as attracting the popular press (Diamond 2000;

Gross 2009; Johnson 1998; Levey 1999; Petersen 2004). In particular by purists

such as Newman (1974), White (1955: 303) or Wentworth and Flexner (1967),

81



The discourse marker LIKE Martin Schweinberger

LIKE has been viewed negatively and regarded as symptomatic of careless speech,

of lacking linguistic or cognitive function, and dismissed as meaningless (Newman

1974: 15). Although these prejudices still appear to be part of public opinion,

linguistics has come to reject the claim that LIKE is a mere ’meaningless inter-

jection’. It has been argued repeatedly that in most of its occurrences, LIKE

cannot be considered a mere hesitation phenomenon (e.g. Andersen 1997, 1998,

2000, 2001; Miller and Weinert 1995, 1998; Müller 2005; Schourup 1982, 1985;

Siegel 2002; Underhill 1988). In fact, ”to claim that the ’aberrant’ uses of LIKE

are all meaningless is simply wrong” (Schourup 1982: 45).

Recent attitudinal studies on LIKE have shown that there are widely shared

beliefs about this feature which only superficially reflect its use. Dailey-O’Cain

(2000), for instance, found that LIKE is perceived to be more frequently used by

females than males. Similarly, she found that LIKE use is thought to be a feature of

young speakers, typically adolescents; indeed, ”young women are perceived as using

like most often” (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 60). Remarkably, speakers were also rated as

more attractive, more successful, more cheerful, and more friendly when they used

LIKE compared to when they did not (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 73). However, when

speakers used LIKE, they were also perceived to be less educated, less intelligent

and less interesting to older speakers (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 73).

A similar study by Buchstaller (2006) focuses on differences and similarities

concerning the attitudes towards the quotative be like in AmE and EngE. Buch-

staller (2006) elaborates on Dailey-O’Cain’s analysis by investigating how and

which attitudes are transferred from the donor to the preceptor variety. In this

study, Buchstaller (2006: 362) concludes that attitudes are not merely borrowed,

but are modified by the speakers in the preceptor variety to match their local

norms and practices:

This effectively means that, in cases of borrowing, the stereotypes attached to

linguistic items are not simply taken over along with the surface item. Rather,

the adoption of global resources is a more agentive process, whereby attitudes are

re-evaluated and re-created by speakers of the borrowing variety.

Buchstaller’s (2006) analysis is highly intriguing, as the perceived attitudes

of both discourse and quotative uses of LIKE are very similar (cf. Dailey-O’Cain

2000). Indeed, Buchstaller found that be like is often perceived as a typically
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adolescent feature, while the perceptional associations with gender and class are

insignificant (Buchstaller 2006: 368). This is remarkable, as Dailey-O’Cain (2000)

found that be like in AmE is perceived not only as typical of adolescents but also

of females. This difference is indicative of regionally distinct associations of be like

which corroborate the claim that perceived attributes are not simply borrowed,

but re-evaluated in light of local practices: ”During the adoption process, speakers

in the U.K. are attaching new and potentially different local social meaning to

them [the incoming linguistic forms]” (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 370). With respect to

personality traits associated with be like, Buchstaller’s (2006) analysis corroborates

and elaborates on Dailey-O’Cain’s (2000) findings: speakers using be like have

been rated more ”lively, cool and carefree, and with few academic aspirations”

(Buchstaller 2006: 372) compared to speakers who do not use this form. With

respect to perceptions about its geo-spatial origin, Buchstaller’s (2006) results

are very interesting, as they do not match the commonly held hypothesis among

academics that be like is typically an American feature. In fact, ”British speakers

do not seem to overwhelmingly perceive it [be like] that way. Be like’s association

with the U.S. and more specifically California – frequently reported from America

– does not translate into a strong perceptual trend in the U.K.” (Buchstaller 2006:

375).

Hence, Buchstaller’s (2006) findings call into question whether innovative forms

are associated with the reference group that triggered its spread. In other words,

innovative forms ”may lose or gain associations during the process [of adoption],

or, alternatively, already existing percepts may be re-analyzed and re-evaluated”

(Buchstaller 2006: 375).

The insights offered by Dailey-O’Cain (2000) and Buchstaller’s (2006) attitudi-

nal study are highly intriguing when contrasted with common lore or the accounts

given by prescriptivists. While common perception matches the findings of sys-

tematic quantitative studies with respect to age, other popular claims, e.g. the

claim that LIKE is particularly favored by female speakers, are not unanimously

endorsed by thorough scientific analysis.

The present cross-varietal survey will elaborate on these perceptions and evalu-

ate the extent to which they agree with the settings in different localities. Finally,

based on Buchstaller’s (2006) findings, it appears questionable that the supposed
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association between LIKE and American adolescents as a social reference category

sufficiently explains the rise of LIKE in geographically distinct areas. In fact, it is

very plausible that the association with personality traits such as ”lively, cool and

carefree” (Buchstaller 2006: 372) have higher explanatory power than do models

merely emphasizing the importance of social class. Nonetheless, personality traits

might in turn be perceived to be typical features of certain social cohorts and,

therefore, serve to construct social categories as proposed by, for instance, Eckert

(2001). This point will be re-addressed later.

4.6 The syntax of LIKE

According to popular lore, LIKE ”can be used anywhere in a sentence” (D’Arcy

2007: 388). The belief that LIKE is syntactically unconstrained is, however, not

limited to laymen, but is shared by scholars (Brinton 1996: 34; Siegel 2002: 38.

Despite the popularity of claims to the contrary, even early scholarly accounts

of LIKE (e.g. Schourup 1982; Underhill 1988) documented that this vernacular

feature occurs predominantly in circumscribed and linguistically defined environ-

ments (Tagliamonte 2005: 1896).

This misconception probably arises from the confusion of syntactic optionality

and syntactic flexibility. In other words, scholars have mistakenly equated the fact

that ”the absence of discourse markers does not render a sentence ungrammatical/

or unintelligible” (Fraser 1998: 22) with a lack of syntactic constraints. However,

the fact that discourse markers are grammatical optionality does not necessarily

imply that they are ”’outside’ the syntactic structure” (Erman 2001: 1339; Brinton

1996: 34; Jucker and Ziv 1998a: 3). If discourse markers in general and the dis-

course marker LIKE in particular were ’outside’ the syntactic structure as Erman

(2001: 1339) states, then it should be expected that these features are random

or indiscriminate. This view, which holds that LIKE use may most accurately

be described as random variation, has repeatedly been disproved by systematic,

quantitative analyses of its use (e.g. Andersen 1998, 2001; D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy

2007; D’Arcy 2008; Tagliamonte 2005). Accordingly, it is now widely accepted

that the syntactic constraints and positioning of LIKE are neither haphazard,

indiscriminate, nor arbitrary (cf. D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007; Tagliamonte 2005).
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In fact, there is ample evidence for an underlying systematicity of LIKE use,

as it is restricted to definable syntactic contexts and in contrast to other discourse

markers such as well, oh, I mean, and you know, it appears to be ”more deeply

integrated as a clausal constituent of the syntactic context in which it occurs”

(Andersen 1997: 37). Underhill notes in this context that ”it is not the case that

like can be placed anywhere in a sentence” (Underhill 1988: 243), as it is ’closely

rule-governed’, nearly always introducing a constituent, and frequently marks new,

and significant information (Underhill 1988: 236). The claim that LIKE has ”de-

veloped gradually and systematically” (D’Arcy 2005: ii) is expressed even more

emphatically by D’Arcy, who states that ”LIKE is not random, but interacts with

syntactic structure in regular and predictable ways” (D’Arcy 2005: ii).5 Thus, it

is, in fact, more accurate to describe its occurrence as an ”orderly heterogeneity”

(cf. Weinreich et al. 1968: 100) rather than the indiscriminate, random variation

described above. Hence, under closer inspection, one finds that LIKE comprises a

heterogeneity of quite distinct uses which occur under specific conditions and in

rather well circumscribed contexts (D’Arcy e.g. 2005: ii; Tagliamonte 2005: 1898).

For example, Andersen (2001) observes that LIKE is less likely to occur within

phrases particularly when they are idiomatic or have a high degree of syntactic

rigidity. Furthermore, he suggests that LIKE is more likely to immediately pre-

cede the lexical material of a phrase, as opposed to grammatical words (cf. also

Tagliamonte 2005: 1901). A case in point is the positioning of LIKE with respect

to the verb. Consider D’Arcy (2007: 408):

In the current data set, the syntagmatic order of like and verbs is highly fixed: the

particle categorically occurs to the immediate left of the lexical verb. Thus, when

functional morphemes such as modal verbs, auxiliary verbs, and infinitival to are

present, like appears between these and the main verb.

This observation has been confirmed for a number of L1 varieties, as Underhill

(1988) has shown for AmE, D’Arcy (2005) and Tagliamonte (2005) for Toronto

English, and Andersen (1998) for London teenage speak, i.e. vernacular EngE.

5Although many scholars agree that LIKE is at least to some degree governed by syntactic
constraints which restrict its occurrence to well-defined slots (Andersen 1997, 1998, 2000, 2001;
Dailey-O’Cain 2000; D’Arcy 2005; Romaine and Lange 1991; Tagliamonte 2005; Underhill 1988),
the rigidity and nature of these constraints as well as their area of application with respect to
geographical variation require further research.
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Indeed, this constraint appears to be consistent across other varieties (cf. (23)).

(23) a. But as I said all of the banks are like closing . . . (ICE Jamaica:S1A-

063$B)

b. No the one where they were uhm they were like worshipping that golden

cow or something that they have made. (ICE Philippines:S1A-007$B)

c. [S]he was like standing sort of waiflike in the background. (ICE New

Zealand:S1A-069$W)

d. And to purchase a ticket you have to like fight with persons just to get

a ticket. (ICE-India:S1A-061$B)

e. [H]e was like going nuts. (ICE Ireland:S1A-048$A)

f. [H]e could like stretch. (ICE Canada:S1A-075$B)

Nonetheless, there are rare exceptions which occur predominantly, though not

exclusively, in outer circle or second language varieties (cf. (24)).

(24) a. Oh no yeah you like have two more weeks before that. (ICE Philippines:S1A-

013$A)

b. [S]he used characters of the Corinthians who like were great uhm great

uh great soldiers. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-065$NA)

c. She’s a lot more tired and she sort of like has to take time off work

over it. (ICE GB:S1A-079$C)

In summary, the assertion that speakers use LIKE ”almost anywhere in a sen-

tence” (Randall 1988: 206) is incorrect. Despite allowing for a certain degree of

syntagmatic flexibility, LIKE is not random, ”although to some hearers it may

seem so” (Meehan 1991: 40).

4.7 The discourse-pragmatic functions of LIKE

The vast majority of research dedicated to the analysis of discourse markers in

general and LIKE in particular has mainly focused on pragmatic functions, for the

most part following discourse analytic approaches. In recent years, ”systematic

corpus-based examinations of language variation and change produced a gently
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expanding body of evidence [which empirically validated] that they are neither

superfluous nor random insertions in discourse” (Pichler and Levey 2010: 17).

Pichler and Levey (2010: 17) point out that

. . . discourse-pragmatic features are strategically used by interactants to signal

speaker attitudes and structure discourse [. . . ], and exhibit structured heterogeneity

in vernacular usage. (Pichler and Levey 2010: 17)

Concerning methodology, discourse analytic studies of like have predominantly

employed fine-grained, qualitative approaches to describe the contexts in which

LIKE occurs as well as the communicative purposes it serves. Schourup (1982,

1985) has provided an extensive account of uses of LIKE in AmE which serve

quite distinct functions. With respect to function, Schourup (1982, 1985) views

LIKE as an evincive, i.e. a linguistic item which

indicates that at the moment at which it is said the speaker is engaged in, or

has just been engaged in, thinking; the evincive item indicates that this thinking is

now occurring or has just now occurred but does not completely specify its content.

(Schourup 1982: 14)

In this sense, evincives are lexically empty and, although they have a core

use, they require contextual interpretation and, thus, have procedural rather than

lexical meaning – a claim which is argued for not only by Schourup (1982, 1985),

but more recently especially by Andersen (1997, 1998, 2000, 2001).

Andersen pursued a similar, yet more elaborate approach to discourse mark-

ers in general and LIKE in particular. At its core, this approach rests on the

Gricean principle of conversational relevance as re-formulated by Sperber and

Wilson (1986) (Brinton 1996: 7). According to Andersen (1997, 1998, 2001) and

Blakemore (1987, 1988b,a, 1990), similar to discourse markers such as so, after

all, therefore, you see, afterwards, but, however, and moreover, LIKE does not so

much carry propositional content, but ”minimizes the hearer’s processing costs by

limiting the context, or set of assumptions (old information), used in interpreting

the proposition (new information)” (Brinton 1996: 7). From this perspective, the

main function of discourse markers is thus to indicate how the relevance of one

discourse segment or utterance is dependent on another, i.e. its immediate context

(Redeker 1990: 372; Blakemore 1987: 125; Brinton 1996: 30).
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As LIKE has been studied extensively and from various perspectives, a wide

variety of supposed functions and meanings have been proposed. Among the mean-

ings and functions discussed within the linguistic literature, we find (i) hedging

(Siegel 2002); (ii) non-contrastive focusing (Romaine and Lange 1991; Under-

hill 1988; Miller and Weinert 1995, 1998; Miller 2009); (iii) buying processing

time (Siegel 2002); (iv) indicating that the passage to follow is difficult to for-

mulate/ holding the floor (Schourup 1982; Siegel 2002); (vi) signaling a minor

non-equivalence between what is said and what is in mind (Schourup 1982); (vii)

signaling ’loose talk’, i.e. marking non-literalness (Andersen 1997, 1998, 2000,

2001); (viii) signaling approximation (Andersen 1997, 1998, 2000, 2001; Buchstaller

2001b; D’Arcy 2005; Schourup 1982; Siegel 2002); (ix) introducing exemplifications

(Meehan 1991; Miller and Weinert 1995, 1998; Miller 2009; Schourup 1982); (x)

signaling similarity (Meehan 1991).

Considering the flexibility of LIKE as well as its high frequency in spoken

discourse, it is not surprising to find such a variety of functions being proposed

and discussed within the respective literature.6 Recently, a number of studies

have emerged (Andersen 1998, 2000, 2001; Miller and Weinert 1995; Miller 2009)

which link certain discourse-pragmatic functions to the clausal positions. Andersen

(1997, 1998, 2000, 2001), for example, suggests that all uses of LIKE fall into either

of two categories, which he terms clause-internal and clause-external. While clause-

internal uses are ”syntactically bound to and dependent on a linguistic structure

as a pragmatic qualifier of the following expression” (Andersen 2001: 273) as in

(25), clause-external LIKE is ”syntactically unbound (parenthetical) when it is

external to and independent of syntactic structure” (Andersen 2001: 273) as in

(26).

(25) Clause-internal, syntactically bound LIKE

a. I thought Jews’d always been very like <,> stringently against divorce.

(ICE Ireland:S1B-005$D)

b. I got quite good at like heating up thermometers and stuff and give

myself a temperature and things. (ICE GB:S1A-076$B)

6What is, nevertheless, quite remarkable, is the fact that LIKE is supposed to fulfil apparently
converse functions simultaneously such as hedging (e.g. Siegel 2002) and focusing (e.g. Underhill
1988).
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c. It’s like right in the middle of nowhere. (ICE Canada:S2A-038$A)

d. But then all the more you need like a program for orienting. (ICE-

Philippines:S1A-085$A)

e. Well they/we said that pidgins are like the beginning of Creole. (ICE-

Jamaica:S1B-001$B)

(26) Clause-external, syntactically unbound LIKE

a. I mean that <,> like uh <,> there is no such <,> parking problem

or some. (ICE India:S1A-077$A)

b. Like <,> I don’t know probably ten <,> nine inches <,> nine or ten

inches. (ICE Canada:S1B-063$B)

c. Uhm <,> I don’t know ¡#¿ UCD like first of all well well UCC suppos-

edly it’s meant to be easier to get into second year Psychology. (ICE

Ireland:S1A-048$B)

This distinction mirrors Brinton’s (1996) classification into ’textual’ and ’in-

terpersonal’, i.e., subjective uses, which were based on Halliday (Brinton 1996:

1). This general differentiation is an adequate heuristic, as it can be applied to

almost all instances occurring in natural-language data. Nevertheless, it does not

suffice for more fine-grained analyses of highly frequent and extraordinarily flexible

discourse features.

Andersen’s (2001) analysis of LIKE deserves additional attention, as his study

is perhaps the most extensive and fine-grained analysis of LIKE’s pragmatic func-

tions todate (cf. also Andersen 1997, 1998, 2000, 2001). To elaborate, he provides

extensive discussion of a wide variety of instances of LIKE and his analysis en-

compasses a wide variety of functions. In the following, I will provide an overview

similar to Andersen’s, which will provide and discuss examples of instances of

LIKE, which occur in the present data. This discussion consists of three parts:

the first will deal with clause-internal uses; and the second part will discuss clause-

external uses. Finally, the third part will deal with instances of LIKE which occur

in multiword units, such as something like that or it’s like. Such multiword com-

plexes are different from, but still relevant to, an analysis of instances of LIKE as

a single discourse marker and, hence, require special attention.
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4.7.1 Clause-internal LIKE

The following section will discuss instances of clause-internal LIKE. The structure

of the following subsection tries to account for functional similarities between dis-

tinct occurrences of LIKE, in the sense that uses of LIKE, which share common

features and have probably evolved from a common ancestor, are subsumed under

the same headings.

4.7.2 LIKE as a hedge

One of the most widely attested functions of LIKE is its use as a pragmatic hedge.

In these instances, LIKE serves to down tone a statement or assertion and conveys

a sense of vagueness, which communicates the speaker’s stance towards the (literal)

truth of what was said. Hence, LIKE enables speakers to evaluate and to provide

metalinguistic comment on propositions, thereby allowing speakers to pull back

from assertions ”in a rather non-committal fashion” (Meehan 1991: 50). Accord-

ingly, LIKE serves to down tone a statement by communicating to the hearer that

the speaker is providing a more or less rough approximation of the actual state

of affairs (Hedevind 1967: 237). Using LIKE, speakers signal that the constituent

which is modified by LIKE is not intended to be taken as precise or literally true,

but that it is to be interpreted with a certain degree of vagueness, either relating

to the amount referred to or the literal truth of the proposition Andersen (cf. 1998,

2000, 2001). Indeed, Andersen (1997, 1998, 2000, 2001) describes the ability of

LIKE to communicate metalinguistic comment, i.e. that LIKE in general expresses

a ”non-literal resemblance between utterance and thought” (Andersen 2001: 219),

as an overarching feature of all uses of LIKE.

In a similar vein, Schourup (1982, 1985) asserts that in instances of hedging,

LIKE ”is used to express a possible unspecified minor nonequivalence of what

is said and what is meant” (Schourup 1982: 31). Hence, hedging LIKE is an

equivalent of other hedges, i.e., segments such as sort of or kind of, which express

that the modified segment, be it a single word, phrase, complement clause, or

utterance, should be interpreted as less than literal (Andersen 1997, 1998, 2000,

2001). Although it is at times difficult to determine whether an instance of LIKE

highlights or focuses a certain segment, the co-occurrence of other hedges provides

90



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

ample reason to classify the respective LIKE as a hedge, as in (27).

(27) a. I thought that was pretty weird sort of like expecting you to do that.

(ICE Canada:S1A-084$A)

b. [T]hat’s who I sort of like hang about with and stuff and all. (ICE

Ireland:S1A-014$B)

c. [W]e need a large kind of like psychological finale. (ICE Great Britain:S1B-

079$A)

Instances such as those in (27) allow a speaker to distance him- or herself from

the utterance, either relating to exactness of measurable amounts or with respect

to how convinced a speaker is of something that is said about something or, more

importantly, about someone. This is in line with Grant and Dixon’s (1921) account

of LIKE, which states that it is added adverbially to soften an expression (Grant

and Dixon 1921: 142). In fact, hedging is the earliest of the functions attested to

for LIKE. In early accounts (cf. Wright 1902), LIKE is said to modify a statement

and can be glossed as ’rather’, or ’as it were’ (Wilson 1915: 98).

Within the group of instances in which LIKE is used as a hedge, three distinct

types can be differentiated: (i) LIKE before (exact) numeric expressions or other

measurable constituents as in (28); (ii) LIKE before phrases which do not denote

exact quantities, but more abstract notions, such as depth, size etc. as in (29);

and (iii) instances where LIKE serves as a prototypically pragmatic hedge with

little or no lexically definable content, in which case it precedes phrases commonly

not denoting quantities, as in (30). In the following, a closer look will be taken at

each of these types of LIKE as a hedge:

(28) a. [S]o we got like three points right here. (Santa Barbara Corpus SBC024:DAN)

b. They put it in a machine and it’s in there for like three days <,> but

only thing it comes out yellow. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-025$B)

c. I said yeah we have it it’s it’s like eighty-nine point five. (ICE Philippines:S1A-

026$A)

(29) a. And it was like maybe a foot wide. (ICE- Philippines:S1A-007$B)

b. I don’t really want do that for like too long. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-037$A)
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c. It’s only about like that size and you look into it and you can read but

except I couldn’t read anything. (ICE Ireland:S1A-035$B)

(30) a. It’s like a kind of a turquoise background <, ,> with <,> little flowers

on it. (ICE Canada:S1A-098$A)

b. [I] mean it’s not like directly obvious. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-042$J)

c. [T]hat’s how it happens but <, ,> slowly <, ,> you became like used

to <, ,> all those things <, ,>. (ICE India:S1A-090$B)

In the first two contexts (28–29), LIKE is used to express a notion of ap-

proximation, similar to but not exactly equivalent to other traditional adverbs of

approximation. In contrast, the third instance is not so much expressing approx-

imation or that the listener is not supposed to take the semantic content of the

modified constituent as being precise, but it serves rather to express a subjective

evaluation of the utterance and thereby allows the speaker to distance herself from

what she has just said. Hence, this third variant links LIKE to epistemic modality,

evidenciality, and issues concerning politeness.

When LIKE is used as a pragmatic hedge as in (31), it serves to tone down

a statement, i.e., it expresses the speaker’s attitude towards the utterance by

indicating that the speaker is not fully convinced either of the truth expressed in

the statement, or that the utterance may not be framed or phrased optimally. In

other words, LIKE – when used as a hedge – serves an expressive function which

is to create a sense of vagueness and, thus, allows the speaker to distance him- or

herself from the proposition. This element of subjective evaluation of the truth

of a proposition links LIKE with the domain of epistemic modality (Buchstaller

2001b: 32). This is especially true when LIKE is used for politeness (Schourup

1982: 47), in which case it falls into the category of ’modality markers’ (House

and Kasper 1981) and serves to avoid ”a precise propositional specification thus

circumventing the potential provocation such a specification might entail” (House

and Kasper 1981: 167).

(31) Uhm <,> I yet have to wait for their call on Monday before I finalize

everything but so far uh as far as I’m concerned I’m going there on the

fourth then we have like a reunion on the fifth then I’ll be back on the

sixth. (ICE-Philippines:S1A-087$A)
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Buchstaller (2001a) makes a strong case for the quotative complement LIKE

having evolved from the pragmatic hedge variant of LIKE which she separates

from the epistemic hedge variant (LIKE preceding numeric expressions and other

measurable constituents in the present classification). According to Buchstaller

(2001a), epistemic hedge and pragmatic hedge differ with respect to the commu-

nicative level on which they operate. While the epistemic hedge operates on the

referential-epistemic level, the pragmatic hedge is located on the interpersonal-

pragmatic level of communication (Buchstaller 2001a: 4). Both variants, never-

theless, share a ”basic core meaning of like [which is] the notion of similarity which

is the basic underlying notion of both comparison and approximation” (Buchstaller

2001a: 3). Siegel (2002) agrees with the concept of like carrying a core-meaning

which expresses similarity, but, in addition, treats like as a marker of intimacy

or solidarity, especially between adolescent interlocutors. With regard to seman-

tics, Siegel (2002: 66) claims that LIKE affects core semantics in the sense that

it has an effect on the interpretation of quantifiers and truth conditions of sen-

tences. Andersen (2001: 264) argues in a similar vein and concludes that LIKE

puts subsequent material in a metalinguistic focus and contributes to utterance

interpretation.

On an interactional level, however, LIKE serves metalinguistic purposes or

strategies, such as avoiding face-threatening and marking a speaker’s identity.

These metalinguistic functions refer simultaneously to the basic core meaning, but

additionally, they require semantic bleaching as a prerequisite for indicating a less

than literal interpretation. This is true, especially, when like occurs in questions

where it enables speakers to distance themselves, soften the request and shield

themselves in case of refusal as in (32) (Underhill 1988: 241).

(32) One sister asking another: Could I like borrow your sweater?

(33) (A guy walked up to a girl sitting in a bar.)

Guy: Can I like nibble on your neck?

[It turns out he was her boyfriend.]

(34) A very wired teacher: I’m so tired. I’m really going to rest this weekend.

I mean like stay in bed all day Saturday and Sunday.
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On the level of speaker interaction, like is supposed to mark ’loose talk’ by

indicating ”simply that the speaker’s words are an inexact formulation and should

not be understood as a complete or accurate portrayal of what the speaker has in

mind” (Schourup 1982: 31). In this sense, like expresses ”a possible discrepancy

between what the speaker is about to say and what the speaker feels ideally might

or should be said” (Schourup 1982:31). Relating to this interpretation, Andersen

(1998, 2001) suggests that LIKE serves to ’impoverish’ the proposition in order

to give hearers the maximum of useful information with a minimum of processing

effort, thereby creating optimal relevance (Miller 2009: 324).

4.7.3 LIKE preceding numerical and measurable expres-

sions

Discourse markers are defined by various authors (e.g. Brinton 1996; Hölker 1991;

Jucker and Ziv 1998a; Schiffrin 1988, 2001) as items which do not interfere with

the truth conditions of the propositions in which they are embedded. Neverthe-

less, LIKE infringes upon this property whenever it precedes numeric expressions

(Andersen 2001; Siegel 2002). LIKE does, however, quite often precede numeric

expressions, i.e. exact numbers (Schourup 1982: 29), or other measurable con-

stituents as in (35). In such cases, LIKE communicates a notion of approximation

and behaves similarly to other traditional approximating adverbs, such as roughly,

about, or approximately (D’Arcy 2005, 2008: cf.).

(35) LIKE before numeric expressions and other measurable constituents

a. They’re trying to get a guy to drive down but you know it’s like nine

hours up and down drive. (ICE Ireland:S1A-027$A)

b. Souhm <,> well the persons who who do it for like eighteen hundred

is it good. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-083$B)

c. It’s been like <,> we’ve been on for like a month and a half and <,>

we’re doing great. (ICE Philippines:S1A-048$A)

The status of LIKE preceding numerical expressions or other measurable con-

stituents, is, however, controversial as in such contexts LIKE is ”a borderline

case between adverbial and pragmatic marker” (Andersen 2001: 260). D’Arcy
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(2005: 33) argues that LIKE preceding numeric expressions cannot be consid-

ered a discourse marker, as it carries propositional content and thus defies the

criterion of semantic emptiness. In other words, ”there is a specifiable semantic

difference between descriptions preceded by like and identical descriptions without

like” (Schourup 1982: 30).

D’Arcy (2005) view is supported by the fact that like in measurable, numeric

contexts interferes with the truth conditions of propositions (cf. Andersen 2001;

Siegel 2002) as do ”other truth-conditional adverbs such as roughly, nearly and

about. Such uses of like, therefore, interfere with truth-conditions, which has

been repeatedly stated as a defining feature of discourse or pragmatic markers

(cf. Brinton 1996). An additional argument for this view is that like is not only in

complementary distribution with other traditional adverbs such as roughly, about,

or approximately before measurable constituents, but that it does, in fact, even

replace them. This means that it interferes significantly with other more syntac-

tically entrenched parts of speech and is, therefore, ”functioning primarily as an

adverb in this context” (D’Arcy 2005: 429). For these reasons, various researchers

(Biber et al. 1999; D’Arcy 2005; Underhill 1988) consider it an adverbial rather

than a discourse or pragmatic marker.

Despite acknowledging these arguments, Andersen (2001: 260) still regards

instances of LIKE which precede numeric expressions as pragmatic markers rather

than adverbials. He argues that in these contexts:

[LIKE] has the function of signalling that the utterance contains a loose inter-

pretation of the speakers thought, and that the speaker does not commit herself

to the literal truth of the utterance, in a way which the adverbials roughly and

approximately could not do. (Andersen 2001: 260)

Schourup’s (1982) analysis supports Andersen’s interpretation. According to

Schourup (1982: 30), some instances of LIKE preceding numeric expressions have

a different reading than other traditional adverbs of approximation as in (36).

In cases such as those provided by Schourup (1982), LIKE is more appropriately

glossed as ”as it were” or ”so to say” (Schourup 1982: 30).

(36) SUE:

You know that um – they’ve been livin(g) in this big three-story house with
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basements- like four floors y’know- gigantic house on Summit. . . (LAB-B,

22)

Schourup (1982: 31) provides further support for the non-equivalence of LIKE

and traditional adverbials of approximation in that it co-occurs with such tradi-

tional adverbials. This co-occurrence with traditional adverbials of approximation

is, however, only very rarely the case (cf. Schweinberger 2010). The question which

remains is whether LIKE preceding numeric expressions should be treated as an

adverb of approximation or as a discourse marker.

A recent analysis of like in the Irish and Canadian components of the ICE

corpora (Schweinberger 2010) supports D’Arcy’s (2005) claim that like in the con-

texts described may be classified instead as an adverb of approximation. The

results of that analysis show that although like co-occurs with traditional approx-

imating adverbs with a significantly higher frequency than would be expected if

like did not differ from such adverbs, the low rate of co-occurrences as well as the

small effect size indicate that its syntactic behavior does not differ substantially

from traditional approximating adverbs. A linear regression provided additional

evidence that like replaces traditional approximating adverbs and should, there-

fore, be viewed as an adverb rather than a discourse marker. Accordingly, such

instances of like will be excluded from the present analysis.

4.7.4 LIKE before inexact quantities

LIKE preceding inexact or more abstract segments differs from cases in which like

precedes exact numeric expressions, as theses occurrences do indeed represent a

true borderline case between adverbial and discourse marker use. Schourup (1982:

31) – in an analogy to the instances dealt with above – argues that LIKE expresses

not a mere approximation, but informs the listener about a minor nonequivalence

between what the speaker had in mind and what the speaker has actually ex-

pressed:
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Like [italics M.S.] in the above cases [i.e., LIKE preceding inexact or more abstract

segments] can be described as indicating a possible discrepancy between what the

speaker is about to say and what the speaker feels ideally might or should be said.

Like in this use can be seen as a device available to speakers to provide for a loose

fit between their chosen words and the conceptual material their words are meant

to reflect. (Schourup 1982: 31)

On the one hand, such instances of LIKE are, according to (Schourup 1982),

very similar to the pragmatic or epistemic hedge as discussed in section (4.7.1.1).

On the other hand, they differ from instances in which LIKE functions as a prag-

matic hedge in so far as it occurs in a different conceptual environment. The sense

of approximation which is more or less the sole function of LIKE preceding exact

numeric expressions is not quite as appropriate when the constituent within the

scope of LIKE is inexact, or a rather abstract entity such as depth, width, or size.

The reason for this is that the sense of approximation is already conveyed in the

abstractness in the constituent itself which, although denoting a quantity of some

sort, remains vague and thus does not require additional approximation. Although

uses of LIKE in this described context have features in common with both LIKE

before exact numeric expressions and hedging LIKE, it appears to be more fitting

to subsume instances of LIKE which precede inexact or abstract quantities under

discourse markers which serve a hedging function.

4.7.5 Focus LIKE

In contrast to instances of LIKE which tone down statements and thus function as

pragmatic hedges, various sources (Meehan 1991; Miller and Weinert 1995, 1998;

Streek 2002; Underhill 1988) argue that LIKE has taken on a role as textual focus

marker, i.e. as ”a type of unit that marks subsequent talk as salient, for example,

as new information” (Streek 2002: 583). Meehan even ”hypothesizes that the main

function of like in these constructions [before adjectives in particular] is to focus

the listener’s attention on specific information” (Meehan 1991: 44). Although

predominantly found in the Celtic Englishes, such as IrE and SctE, this function

is attested in various varieties of English as, for instance, in AmE as well as NZE

and AusE (Beal 2004; Hickey 2007; Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi 2004; Miller and

Weinert 1995, 1998; Miller 2009; Underhill 1988).
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The paper which popularized the notion that LIKE is best interpreted as a

focusing device was Underhill’s (1988) study, in which he suggests that various

instances of clause-medial like serve to focus on or highlight constituents to its

immediate right. The constituents LIKE highlights can be of varying length, i.e.,

it may modify single words (37), phrases (38), complement clauses (39) or matrix

clauses and utterances (40) (Fleischman and Yaguello 2004: 131).

(37) a. Gosh that was like brutal. (ICE Canada:S1A-083#A)

b. It’s like burning. (ICE India:S1A-001#A)

(38) a. I’d go home like every weekend. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-067$B)

b. It’s quite good I mean it’s interesting ’cause it’s like a new building

and then everyone who works there uhm is given an ID with those bar

I mean with the bar code in it. (ICE Philippines:S1A-012$A)

(39) a. She has episodes of like wanting to kill herself or to hurt herself. (ICE-

Canada:S1A-028$C)

b. I got quite good at like heating up thermometers and stuff and give

myself a temperature and things. (ICE-Great Britain:S1A-076$B)

(40) a. Like I saw Pikachu and Raichu fighting. (ICE Phippines:S1A-001$B)

b. That indeed there is no longer you see <,> either religious or devo-

tional <,> like it seems to have lost its meaning altogether. (ICE

India:S1A-093$B)

Focusing LIKE frequently marks new and, specifically, significant information

(Underhill 1988: 236) as in (37) to (43). These instances of LIKE are similar to

uses as in (41), where LIKE not only marks unusual notions – particularly ideas

which are not intended to be taken literally – but also indexes the unreality of a

statement (Underhill 1988: 241) as in (42).

(41) (A guy walked up to a girl sitting in a bar.)

Guy: Can I like nibble on your neck?

[It turns out be was her boyfriend.]

(42) A very wired teacher: I’m so tired. I’m really going to rest this weekend.

I mean like stay in bed all day Saturday and Sunday.
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Miller and Weinert (1995) elaborate on Underhill’s (1988) notion that LIKE

marks focal information. They argue that in contrast to other focusing devices

in English, such as IT-clefts, IT-BE sentences or WH-clefts, LIKE is used as a

non-contrastive, non-presentational focus marker which is not restricted to new

information, but serves to guide the listener’s attention to parts of utterances

which the speaker evaluates as especially important.

In contrast to Underhill’s (1988) assumption, LIKE need not necessarily modify

items to its immediate right, as clause-final LIKE can also fulfill this function

although its scope points forward to its preceding constituent, as in (43) and not

to the following segment, as in (37) to (40).

(43) a. Ah it’s it’s alright like ¡ICE-IRE:S1A-027$B¿ In small doses. (ICE

Ireland:S1A-027$C)

b. That becomes dangerous like ¡ICE-IND:S1A-041$B¿ Yeah. (ICE India:S1A-

041$A)

c. People were silly like you know. (ICE Ireland:S1A-023$B)

The observation that utterance-final LIKE frequently marks focus is corrobo-

rated by Columbus (2009), who views LIKE as an invariant tag. However, Colum-

bus (2009) rejects the notion that this form is functionally restricted to focusing

and draws attention to the multifunctionality of this element.

With respect to the origin of focusing LIKE, Buchstaller (2001a) argues that it

originated from and is an extension of the ’similar to’ meaning of LIKE. Building

on Haiman (1989: 310), who argues that ”the comparative construction is one

which contrasts, and, hence, focuses the elements which are compared [. . . ] the

element compared being highlighted”, Buchstaller states that ”the semantic link

between comparing and focusing seems to be a fairly salient one” (Buchstaller

2001a: 32).

While Underhill (1988) allows for alternative discourse functions of clause-

medial LIKE such as hedging, Miller and Weinert (1995, 1998), and also Miller

(2009), claim that clause-medial LIKE is almost exclusively employed for focusing

the subsequent constituent. The main argument put forward on their behalf is

the absence of pauses and hesitations accompanying LIKE use: ”[c]lause-medial

like highlights phrases and the information they carry” (Miller 2009: 318). Siegel
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(2002) as well as Fuller (2003: 368) object to this claim, as the argument that

LIKE is restricted to indicating focus is not supported by data; in fact, Siegel

claims that LIKE does not uniformly mark focus in all contexts, as, for example,

when it precedes numeric expressions (Siegel 2002: 41).

Although the focus function of LIKE is not uncontroversial, most researchers

(e.g. Andersen 1998, 2001; D’Arcy 2005; Fuller 2003; Meehan 1991; Miller and

Weinert 1998) agree that it does serve this function in certain contexts. Neverthe-

less, the strong hypothesis that it is restricted to this function in clause-medial en-

vironments (e.g. Miller 2009) remains contested. The controversial status of LIKE

as being a maker of focus relates to the discrepancy between its morpho-syntactic

similarity and its discourse-pragmatic multifunctionality. In other words, assigning

unambiguous pragmatic functions to certain instances of LIKE is problematic if

not impossible. In other words, based merely on morpho-syntactic criteria, differ-

entiating between instances which serve to hedge or to focus a certain constituent,

is almost impossible given that phonological cues are missing. Indeed, most in-

stances cannot be confidently assigned to either of these functions. One case in

point illustrating this conundrum is the fact that Siegel (2002: 40–41) more or less

dismisses the notion that LIKE marks focus. In her view, LIKE only superficially

seems to mark focus, while it actually expresses what Schourup (1982: 31) calls a

minor non-equivalence between what is said and what is meant. Consider Siegel

(2002: 41): ”[I]f like seems to mark new or focused material, it is because that is

the material that speakers are most likely to be insecure about describing accu-

rately”. According to Siegel (2002), LIKE as a focus marker is, hence, a secondary

phenomenon, based on the re-analysis of its use as an index of inexactness before

new or focused material. In support of her argument, Siegel proceeds by asserting

that ”like’s being a focus marker cannot explain its ability to interfere with the

Definiteness Effect only in sluicing and existential there constructions or to change

truth conditions” (Siegel 2002: 41).

The almost diametrically opposed interpretations of very similar instances of

LIKE by Siegel (2002) and Underhill (1988) point to the difficulty of unambigu-

ously assigning the speaker’s intended discourse pragmatic function to certain in-

dividual instance. A promising approach for operationalizing this issue was sug-

gested by D’Arcy (2005), who argued that focusing should co-occur significantly
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more often with definite phrases, thus, testing for the co-occurrence of LIKE with

definite articles. But although this approach seems quite appropriate at first, it

does not hold for instances such as (44) and (45) below:

(44) a. So that’s where you get these women or mo mm these parents who are

definitely grandparent age you know if not great-grandparent age who

have these like really young children. (ICE Canada:S2A-039$A)

b. And Nigel was there and Jim wasn’t really drinking and Elaine was on

a high cos she got this like letter about her getting the <,> the <,>

whatever the the <,> the job <,> or not the job even the interview

and that so she was on a high. (ICE Ireland:S1A-049$A)

(45) a. That is like really bad slang Spanish. (ICE Canada:S1A-051$B)

b. [I]t seems to be a lot more productive when you have like a male

dominated field team right. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-007$A)

c. If the roof isn’t good <,> that’s like a very important part of any

house you buy. (ICE Ireland:S1A-035$B)

Examples such as those in (45) show that although LIKE clearly highlights the

following NP, the NP is not introduced by a definite but by an indefinite article,

or even none at all. Hence, it is inappropriate to restrict focusing LIKE to NPs

which are introduced by definite articles.

In order to avoid misclassification of cases which could reasonably be focusing

although the modified NP is introduced by indefinite articles, the classification

of focusing LIKE is based on directly linguistic contextual cues. Such clues may

be additional intensifiers such as very, really, totally, extremely, etc., as in (46),

or other linguistic elements which clearly indicate that the instance of LIKE in

question served a highlighting function.

(46) a. Ngi <,> it’s like very old. (ICE Philippines:S1A-078$B)

b. If the roof isn’t good <,> that’s like a very important part of any

house you buy. (ICE Ireland:S1A-035$B)

As a final remark on focusing LIKE, as argued by Fleischman and Yaguello

(2004: 132), it should be mentioned that there appears to be a division of labor
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between LIKE and intensifying adverbs: while LIKE marks focus, the intensifying

adverbs serve to convey emphasis. Despite this, the co-occurrence of LIKE with

intensifying adverbs strongly indicates that LIKE in such contexts marks focus

and is not used as a hedging device.

4.7.6 Clause-final LIKE

The ’traditional’ clause-final use of LIKE (Andersen 2001: 216) as in (47) appears

to be simply another variant of the discourse marker LIKE, on par with the clause-

initial or clause-medial instances discussed above. This is, however, not the case.

In fact, clause-final LIKE exhibits distinct characteristics which set it apart from

the instances of LIKE discussed so far. With respect to its regional or geographic

distribution, clause-final LIKE has been associated mainly with the British Isles

and is referred to as a typically ”northern” phenomenon (Hedevind 1967: 237;

Miller and Weinert cf. also 1995: 368.

(47) a. No how do you explain it like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-063$C)

b. But you can’t come to the table <,> as in speaking to people at the

table and meanwhile somebody’s out putting a car bomb under their

motor like. (ICE-Ireland:S2B-025$I)

c. My dad in chinos like. (ICE-Ireland:S1A-051$E)

Despite being superficially similar to the so-called ’more innovative American

form’ (Andersen 2001: 216), it has distinctly different ancestral roots. The differ-

ence in origin surfaces in its ’reversed’ direction of scope. Contrary to instances of

LIKE which have forward scope, i.e. scope over the following constituent, clause-

final LIKE has backward scope, hence, modifying the preceding word, phrase, or

sentence. Jespersen (1954) accounted for this by suggesting that clause-final LIKE

is a variant or later development of the suffix -like which was originally attached

to adjectives or adverbs as a second component. Gradually the suffix became inde-

pendent and ”may now be added to any sb [substantive] and is frequently added to

adj [adjectives]” (Jespersen 1954: 417) with a meaning of ’similar to’ or ’character-

istic of’. Only later did this form evolve into the present day clause-final discourse

marker which is associated with colloquial, dialectal and vulgar language. In this
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understanding, clause-final LIKE evolved from the suffix -like and not from the

comparative preposition as its American cousin did. In this sense, it is not suffi-

cient to speak of ”two distinct traditions concerning the use of like as a pragmatic

marker, one of which stems from (rural) dialects of Britain. The other [. . . ] ap-

pears to be a relatively recent borrowing from American English” (Andersen 2001:

216). It appears more appropriate to speak of two superficially similar forms,

a comparative preposition, on the one hand, and a suffix, on the other, which

perform equivalent functions, despite having quite distinct developmental origins.

On a functional level, Jespersen remarks that clause-final LIKE is used par-

enthetically by inferiors addressing superiors ”to modify the whole of one’s state-

ment, a word or phrase, modestly indicating that one’s choice of words was not,

perhaps, quite felicitious” (Jespersen 1954: 417). Jespersen’s (1954) description

ties in with other comments on LIKE use which predominantly depict LIKE as

a marker of vagueness. Partridge (1984), for example, asserts that clause-final

LIKE is ”expressive of vagueness or after-thought modification” (Partridge 1984:

264), thus functioning as a hedging device which may be glossed as ’as it were’,

’not altogether’ or ’in a way’. According to this view, LIKE is used to qualify a

preceding statement or to express afterthought, and can be glossed ’as it were’ or

’so to speak’ (Simpson et al. 1989: 946).

Later accounts more often than not reject the claim that clause-final LIKE

serves a predominantly hedging function. Miller and Weinert (1995: 388–390), for

instance, argue that clause-final LIKE ”does have some retroactive focusing power,

but more importantly, it [. . . ] is ’clearing up misunderstanding’” (Miller and

Weinert 1995: 388–389), and can be interpreted as countering potential inferences,

objections or doubts. Miller (2009) elaborates on this interpretation, stating that

clause-final uses of LIKE ”serve to mark argument and counterargument in formal

discussion as well as private conversation” (Miller 2009: 335), asserting further

that such occurrences index particularly relevant and ’clinching’ arguments.

Fleischman and Yaguello (2004: 132) offer a different interpretation of clause-

final LIKE. While Fleischman and Yaguello (2004) agree with Miller and Weinert

(1995) that clause-final LIKE has scope over the preceding segment, they pro-

pose that it is not used to counter objections; it disambiguates the scope of the

highlighted segment so that the listener is guided to the interpretation that the
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adjectives sad and quiet in (48a) as well as staunch and bad in (48b) and not the

intensifier really are the highlighted segments.

(48) a. [S]he’s really sad and quiet LIKE. (example from Fleischman and

Yaguello 2004: 132)

b. Aye but her Granny’s really really staunch like ¡#¿ And uh she wouldn’t

she found out what religion the nurses were and all and wouldn’t let the

Catholic ones come near her and all this sort of stuff. (ICE Ireland:S1A-

005$C)

c. [B]ecause um i mean yeah people leave these places like. (ICE New

Zealand:S1A-031$A)

d. Well like that would be really bad like ¡ICE-IRE:S1A-039$A¿ Mm.

(ICE Ireland:S1A-039$B)

While it is plausible that clause-final LIKE is modifying and in the majority

of cases probably highlighting the preceding segment, Fleischman and Yaguello’s

argument that it is used to disambiguate scope is problematic for three reasons:

firstly, it is not convincing that the speaker in (48a) should highlight really. Sec-

ondly, the vast majority of instances of clause-final LIKE do not co-occur with

intensifying adverbs such as really, very, etc. Thirdly, an alternative and probably

simpler explanation is that whenever phrase-initial LIKE and phrase or clause-

final LIKE co-occur as in (48a), they serve distinct functions. In fact, the first

instance of LIKE in (48a) occurs in a lexicalized construction and would – at least

in the present analysis – not be considered an instance of the discourse marker

LIKE proper.

The most elaborate analysis of clause-final LIKE todate is provided by Colum-

bus (2009). The results of her analysis of IrE data lead her to conclude that

utterance-final LIKE is best described as being an invariant tag on par with tag

questions such as eh or right. According to Columbus (2009), such instances of

LIKE clearly mark focus, but they are performing functions similar to other in-

variant tags such as serving to mark emphasis. Hence, this discourse-analytic

approach highlights the multifunctionality of this form and challenges accounts

which subsume all instances of clause-final LIKE into a single functional category.
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4.7.7 Quotative be like

Of all variants of LIKE, quotative be like has attracted the most attention (e.g.

Blyth et al. 1990; Buchstaller 2001b,a; Ferrara and Bell 1995; Meehan 1991; Ro-

maine and Lange 1991; Schourup 1982, 1985; Tagliamonte and Hudson 1999). In

contrast to other uses of LIKE, quotative be like has a fixed syntactic slot as in

(49) and, thus, is part of an already grammaticalized quotative construction.

(49) a. They were just you know there dancing and I was like ”what the hell

is going on with these people”. (ICE Phippines:S1A-007$B)

b. [I] was just like ”oh cool”. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-096$A)

c. [W]e were there and I’m like ”Hiti you really need to work on your

jokes you know”. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-031$A)

d. And I was like ”oh my God”. (Santa Barbara Corpus:SBC045$CORINNA)

This means that quotative be like lacks the feature of syntactic optionality and

is, therefore, not regarded as a variant of the discourse marker LIKE. Nevertheless,

it is briefly touched upon, as it shares common ancestry with discourse marker

LIKE and is similarly associated with the speech of adolescents (cf. Dailey-O’Cain

2000). It is claimed that, in contrast to other verbs of saying, quotative be like

”allows the speaker to retain the vividness of direct speech and thought while

preserving the pragmatic force of indirect speech” (Romaine and Lange 1991: 228).

With respect to the origin, Romaine and Lange (1991) proposed a step-wise

grammaticalization starting with comparative preposition, which in turn gave rise

to the conjunction variant of like which is best paraphrased as as if. Meehan (1991)

describes the same grammaticalization path, arguing that it originated from the

conjunction, which provided this variant of like with its fixed syntactic slot; and

then became semantically bleached; it now serves ”to focus on the highlighted in-

formation expressed in the quote. In addition, like is still reflecting the old ’similar

to’ meaning since the information contained in the quote is not exact” (Meehan

1991: 48). Buchstaller (2001a) proposes an approach towards the grammatical-

ization of quotative LIKE which builds on Lakoff’s (1990) radial structure model,

replacing the channel or pathway model introduced by Traugott and Heine (1991).
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4.7.8 Clause-external LIKE

In contrast to clause-internal instances of LIKE which modify lexical elements

within its scope, clause-external LIKE has no modifying function, but either links

sequences or indicates planning or processing difficulties (Andersen 2001: 254).

Such non-modifying instances of LIKE frequently co-occur with pauses, false starts,

self repairs, incomplete or terminated utterances (Andersen 2001: 254). As not

all clause-external instances of LIKE are identical, the following section provides

a typology of different variants of LIKE which can be classified as either linking

devices or elements which indicate processing difficulty.

4.7.9 Linking and cohesion

Until discourse markers became in themselves a topic in linguistics, they were

mostly studied as devices which function to create discourse cohesion, as in Halli-

day and Hasan (1976). In this context, like is regarded as a linking device, marking

”the relationship between chunks of text, highlighting certain chunks/putting them

into focus or signaling that the current chunk of text serves as exemplification or

explanation of a previous chunk” (Miller 2009: 320).

Instances of LIKE which establish cohesion or link utterances commonly do so

by introducing specifications of what was said before and can best be glossed as

that is as in (50). This type of LIKE is frequently, though not necessarily, preceded

by pauses which indicate that the speaker has completed the previous sequence,

but then returns to the topic and elaborates on or specifies certain aspects of

the utterance to disambiguate components which may be misinterpreted or seem

too vague. The specifications vary in length, as they can basically consist of single

words (50a), phrases (50b), complex constructions (50c) and whole sentences (50d),

or even multiple utterances (50e).

(50) a. Specification (single word)

He’s improved a wee bit you know<#> Like physically (ICE Ireland:S1A-

002$?)

b. Specification (phrase)

So we thought well we don’t really want that covered up <,> but we
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need a bit of privacy so we thought we’d actually get a screen you know

like a standing screen (ICE-Ireland:S1A-013$A)

c. Specification (complex construction)

High dependency unit <#> Like a step forward from ICU. (ICE

Ireland:S1A-078$B)

d. Specification (sentence)

And uh it never even occurred to me that she was or wasn’t was or

wasn’t making or doing the same as us because <,> there was no way

she was a weirdo <#> Like she never felt left out and we never felt

like the oh weirdo. (ICE-Ireland:S1A-011$B)

e. Specification (utterances)

Uhm you see this is why I don’t want a night job in a pub ¡S1A-048$B¿

Yeah yeah ¡S1A-048$A¿ Like I could go home and study say from seven

to nine every night and go out then at half nine <#> But then I’d be

in late and that’d mean I’d be tired be wrecked the next day. (ICE

Ireland:S1A-048$A)

These uses of LIKE are well explained by Andersen (1998, 2000, 2001) who

concludes that LIKE is employed to guide utterance interpretation by providing

cues as to which components contain especially relevant information. In the present

case, this means that LIKE has a twofold function. On the one hand, it serves as

a marker of focal information (i.e. the string which is about to follow) while on

the other hand, it functions as a linking device which informs the speaker that the

segment that follows relates to what was said immediately before. The linking of

conceptually related utterances establishes its status as an extra-clausal instance

of LIKE, while its focusing potential reflects a similarity with clause-internal uses.

But despite sharing features with clause-internal uses of LIKE, the fact that it

marks the beginning of a new sequence or chunk clearly sets it apart from purely

clause-internal uses.

4.7.10 LIKE as a hesitation marker and repair indicator

Some instances are, nevertheless, most accurately described as mere hesitation

phenomena – for instance, when a speaker is trying to find the most appropriate
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expression and after succeeding in finding it proceeds with a syntactically related

sequence, as in (51). Nonetheless, it would be näıve to assume that LIKE is not per-

forming any communicative function when used in this fashion. Indeed, instances

which seem to be mere pause fillers are more plausibly functioning as floor-holding

devices, a way of indexing that the speaker is about to proceed and wants to hold

the turn. Hence, in particular instances, such as (51), appear to be way to buy

processing time which allow speakers to briefly interrupt the utterance without

losing the turn, as the utterance proceeds without syntactic loss. In contrast to

instances in which LIKE indicates the beginning of a new, syntactically unrelated

sequence or chunk, such hesitation indexing uses of LIKE are characterized by a

perfectly complete and unimpaired syntactic string as in (51).

(51) But you know if I uh having a sore eyes is really uh bad for me you know be-

cause uh just like uh I was experiencing life of Randy Santiago remember?

(ICE Philippines:S1A-069$D)

Schourup (1982), and more elaborately Siegel (2002: 41), point out striking

parallels between such instances of LIKE and interjections such as oh and um. Like

other interjections, instances of LIKE, which function as fillers, occur ”with the

greatest frequency in positions of great lexical indecision such as a) preclausally,

but after prefatory material; b) before filled or unfilled pauses; and c) before

restarts” (Siegel 2002: 41). In contrast to clause-initial LIKE, these occurrences

do not introduce explanatory passages and, hence, do not establish coherence

relations between larger chunks of discourse.

In addition to the positions described by Siegel (2002: 41), LIKE also occurs

adjacent to aborts as in (52). On a metatexual level, such instances function as

cues to inform the listener that either the speaker is searching for the appropri-

ate expression, or that the speaker is about to begin a somehow separate, new

communicative act, as in (52), and that the preceding sequence is not relevant for

the interpretation of what is about to follow. In this sense, LIKE indicates to the

listener that he or she is supposed to focus on the following string, as the previous

utterance will not be taken up again, and whatever may be ’stored in the working

memory’ may be deleted.
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(52) a. So would you recommend that people who like <,> it’s that uh they’re

taking the pill because they want to stop painful periods. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-

054$A)

b. [W]ell you can but not like [. . . ] i suppose it’s just an exception at the

moment. . . (ICE New Zealand:S1A-038$P)

Along these lines, one can discriminate between various types of clause-external

variants of LIKE according to their linguistic context and their communicative

function. Parameters of this sort are, for example, the syntactic relatedness of the

sequences which are separated by LIKE (compare (51) to (52)); the co-occurrence

of LIKE with pauses as in (53a) and (53b); or repetitions of identical strings before

and after LIKE without pausing, as in (53c).

(53) a. No we I don’t say they are <,> like uh <,> they are for what you call

for the tourist purpose only and we will go and watch. (ICE India:S1A-

008$A)

b. [B]ut the point is i mean like er <,> [. . . ] yeah so i mean he hasn’t got

he hasn’t got he’s strapped for cash. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-016$R)

c. You like you wanna come back to summer school (ICE Jamaica:S1A-

063$A)

Instances of LIKE displaying typical signs of lexical indecision have been linked

to signaling intimacy. The association between intimacy and lexical indecision may

be considered dialectic in the sense that intimacy signaling may also be construed

as a by-product of lexical indecision. In this view, speakers who feel comfortable in

the communicative situation begin statements before having fully structured them

and use LIKE as a means to buy further processing time for completing utterance

planning. The interpretation of LIKE as a signal of intimacy or informality is

challenged by Miller (2009). While Miller (2009) admits that LIKE can reflect

solidarity among speakers, and may also serve as a processing time buyer, he

stresses that this explanation fails to account for the vast majority of uses in

which LIKE does not co-occur with hesitations and pauses, and also does not

apply to clause-final LIKE (Miller 2009: 324). According to Miller (2009), LIKE

functions predominately on the textual level, e.g. as a non-contrastive focusing

device which anticipates possible follow-up questions.
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4.7.11 LIKE as part of general extenders and complex lex-

icalizations

Variationist research only recently has begun paying attention to like as part of

general extenders (GE), such as (54), or lexicalized expressions (LE), as in (55).

(54) a. Not paradise or something like that (ICE Jamaica:S1A-001$A)

b. [P]eople with drawing boards and stuff like that. (ICE GB:S1A-034$B)

c. Do you remember that’s where Gerry went and got altitude sickness

or something like that. (ICE Ireland:S1A-003$E)

(55) a. It’s like people who have a visa. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-012$A)

b. [I]t’s like <, ,> even though I would they would have felt <,> uh

mummy is not letting us play and all so long. (ICE India:S1A-030$B)

c. I think um it’s like all the the ideas that we have throughout the ages

and the various they’re just sort of echos of uh the past. (Santa Barbara

Corpus:sbc 017$Micha)

GEs commonly occur in utterance-final position and, similar to other discourse

markers, are associated with vagueness as they direct ”the hearer to access a set

of which the given item is a member, whose characteristics will enable the hearer

to identify the set” (Channell 1994: 122). Hence, they ”represent a distinct set of

linguistic elements which have received little attention from linguists” (Overstreet

1999: 3) as vague language has often been met with derision, especially among

purists (Jucker et al. 2003: 1737). Recent studies in particular have employed

elaborate quantitative methods in the analysis of this phenomenon (cf. Pichler

and Levey 2010; Tagliamonte and Denis 2010). With respect to their sociolin-

guistic distribution in Toronto English, Tagliamonte and Denis (2010:28) find that

GEs are more frequent among adolescents as compared to adults. In addition,

Tagliamonte and Denis (2010: 28) draw attention to the variety-specificity of both

their grammaticalization and their discourse-pragmatic functions.

Complex lexicalizations, on the other hand, are a subgroup of phrasal discourse

markers which occur clause-initially. CLs like ”I think” or ”I guess” function as

epistemic parentheticals and have grammaticalized from matrix clauses such as ”I
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think that. . . ” or ”I guess that. . . ” (Brinton and Traugott 2005: 137–138). CLs in

which like is a non-optional element, such as ”It’s like”, differ from a construction

which is entirely optional. Cases which have been excluded from the data share

at least two features which set them apart from structurally identical true matrix

clauses. Firstly, they are not subsided by a pronominal from so that they precede

a fully independent matrix clause. And secondly, they carry an epistemic function,

as they express the speaker’s certainty of the truth of the subsequent utterance

and, thereby, serve to qualify how sure the speaker is of what is to follow.

The use of like in GEs or CLs differs from its use as a discourse marker in so

far as in the latter case like is not part of fixed constructions which were deemed

ungrammatical if like was removed. In this sense, like is not syntactically optional

in these environments and, hence, does not fall within the definition of discourse

markers employed here.

4.8 Synopsis

The previous chapter has introduced the reader to the current state of research

on LIKE. The chapter has recapitulated LIKE’s diachronic development and dis-

missed the idea that LIKE has grammaticalized in parallel in various locations

simultaneously and argued for an interpretation which assumes that it has un-

dergone three major waves of spread. During the first period of spread, LIKE

diffused through various regional varieties on the British mainland. The second

wave is characterized by the introduction of LIKE into various colonial varieties,

most notably to AusE and NZW as well as North American varieties of English. In

addition, LIKE became a functional element of IrE, where it had been introduced

before, during its dialect formation. The last wave of spread took place during the

last fifty or so years, when the spread of LIKE was promoted through AmE and

its covert prestige and dialect contact in the wake of World War II. With respect

to the attitudes associated with LIKE, this chapter showed that LIKE is typically

overtly stigmatized and perceived as being an American element. Speakers using

LIKE are perceived as cheerful, social, young, and female. The chapter also showed

that the positioning of LIKE is not random, but that its positioning is syntactically

constrained so that there are specific slots where LIKE can occur. The final section
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of the chapter described and discussed LIKE’s discourse-pragmatic functions and

showed that the positioning and the functioning of LIKE interact. In other words,

LIKE fulfills different discourse-pragmatic functions when it is used in different

clausal positions. For instance, in clause-initial position, LIKE serves as a linking

device used to establish coherence relations; it is used to modify elements to its

right, i.e. to focus or hedge lower level constructions such as phrases, when used

in clause-medial position.
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Chapter 5

Data and methodology

The following section describes the data, its structure, the processing and editing

stages, as well as the methodology applied in evaluation of the analysis of the

discourse marker LIKE across and within varieties of English. The section consists

of three parts: the first concerns itself with general issues, such as the outline of

and remarks on the methodology, as well as stating the basic research questions.

The second part elaborates more specifically on issues relating to the data sources

and data processing, such as the inclusion or exclusion of data and their analyses.

The third part discusses the statistical models used in the quantitative analyses.

5.1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to justify the present study and to provide a comprehen-

sive and systematic account of issues relating to methodology and data editing.

The present study combines sociolinguistic methodology with dialectometric

analysis, offering both a new approach towards the analysis of non-standard LIKE

and displaying the need for combining inter- and intra-varietal perspectives on

usage patterns. By approaching the discourse marker LIKE from a cross-varietal

perspective, it serves to illustrate regionally bound characteristics of LIKE use,

allowing re-evaluating claims and hypotheses of previous research which presumed

that LIKE usage is rather similar across varieties of English. Although often not

explicitly, this is problematic, particularly since the bulk of research on LIKE
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has focused either on North American English (Dailey-O’Cain 2000; D’Arcy 2005;

D’Arcy 2007; Schourup 1982; Siegel 2002; Tagliamonte 2005; Underhill 1988), or

varieties of English spoken across the British Isles (Andersen 1997, 1998, 2001;

Miller and Weinert 1995). The underlying premise that findings in one variety can

be generalized to other, geographically distinct varieties , is either premature or

overly simplistic. Unfortunately, it is problematic to generalize from one variety

over a culturally and linguistically distinct variety of English because this bears

the risk of dismissing variety-specific usage patterns. Avoiding such unwarranted

over-generalizations, the present analysis touches on wider theoretical implications

for the local sociolinguistic underpinning of linguistic supra-localization, i.e., re-

occurring patterns in the diffusion and transmission of forms (cf. Buchstaller and

D’Arcy 2009: 293).

Quantitative approaches to sociolinguistic phenomena have been employed ever

since Labov’s pioneering work on Martha’s Vineyard (Labov 1972) and the New

York City study (Labov 2006), but have mainly been used to investigate phono-

logical variation and to a lesser extent morphological and syntactic variation

(Macaulay 2005: 12). Only recently have researchers begun to apply statistics-

based quantitative methodology to discourse features ; mostly, however, by focus-

ing on gender or age differences (Macaulay 2005: 13). Such large-scale quantitative

methods enable meaningful comparison and repeatability as well as increased re-

liability, while fine-grained, qualitative analyses allow for a minute and detailed

analysis of discourse features on a micro-level. Ideally, both methods are combined,

thereby consolidating the productive aspects of both approaches. Furthermore, the

combination of cross-varietal and within-variety analyses enables the retracing of

the spread of LIKE throughout the English-speaking world, but also the investi-

gation of which subpopulation has been responsible for its spread, i.e. who were

the leaders of that change.

The classification of LIKE in the present study mainly builds on D’Arcy (2005);

D’Arcy (2007); Miller (2009), and Andersen’s (1998, 2001) previous analyses of

this vernacular feature. The resulting synthetic categorization is then applied to

occurrences of LIKE in a sample of geographically distinct varieties of English

based on eight regional components of the International Corpus of English to

enable a cross-varietal comparison.
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5.2 What does local implementation entail for

LIKE?

Before specifying the research questions and hypotheses, it is necessary to elaborate

on what it means to say that an innovation has undergone modification during local

implementation.

As stated previously, the main objective of this study is to analyse processes

that accompany the local implementation of globally available linguistic innova-

tions. Therefore, a closer look at what local implementation means seem to be in

order. The following section will thus discuss this concept and what it entails for

the present study.

In the present context, local implementation refers first of all to the frequency

of vernacular LIKE within a given speech community. Following Nevalainen and

Raumolin-Brunberg (2003: 53), the percentage of speakers within a speech com-

munity that use an innovation allows inferences to be made about the degree to

which an innovation has diffused through a speech community and, hence, how

accepted and established it is. Given the limited size of data sets used here, this

only applies to high frequency phenomena, since infrequent constructions would

be too rare in small or even mid-sized datasets to allow conclusions to be drawn

about how established such constructions are. However, LIKE is a high-frequency

phenomenon, and the percentage of speakers who use it does allows conclusions to

be drawn about its acceptance and use in a given speech community.

Second, local implementation refers to differences between the use in the donor

or source variety and the host or target community. These differences can be re-

alized on any mirco-linguistic level, be it phonetic, phonological, morphological,

syntactical, semantic, or pragmatic. In the present case (cf. also section 5.4.5), ef-

fects of localization are considered to be positional deviations in the target variety.

The underlying assumption is that the positioning of LIKE affects the pragmatics

and thus correlates with the function of LIKE. For instance, clause-medial LIKE

serves to modify lower level constructions such as phrases to its right by hedging

or focusing them (cf. section 4.7.1), while clause-initial LIKE serves to establish

coherence relations between higher level constructions such as clauses and sen-

tences typically by indicating that what is to follow is an exemplification of the
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content of the previous proposition. Therefore, if the positioning of LIKE in a

given target variety differs from the positional distribution of LIKE in probable

source varieties, this strongly indicated a difference in use and, more specifically, in

functional employment of this vernacular form. The difference in positional distri-

bution then indicates that LIKE has been adopted by the local speech community

and modified to match their communicative needs.

Thirdly, LIKE serves as a social index by marking in-group membership or as

a display of certain extra-linguistic attitudes. For instance, Dailey-O’Cain (2000)

found that ”young women are perceived as using like most often” (Dailey-O’Cain

2000: 60). Remarkably, speakers were also rated more attractive, more successful,

more cheerful, and more friendly when they used LIKE as compared to when they

did not (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 73). However, if speakers used LIKE, they were also

perceived to be less educated, less intelligent and with respect to older speakers

less interesting (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 73). The findings of Dailey-O’Cain (2000)

validate the hypothesis that LIKE serves as a social index and is associated not

only with certain reference groups such as young females, but also with certain

personality traits. It is likely that the association of LIKE with certain personality

traits is secondary and builds on its role as a marker of group membership, because

the personality traits appear to be related to subjective generalizations about fea-

tures of the social reference group. To elaborate, young females are more generally

considered attractive, cheerful, and friendly, and LIKE’s association with these

personality traits is thus based on its association with this subsection of society

rather than the other way around. In other words, it less likely that it is primarily

its association with the favourable personality traits that make LIKE an attrac-

tive element for young females. The reason for why the social index is primary

is the favourable argument lies in the fact that the opposed view fails to answer

why LIKE is associated with the respective personality traits in the first place.

However, this is not to say that young females use it because it is associated with

these personality traits – but the association with these traits is not primary but

secondary. Differences in the social profile of LIKE use would thus strongly sug-

gest that LIKE use in the target variety indexes different group memberships and

entails different personality traits than it does in the source variety. Again, this

would strongly support the assumption that the extra-linguistic functions of LIKE
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have undergone modifications and have been adopted during local implementation.

The preceeding subsection has elaborated on the notion of local implementa-

tion and defined the ways in which differences in LIKE’s frequency, its positional

distribution, and its social profile would indicate modifications during local imple-

mentation and why these differences between probable source varieties, specifically

AmE but also to a lesser extent EngE, suggest that LIKE has been modified by

the local speech community.

5.3 Research questions

In essence, the present investigation of the discourse marker LIKE focuses on

linguistic supra-localization, i.e. the local implementation of globally available

innovative forms. The overarching objective is to evaluate the stability of the

Labovian model of the social motivation of linguistic change in culturally diverse

and multilingual settings. Therefore, the present study aims at testing the con-

sistency of correlations between extra-linguistic variables and LIKE use in diverse

contact scenarios. Hence, this analysis elaborates specifically on previous research,

such as Buchstaller (2008); Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009), as well as Meyerhoff

and Niedzielski (2003).

The research questions addressed here are in line with the research questions

stated in Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009: 293):

– Who uses these innovations in different localities?

– Are the distributional and perceptual loads of travelling

resources constant across geographic space?

– What social and linguistic functions are constant across

geographic space?

The latter question is particularly relevant, as the vast majority of sociolinguis-

tic studies have dealt with monolingual settings and thus neglect dialect contact

or substrate/superstrate interference as relevant factors (Labov 2001: 518). In
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contrast, the present analysis attempts to shed light on the implementation of

supra-local innovations in diverse, often multilingual and geographically discon-

tinuous speech communities (cf. Buchstaller 2008; Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009;

Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003). Thus, this study offers a more profound under-

standing of the adaptation of features in case quality face-to-face contact, which is

the prototypical scenario in most sociolinguistic analyses, is missing. Thereby, it

elaborates on alternative methods of transmission, such as the role of mass media,

which has for the most part been disregarded by sociolinguists (Hickey 2003: 341).

Hence, this investigation concerns itself with the issue of whether the diffusion

of LIKE follows similar trajectories in geographically distinct locales. If this is

true, it would suggest that LIKE is merely borrowed from a parent to a receptor

variety. If, on the other hand, LIKE shows variety-specific adaptation during its

transmission, this would suggest that the associations attached to LIKE are mod-

ified to local norms and practices. This would corroborate recent claims that the

adoption of globally available variants involves proactive behavior on the side of

the local speech community (cf. Kachru 1992; Buchstaller 2008; Buchstaller and

D’Arcy 2009; Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003). Accordingly, the present inves-

tigation addresses issues such as the status of LIKE as an American borrowing

(Andersen 2001: 25); whether we observe systematic variation in LIKE use among

the regional varieties of English; and how we can account for such patterns in

case they exist? In addition, the analysis aims to answer questions relating to

the variety-specificity of LIKE use, for example, whether certain varieties favor

particular variants of this marker, or whether all variants of LIKE are subject to

similar trajectories of change. These questions ultimately aim at evaluating the

degree to which extra-linguistic factors have influenced LIKE use in quite distinct

and diverse varieties of English.

5.4 Central hypotheses

In view of the above considerations, and based on both contemporary sociolinguis-

tic theory, and previous research on LIKE, the present investigation aims to test

five central hypotheses. The first two address claims stated in previous studies on

LIKE use and thus relate to its sociolinguistic profile. The latter three hypotheses
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relate to the theoretical framework more generally and aim to evaluate widespread

sociolinguistic assumptions and mechanisms of ongoing linguistic change. The

following section will present, describe and discuss each hypothesis in detail.

5.4.1 Hypothesis 1: LIKE is a marker of teenage speech

The following subsection states the first hypothesis and will describe and discuss

this hypothesis with respect to previous claims about LIKE use.

Hypothesis I

LIKE is most common among adolescents and young

adults.

The speech of teenagers and young adolescents in contemporary, urban speech

communities represents a ”tremendous breeding ground for linguistic innovation.

[. . . ] The language of these speakers is a gold mine for innovative linguistic fea-

tures, revealing evidence for both grammatical, as well as sociolinguistic change”

(Tagliamonte 2005: 1913). The relevant literature on LIKE strongly supports the

proposal that this also holds for LIKE (e.g. Andersen 1998, 2001; D’Arcy 2005;

D’Arcy 2007; D’Arcy 2008; Siegel 2002; Tagliamonte 2005; Underhill 1988). Ac-

cordingly, this hypothesis aims to evaluate to what extent LIKE is a marker of

teenage speech, not only in standard varieties of English but across varieties of

English more generally. In fact, this hypothsis tests the claim that LIKE is an

angloversal marker of teenage speech and evaluates the factors that contribute to

mark it either as typically teenage-speech-related, or as being a pragmatic marker

employed by other social strata or even the population at large. If LIKE is indeed

confined to the speech of adolescents and younger adults, then this would confirm

previous analysis and strongly suggest that LIKE is not only functional from a

language-internal perspective but that it also possesses an extra-linguistic func-

tion as a social index. If LIKE is not confined to the speech of adolescents and

younger adults, however, then this would suggest stabilization, i.e. that LIKE has

already diffused through the entire speech community, and would indicate that
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LIKE’s functionality is predominantly language-internal – in this case carrying

various discourse-pragmatic functions.

5.4.2 Hypothesis 2: LIKE as a marker of female speech

The following subsection states the second hypothesis and justifies this hypothesis

with respect to previous claims about gendered LIKE use.

Hypothesis II

LIKE is typically a female feature and thus gendered.

Although the relevant literature on LIKE is inconsistent with respect to the

existence and degree of gender differences of LIKE use (cf. section 5.8.3), the

female lead in cases of vigorous and incipient change is one of the most robust

aspects of ongoing change. Labov (2002), for instance, asserts that ”in the great

majority of cases, it is women who are ahead – usually by a full generation” (Labov

2002). Accordingly, the third hypothesis aims to evaluate the extent to which the

mechanisms that have been observed for ongoing change apply to the spread of

LIKE. In addition, this hypothesis serves to shed light on whether and where

LIKE is more common amoung female speakers. Similar to hypothesis 1, this

second hypothesis targets the functionality of LIKE – if LIKE is used by speakers

with a certain social profile, this would support the view that LIKE is a social

index and not confined to its intra-linguistic, pragmatic functionality.

5.4.3 Hypothesis 3: The universality of the Labovian model

The following subsection states the third hypothesis and describes this hypothesis

in light of current sociolinguistic theories and the broader outlook of the present

study.

The third hypothesis aims to evaluate the universality of the Labovian model

of change from below on all mircolinguistic levels. In other words, it tests the

extent to which mechanisms which have been observed in cases of phonological
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change from below are also at work in cases of pragmatic change.

Hypothesis III

The Labovian model of social motivation for linguistic

change is valid with regard to pragmatic change.

This hypothesis implies that recurring patterns attested during the incrementa-

tion and diffusion of phonological innovations such as a female lead, social stratifi-

cation, and age-grading in apparent-time are not confined to phonological change,

but also features of pragmatic change and thus the spread of pragmatic innova-

tions. In essence, the main objective of this hypothesis is to test how fitting the

Labovian model of change from below is in cases pragmatic rather than phonolog-

ical innovations such as the spread of LIKE. The third hypothesis relates to the

broader theoretical framework of this study and serves to empirically determine

to what extent the Labovian model requires modification when applied to the dif-

fusion of pragmatic innovations. Although this objective seems straightforward,

there are so far no systematic studies that evaluate the adequacy of the Labovian

model of change from below, although it is frequently taken as a reference point in

cases of ongoing change (cf. e.g. D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007; Tagliamonte 2005).

Therefore, testing this hypothesis has repercussions not only on LIKE use, but on

sociolinguistic theorizing more generally – at least when analyses go beyond the

study of phonological phenomena.

5.4.4 Hypothesis 4: Diffusion and stratification

The following subsection states and discribes the fourth hypothesis. Similar to the

third, this fourth hypothesis also addresses a theoretical issue and aims to evaluate

basic assumptions underlying modern sociolinguistic theories.
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Hypothesis IV

LIKE use is socially stratified, particularly in locales

where it has only recently been introduced. In other

words, the higher the frequency of LIKE, the lower the

degree of social stratification.

According to (Labov 2002), ”most of the linguistic changes in progress studied

in the 2nd half of the 20th century show a high degree of social stratification.”

Considering that social stratification wanes once a change is nearing completion,

then this implies not only that LIKE use is socially stratified, but also that the

degree of social stratification depends on the stage of change. The closer a change

is to completion, the less social stratification is expected. The complementary

implication is, of course, that the more vigorous a change is, the more social

stratification is expected.

If LIKE indeed showed less social stratification in varieties where it is well

attested and into which LIKE thus cannot have entered recently, this would sup-

port the view that social stratification is a valid index for ongoing change. If

LIKE showed significant stratification in locales where it is well attested and which

LIKE thus cannot have entered recently, then this could mean two things. First,

that LIKE is undergoing another form of change in which a previously language-

internal functional element has acquired an extra-linguistic function as a social

index. This interpretation would, however, be somewhat unusual, as social mark-

ing is typically a feature of innovations or elements which have not fully diffused

through the speech community in the first palce. Second, it could mean that the

diffusion of morpho-syntactic and pragmatic elements is generally accompanied by

less social stratification and the existence of social stratification would therefore

be of less value for detecting ongoing change for such elements. This latter point

would have notable implications for sociolinguistic theory and the practice of soci-

olinguistic research, which builds heavily on the apparent-time construct and the

generalizing from phonological processes of language change to other elements on

other linguistic levels.
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5.4.5 Hypothesis 5: LIKE use is modified during local im-

plementation

The last hypothesis is perhaps most crucial with respect to this study. The follow-

ing subsection states and justifies this hypothesis in light of the broader outlook

of this study.

Hypothesis V

The regional locale and the cultural norms and practices

shape the local implementation of LIKE.

This hypothesis, in essence, tests the assertion put forth in previous studies

on the local implementation of globally available variants that (linguistic) inno-

vations are not adopted wholesale, but that they undergo modification and re-

interpretation during their implementation (cf. Kachru 1992; Buchstaller 2008;

Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009; Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003). The use of LIKE

in geographically distinct locales should, therefore, exhibit variety-specific idiosyn-

crasies. More specifically, this hypothesis evaluates the degree to which the social

and positonal profile of LIKE in recipient varieties mirrors the social and posi-

tonal profile in the target or donor variety. With respect to positioning, chapter

4.7 has shown that the position of LIKE with respect to the clause strongly corre-

lates with distinct discourse-pragmatic functions. If a form undergoes functional

modification during its implementation in a given speech community, this would

be expressed in a difference between the positional profile of the donor and the

recipient variety. If the social meaning of LIKE is modified and LIKE becomes

associated, for instance, with a reference group distinct from its reference group

in the donor variety, then this would cause a difference between the social profiles

of the donor and the recipient variety. Any difference between the use of LIKE in,

for instance, AmE and PhiE or JamE would therefore indicate local modification

and support the view that innovations are not adopted wholesale but that they are

shaped during implementation to match local norms and needs. If the positioning
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of LIKE in the recipient variety is very similar to the positioning in the donor

variety but the social profile is distinctly different, this would indicate that the

social meaning of LIKE is (cognitively) more salient than its linguistic constraints

and its language-internal functionality. If, however, the social profile of LIKE in

the recipient variety is very similar to the social profile in the donor variety but the

positioning is distinctly different, this would indicate that the language-internal

functionality of LIKE is (cognitively) more salient than its social function. In any

case, the degree of variability between varieties in terms of both positioning and

social meaning will further our understanding of processes that accompany the

global diffusion of pragmatic innovations.

5.5 Data sources

The following section will discuss the data on which the following analyses build.

It will specifically introduce the design of the ICE corpora and discuss why they

are considered an adequate data source for this study. The subsequent sections

will then continue to discuss matters of data processing and data editing, such as

which instances of LIKE were excluded from further analysis and why they had

to be excluded.

5.5.1 Introduction

Although previous research has broadened our understanding of various issues re-

lating to the discourse marker LIKE, neither large-scale cross-varietal surveys of

this marker nor variety-specific constraints on LIKE use have been established.

As systematic accounts of the variation of LIKE usage across varieties of English

are few, the present study dedicates itself to filling this. In particular, this study

addresses basic questions concerning variety-specific usage patterns of discourse

marker LIKE. This is relevant, as few sociolinguistic studies have focused on the

transmission and diffusion of features across wider geographical areas. Buchstaller

and D’Arcy (2009: 298), for instance, emphasize in their cross-varietal investiga-

tion of be like, which is very similar to the present study in its theoretical outlook

and methodology, that. . .
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the direct comparability [. . . ] of previous analyses of verbs of quotation in general

and of be like in particular remains questionable since they tend to be based on

dissimilar methodological premises and applications in terms of the definition of

the variable and constraints, the form selected as part of the envelope of variation,

quantitative methods, and statistical models.

To overcome the limitations of these previous studies, the present investigation

uses a computationally edited version of the ICE and employs coherent method-

ology to guarantee cross-varietal comparability of the data. Hence, the present

quantitative analysis of LIKE across varieties of English draws its data from the

International Corpus of English (ICE). This family of corpora represents distinct

regional varieties of English and, therefore, forms an appropriate starting point for

a cross-varietal study.

The issue of data selection is not trivial, as Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009)

emphasize that ”[w]hat is needed, therefore, are reliable and comparable methods

applied rigorously and uniformly across datasets to uncover which constraints hold

both across and within varieties of English worldwide” (Buchstaller and D’Arcy

2009: 298). Therefore, the present investigation uses a computationally edited

version of the ICE and employs coherent methodology to guarantee cross-varietal

comparability of the data. This family of corpora represents distinct regional

varieties of English and, therefore, forms an appropriate starting point for a cross-

varietal study.

5.5.2 The ICE family of corpora

The ICE family of corpora meet the criteria mentioned above, thus allowing a

balanced and extensive overview of LIKE use across regional varieties of En-

glish to be attained. Seven of the available components of the ICE are con-

sidered: ICE Canada (Canadian English); ICE GB (British English; R1); ICE

Ireland (Hiberno or Irish English); ICE India (Indian English); ICE Jamaica

(Jamaican English); ICE Philippines (Philippine or Filippino English); and ICE

New Zealand (New Zealand English). In addition, the Santa Barbara Corpus of

Spoken American English was added to the analysis for three reasons. Firstly,

the Santa Barbara Corpus contains AmE data and, hence, broadens the range of

regional varieties. Secondly, the Santa Barbara Corpus matches the other ICE
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components, as it ”forms part of the International Corpus of English (ICE). The

Santa Barbara Corpus represents the main data of the American component of

ICE (http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/sbcorpus. html; April 4th 2010).

Thirdly, the data included in the Santa Barbara Corpus consists mainly of private

dialogue, i.e. face-to-face conversation, and thus contains the data particularly

relevant for the present purpose.

The most prominent feature rendering the ICE family of corpora relevant for

this investigation is that they were designed for comparability and, hence, enable

contrastive analyses of geographic varieties.

All regional components of the ICE corpora contain 500 files, 300 of which rep-

resent spoken language of various text types and 200 of which represent written

language of various text types. The transcribed dialogues are classified according

to the type of spoken discourse (private or public dialogue, scripted or unscripted

dialogue). Therefore, the ICE corpora allow for a detailed analysis of the occur-

rence of LIKE in specific communicative situations. Beyond enabling large-scale,

quantitative analyses, the ICE family of corpora also enables specialized and fine-

grained exploration, as the linguistic context is available and data are not confined

to specific communicative situations. Since discourse markers are most prevalent

in informal spoken text types, the study will use data from files with the header

S1A exclusively which indicates that the data represents private dialogues and

more specifically, either face-to-face conversations or transcripts of telephone calls.

Beyond enabling large-scale, quantitative analyses, the ICE family of corpora

also enables specialized and fine-grained exploration, as the linguistic context is

available and data are not confined to specific communicative situations.

Adding to their advantageous design, the ICE corpora offer extensive informa-

tion about the speakers: the age and gender of speakers to their level of education,

occupation, 1st and 2nd languages, and ethnicity. Based on this additional speaker

information, the ICE family offers the opportunity for fine-grained sociolinguistic

analyses.

Despite their high degree of comparability, their wide range of registers and the

detailed speaker information contained in them, the ICE have some shortcomings

to be addressed in the present context.

With the exception of the Santa Barbara Corpus, neither of the ICE compo-
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nents contain detailed information about the phonological features of the original

spoken data, nor do they offer the original audio files as complementary sources for

data coding. This additional material would have been enormously helpful dur-

ing the coding process: for example, coding of intonation would have permitted

a more precise analysis of LIKE usage with regard to its position relative to the

embedding intonation unit.

Furthermore, the ICE components are not representatively balanced with re-

spect to the age, gender, and educational background of the speakers:

The corpus contains samples of speech and writing by both males and females,

and it includes a wide range of age groups. The proportions, however, are not rep-

resentative of the proportions in the population as a whole: women are not equally

represented in professions such as politics and law, and so do not produce equal

amounts of discourse in these fields. Similarly, various age groups are not equally

represented among students or academic authors (http://ice-corpora.net/ice/design.htm,

29.4.2010).

This imbalance turned out to be a major obstacle for this study and ultimately

led to the decision to focus exclusively on data containing the most informal spo-

ken dialogue, i.e. private face-to-face conversations and private phone calls (files

headed S1A) while disregarding more formal spoken data (files headed S1B, S2A

and S2B).

Another disadvantage of the ICE family of corpora relates to its aim to repre-

sent the ”national or regional variety of English”, which is to say that the respective

ICE components represent the national or regional standard varieties rather than

representing a random sample of entire scope of language use in the respective

region. Since the national standard is predominantly spoken by the educated elite

of a country, the ICE corpora fail to reflect the language use of the population of

English speaking individuals at large, but have a rather substantial bias towards

educated speakers, i.e. they reflect the language of the elite rather than the speech

community. Although this is a drawback, the sample of speakers included in the

respective ICE components was varied enough to allow testing for social strat-

ification, because the speakers included in the data were biased towards higher

education but not limited to speakers of such a profile.
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5.6 Data processing

The frequency-based approach taken in the present analysis deploys the normal-

ized frequency of LIKE instances per 1,000 words per speaker and, hence, re-

quires the extraction of the precise word counts for each speaker present in the

data. To perform this task, I devised R scripts (http://www.martinschweinberger

.de/blog/codes-tutorials/) which serve both to extract the precise word counts for

each speaker and combine these word counts with the biographical and sociologi-

cal background information of the speakers. The resulting tables hold both word

counts and biodata and constitute the basis for further speaker- and frequency-

based analysis of LIKE use within and across varieties of English.

Subsequently, speakers who uttered fewer than 100 words had to be removed,

as they would have skewed the data as even single uses of LIKE would have

resulted in disproportionately high frequencies per 1,000 words. A related reason

for excluding speakers who uttered fewer than 100 words is that their inclusion

would, in fact, have led to very imprecise estimates of their linguistic behaviour,

resulting in far less reliable statistical results. For an overview of the final data

see Table 5.6.

Computing the token counts of all individual speakers represents a valuable ex-

tension of the ICE components, as it facilitates the use of the ICE for fine-grained

sociolinguistic analyses across an extensive sample of geographically distinct vari-

eties of English.

Hence, in contrast to most sociolinguistic studies on linguistic change and vari-

ation, the present study focuses exclusively on the use of LIKE. This may bring

into question whether the present study can be called a study of linguistic vari-

ation proper, as alternative variants in the respective syntactic environment are

not considered. This is crucial with respect to the discourse-pragmatic adapta-

tion of LIKE during its implementation in local speech systems. Without taking

competing or rival variants into account, the specific functional niches filled by

LIKE remain unidentified. Indeed, the variety specificity stemming from interac-

tion and competition with other linguistic means is mostly disregarded. In contrast

to fine-grained discourse-pragmatic analyses which are better suited to addressing

such variety-specific adaptations, this analysis assumes an underlying functional
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Speakers
(N)

Speakers
(words)

LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean ptw)

Canada 244 194,,574 900 4.625
GB 320 201,372 127 0.631
India 236 211,646 331 1.564
Ireland 309 189,787 936 4.932
Jamaica 228 207,807 526 2.531
New Zealand 227 229,193 529 2.308
Philippines 198 193,077 452 2.341
US 163 246,258 860 3.492
Total 1,925 1,673,714 4,661 2.785

Female
(N)

Female
(words)

LIKE
(N females)

LIKE
(mean ptw
females)

Canada 155 125,120 616 4.923
GB 156 101,620 61 0.600
India 115 98,563 214 2.171
Ireland 236 150,684 748 4.964
Jamaica 171 149,056 409 2.744
New Zealand 140 142,771 338 2.367
Philippines 141 132,441 352 2.658
US 91 138,888 539 3.881
Total 1205 1,039,143 3277 3.154

Male
(N)

Male
(words)

LIKE
(N males)

LIKE
(mean ptw

males)
Canada 89 69,454 284 4.089
GB 150 92,352 53 0.574
India 114 109,137 115 1.054
Ireland 73 39,103 188 4.808
Jamaica 56 58,650 117 1.995
New Zealand 87 86,422 191 2.210
Philippines 57 60,636 100 1.649
US 71 106,227 312 2.937
Total 697 621,981 1,360 2.187

Table 4: Overview of the final data set for this study
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similarity allowing cross-varietal comparison. The purpose of the present investi-

gation is not to carry out a comparative analysis of the specific discourse-pragmatic

functions of LIKE, but to investigate the stability of re-occurring patterns in soci-

olinguistic diffusion and the degree to which these erode when applied to diverse

local settings.

5.7 Data editing

For the empirical and systematic study of linguistic phenomena, relying on corpora

has become vital. Nonetheless, corpora have deficiencies, as they cannot display

all information contained in the original data – i.e. the factual discourse itself, or

fine-grained phonetic and phonological properties. To compensate for the inherent

limitations of data contained in corpora, it is necessary to consider all levels of

discourse ”such as phonetics, prosody, context and topic [. . . ] where the gram-

matical analysis arising from a mere browsing of computer lists of examples will

not suffice” (Andersen 1997: 39). ’Browsing computer lists’ is certainly valid for

providing an informative approximation, further multilevel analysis is required to

capture a more detailed picture. Unfortunately, the ICE data are not accompanied

by audio files of the original communicative situations. Therefore, the classification

of various instances of LIKE in the present case relies heavily on morpho-syntactic

features, and has also been informed to a large extent by meta-linguistic annota-

tion and commentaries included in the transcriptions, i.e. the presence of pauses

or utterance boundaries.

Accordingly, but also for reasons of efficiency, concordancing software (Mono-

Conc Pro 2.2) was used in this study to automatize the search for the relevant

target forms, i.e. the orthographic sequence like. Unfortunatelty, the orthographic

sequence like is by no means restricted to discourse marker uses because like also

functions as a verb, a comparative preposition, a noun, an adverb, among others.

Exemplifications of discourse marker uses of the word like occurring in natural

language data are given in (56).

(56) a. Like every time we spend a decent amount of time together i think i’m

so happy. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-055$A)

131



The discourse marker LIKE Martin Schweinberger

b. No the one where they were uhm they were like worshipping that golden

cow or something that they have made. (ICE Philippines:S1A-007$B)

c. That’s amazing like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-036$A)

d. I mean I love American crap especially comedies like crap comedies

that everybody thinks are crap. (ICE Great Britain:S1A-041$A)

The discourse marker LIKE differs from instances of orthographically and

phonologically equivalent standard uses of like. Such standard uses comprise uses

of like as a verb, as a noun, as a comparative preposition, as an adverb, and as

an element of general extenders and lexicalized forms as in (57f). The difference

between standard uses and uses of like as a discourse marker is that the latter is

(i) grammatically optional and thus does not change the semantic relationships

between elements (Fuller 2003; Schiffrin 1987; (Fuller 2003; Schiffrin 1988; Schou-

rup 1999); (ii) semantically bleached compared to their more lexical source forms

(Sankoff et al. 1997: 195); and (iii) do not interfere with the truth conditions of

the propositions in which LIKE occurs.

(57) a. Like as a verb

I still like to go to parties. (Santa Barbara Corpus SBC006:ALINA)

b. Like as a comparative preposition

[H]e’s exactly like the bloke I fell in love with (ICE Great Britain:S1A-

006:B)

c. Like as a comparative preposition which is best glossed as ’as for ex-

ample’

Okay for instance uh a lot of nice people work here man like John

Andrea <,> uh Raymond Charles (ICE Jamaica:S1A-008$A)

d. Like as a comparative preposition which is best glossed as ’as if’

It wasn’t it didn’t look like it was gonna fall (ICE Philippines:S1A-

007$A)

e. Like as a noun

[T]here’s about four wards in Lisburn that are sort of Twinbrook Pole-

glass and the like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-034$A)
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f. Like as a suffix

He walked in a bum-like manner.

g. Like as a part of general extenders

You had a buy a two-piece suit or something like that. (ICE Ireland:S1A-

029$B)

h. Like as part of lexicalizations

It’s like I really feel upset. (ICE Canada:S1A-051$A)

As optionality is a defining feature of discourse markers and is a key criterion

for the current purpose, it was decided to exclude quotative be like, as it cannot

be removed without affecting the acceptability of the utterance (compare (58) to

(59)). This procedure is non-trivial, as previous research, Schourup (e.g. 1982)

and Underhill (1988), include quotatives into their analyses of LIKE use.

(58) Quotative be like (BE+like constructions)

a. And then he walked up to the car door. I was like Hi. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-

034$B)

b. So I’m like okay so do you leave or what do you do. (Santa Barbara

Corpus 044:LAJUA)

c. And so I’m standing there in this florist’s and I’m like what do I do

(ICE Canada:S2A-037$A)

(59) Quotatives without like (BE constructions)

a. ?And then he walked up to the car door. I was Hi. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-

034$B)

b. *So I’m okay so do you leave or what do you do. (Santa Barbara

Corpus SBC044:LAJUA)

c. *And so I’m standing there in this florist’s and I’m what do I do (ICE

Canada:S2A-037$A)

Although some studies (cf. Schourup 1982, 1985; Andersen 1997, 1998) have

classified LIKE before numbers and other quantitative expressions as a discourse

marker when it is used adverbially to signal approximation, such instances are

not considered discourse marker uses of LIKE in this study. The reason for this
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is that in its adverbial function, like replaces alternative adverbs such as about,

around, and approximately (D’Arcy 2005, 2008; Schweinberger 2010) and can be

substituted with various adverbs without noticeably altering the meaning or ac-

ceptability of the utterance in which it occurs (cf. Andersen 1997; D’Arcy 2005).

In addition, this use of like interferes with the truth conditions of the underlying

proposition (cf. Siegel 2002), leading to ”a specifiable semantic difference between

descriptions preceded by like [italics M.S.] and identical descriptions without like

[italics M.S.]” (Schourup 1982: 30). Furthermore, Meehan (1991: 40) supports this

analysis and suggests that this ’approximately’ reading of like ”can be thought of

as a specific interpretation of ’similar to’ [i.e. the adverbial extension of the adjecti-

val use of like]” (Meehan 1991: 40) and, thus, behaves rather atypically compared

to other discourse markers and constitutes a borderline case between discourse

marker and adverbial (Andersen 1997: 37).

Nevertheless, there are valid reasons for including such instances in the data

analysis. For example, Andersen (1997, 1998) mentions that some cases of LIKE

in this context do not belong in the adverb category as ”in a number of cases like

precedes a measurable unit without expressing inexactness” (Andersen 1997: 40).

In such cases, the instance cannot be equated with other approximating instances,

as it apparently serves a different pragmatic function, i.e. it serves a focusing

function or, as Schourup (1982, 1985) suggests, it seems adequate to gloss it as

’for instance’. Although such cases admittedly remain problematic, they were

excluded for the reasons given above (cf. (60).

(60) Like preceding numeric expressions

a. [I]t costs me like a a fiver more to come in for nine o’clock. (ICE Great

Britain:S1A-008$A)

b. Yeah cos it took like five ten seconds all. (ICE Canada:S1B-062$B)

c. When you would say that it’s night market it would be cheap it would

be really like fifty percent off the original price. (ICE Philippines:S1A-

080$A)

Deciding to exclude occurrences of LIKE was, however, not unproblematic

when the status of the respective form was not clear-cut, as instances such as in
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(61) where like can be interpreted as both a discourse marker and a comparative

preposition.

(61) Unclassifiable instances of like

a. What happened to you I mean not like dating like a formal date. (ICE

Philippines:S1A-038$B)

b. It’s a reflection of the brain and it’s communication like books but it’s

much quicker. (Santa Barbara Corpus SBC017:MICHA)

Excluding significant proportions of occurrences of like is quite delicate, but

absolutely necessary to guarantee a high quality of the data. It is, nevertheless,

unfortunate that neither phonological nor prosodic annotation was available for

the ICE components. This would have enabled phonological and prosodic analysis

and, thus, reduced the number of indeterminable cases, ”as the discourse marker

LIKE is generally unstressed and has little prosodic prominence (and is often

pronounced with a slightly different diphthong from that of the verb/preposition,

[eI] vs [aI])” (Andersen 1997: 37). Although not all indeterminate cases could be

resolved using phonological analysis, since non-discourse marker like variants may

also be unstressed at times, it would have allowed for a more detailed analysis and

increased both the quality and the quantity of the data.

All in all, the coding procedure applied in the present study was straightfor-

ward. The coding consisted of two phases: an automated phase in which non-

discourse marker cases were removed from the data, and a subsequent manual

coding phase during which the instances of LIKE were classified and other non-

discourse marker cases were removed. The coding consisted of the following steps:

First, all instances of the orthographic sequence like were retrieved from the ICE

components. Secondly, all cases in which like was only a part of a word were ex-

cluded, e.g. likely. Then, instances which were followed by a to or a word ending

in –ing were excluded, as they are instances of the verb like. Next, all instances of

like which were preceeded by -ould, –ould not or –ouldn’t were excluded as they

represent verbs. Then, instances were excluded when like was preceded by a word

ending in -thing and the subsequent word began with th- because in such cases like

is part of a general extender, e.g. something like that. Next, all instances of like

which preceded quantities or numeric expressions were removed from the data set,
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e.g. like five, because in this study such instances of like are considered adverbs

(cf. section 4.7.1.2). The final step in automated coding consisted of removing all

instances of like which were preceeded by personal pronouns, .e.g. I like, because

these instances of like were most likely verbs.

Once all these cases of like were removed from the data, manual coding was

applied. Manual coding was straightforward as well: each instance was inspected

in context and coded as being either an instance of a discourse marker, in which

case the instance was retained in the analysis – or not – in which case the instance

was removed from the data. If the instance was indeed a discourse marker, then

it was classified as either an instance of clause-initial LIKE (INI), clause-medial

LIKE (MED), clause-final LIKE (FIN), non-clausal LIKE (NON), or an instance

of LIKE for which a proper classification was not possible (NA). The decision to

classify LIKE as representative of one of these categories was based on the context

and syntactic environment, e.g. LIKE was considered an instance of:

i clause-initial LIKE, when it occurred in a pre-subject

position followed by a complete clause or beginning of a

clause;

ii clause-medial LIKE, when it occurred in post-subject

position preceding a phrasal consituent, but not at the

end of a clause and not surrounded by repetitions,

restarts, interruptions, or pauses;

iii clause-final LIKE, when it occurred at the end of clauses

or speech units and was preceeded by phrasal or clausal

constituents;

iv non-clausal LIKE, when the instance of LIKE was sur-

rounded by repetitions, restarts, interruptions or pauses;

v unclassifiable LIKE, when non of the above criteria ap-

plied or –more likely – when more than one classification

was appropriate and the context did not favour one over

the other classifications.
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For a more elaborate description of these types of LIKE, including their prop-

erties and a more fine-grained description of their classification, see the following

section which focuses in more detail on the considerations underlying the manual

coding process.

5.7.1 Types of LIKE

Though it may superficially appear as if the discourse marker LIKE is a single, ho-

mogenous form which happens to occur in various utterance positions and syntactic

environments, only more fine-grained analyses are able to provide an adequately

detailed picture and reveal its multifaceted nature. On closer inspection, one

finds that LIKE use comprises a heterogeneity of quite distinct situations which

occur under specific conditions and in well circumscribed contexts (D’Arcy e.g.

2005: ii; Tagliamonte 2005: 1897). Depending on the linguistic context in which

LIKE occurs, it fulfills a variety of more or less distinct (pragmatic) functions.

The following section exemplifies various uses of LIKE and additionally provides

a classification which allows the systematization of seemingly unrelated instances

of LIKE.

According to Andersen (2001: 272), all instances of LIKE can be subsumed

under either of two categories: clause-internal and clause-external uses of LIKE.

Clause-internal LIKE is ”syntactically bound to and dependent on a linguistic

structure [. . . ] a pragmatic qualifier of the following expression” (Andersen 2001:

273). Clause-external LIKE is ”syntactically unbound (parenthetical) [. . . ] ex-

ternal to and independent of syntactic structure” (Andersen 2001: 273). The

instances provided in (62) and (63) exemplify this distinction.

(62) Clause-internal, syntactically bound LIKE (clause-medial LIKE)

a. I thought Jews’d always been very like stringently against divorce.

(ICE Ireland:S1B-005$D)

b. And she obviously thought she was like with the delivery people as

well. (ICE Ireland:S1A-006$D)

c. It’s got like chocolate chip cookie base and lovely lime juice. (ICE

Ireland:S1A-036$A)
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(63) Clause-external, syntactically unbound LIKE (scopeless, non-clausal LIKE)

a. Mine aren’t bifocal but I find like that if you wear if they’re for reading

and you wear them out there’s I don’t know it’s sort of like uhm they’re

uncomfortable. (ICE Ireland:S1A-059$B)

b. But there’s lots of uhm like I mean say if you were going to analyse

a a rock face I mean there’s probably only one way you can actually

analyse it. (ICE Ireland:S1A-028$C)

c. UCD like first of all well well UCC supposedly it’s meant to be easier

to get into second year Psychology. (S1A-048$B)

d. It will apparently uhm <, ,> prolong the <, ,> like the the <, ,>

cleaning that’s required ev every two years or whatever <, ,> I don’t

actu at a vet’s office . . . (ICE Canada:S1A-023$A)

Instances of clause-external LIKE require further sub-classification, because

certain instances of clause-external LIKE are highly functional in so far as they

introduce specifications best glossed as that is (cf. (63a)); establish coherence

relations by linking higher level constructions as, for example, entire clauses or

clausal elements as in (63b); or serve to indicate restarts as in (63c). Instances of

clause-external LIKE as in (63d), on the other hand, merely indicate processing

difficulty and function as floor-holding devices while neither modifying elements

nor establishing coherence relations.

(64) Clause-external, clause-initial LIKE (clause-initial LIKE)

a. Like will your job still be there when you if if you do come back. (ICE

Ireland:S1A-014$D)

b. [I]t was a bit of a cheat. like it was a bit like wings of desire. (ICE

New Zealand S1A-026#265:1:A)

c. Like we were sitting any time there was a bit of music we were sitting

clapping away and like everybody starts clapping along to the music

you know. (S1A-012$A)

An additional difference between (63) and (64) is that the instances of LIKE

in (64) have scope over the entire higher-level construction following while the

instances in (63) appear to lack scope altogether.
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Related to the clause-internal versus clause-external distinction is the observa-

tion that the instances of LIKE in (62) modify a single element, while the instances

in (63) index planning difficulty or serve as floor-holding devices, repair indicators,

and discourse links, but do not modify individual elements. Except for cases in

which LIKE signals planning difficulty or precedes an utterance termination, all of

the above types of LIKE have forward scope, i.e. they relate to whatever follows

to their right.

Nonetheless, LIKE may differ with respect to the direction of its scope. While

the instances in (62) and (64) are bound to the right and thus have forward scope,

the occurrences of LIKE in (65) are bound to their left and, therefore, have back-

ward scope.

(65) LIKE with backward scope (clause-final LIKE)

a. It’s a bit of a difference now from him going to Manchester and you

going to a kibbutz in Israel like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-014$C)

b. They’re in their bedroom like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-036$A)

c. He’s from Wexford so he’s probably no good but we’ll sign him up

anyway like you know (ICE Ireland:S1B-050$D)

This difference in direction of scope probably reflects their diverse origin. While

LIKE with forward scope as in (62) probably originated from the comparative

preposition (Buchstaller 2001a: 22; Meehan 1991; Romaine and Lange 1991), in-

stances of LIKE with backwards scope probably originated from the suffix /-like/

(Jespersen 1954: 407, 417).

Instances of LIKE with backward scope do not, however, necessarily represent

instances of clause-final LIKE, but may occur either in non-clausal constructions

as in (66), or in clause-medial position as in (67).

(66) LIKE with backward scope in non-clausal constructions

a. Yeah after Mass like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-022$B)

b. How long how long like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-051$B)

c. A wee girl of her age like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-002$D)

(67) LIKE with backward scope in clause-medial position
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a. [In Bergen like] it rains a lot.

b. There’s [John like] standing by the stairs.

Furthermore, instances of LIKE which were clearly discourse marker uses but

which could not be classified satisfactorily due to missing or ambiguous context

(cf. (68) and (69)) have been classified as NA (not available). In fact, the rel-

evance of analyzing the wider context of like-instances proved to be crucial for

disambiguating problematic cases, and its importance cannot be overstated.

(68) Unclassifiable instances of LIKE

a. [H]e changed to a petrol just before my last lesson so I’ve had like

. . . and everything was fine but now getting used to the petrol’s really

hard (ICE Ireland:S1A-003$C)

b. NANCY: But like . . . (Santa Barbara Corpus SBC050:NANCY)

c. I was like . . . (ICE Ireland:S1A-066$C)

Instances of like/LIKE such as those in (68) have been particularly difficult

to classify because the direction of scope is ambiguous. This ambiguity arises

when cues which enable the identification of scope direction – e.g. pauses or

metalinguistic information provided by the transcribers – are missing (compare

(69a) and (69c) to (69b) and (69d)).

(69) LIKE with ambiguous scope

a. If you haven’t found another job [within five years like] there must be

something seriously wrong. (ICE Ireland:S1A-014$D)

b. If you haven’t found another job within five years [like there must be

something seriously wrong]. (ICE Ireland:S1A-014$D)

c. We were like oh for fuck sake [like Jesus]. (S1A-011$NA)

d. We were like [oh for fuck sake like] Jesus. (ICE Ireland:S1A-011$NA)

Since the instances of LIKE in (68) are clearly instances of the discourse marker

LIKE, but ambiguous with respect to their clausal status, they are also classified

as ”NA” to indicate that further classification was ”not available”.

According to the typology of uses described above, the present study distin-

guishes between the following types of LIKE:
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INI: clause-initial with forward scope as in (64);

MED: clause-medial with forward scope as in (62);

FIN: clause-final with backward scope as in (65) and non-

clausal LIKE with backward scope as in (66);

NON: syntactically unbound, i.e. non-clausal and without

scope as in (63);

Limiting the analysis of the discourse marker LIKE to its relation to the clause

offers the advantage that results allow not only for directly meaningful compara-

bility to other contemporary studies, but also remain viable for future research

(Macaulay 2005: 189). Tagliamonte, in particular, points out the importance of

guaranteeing comparability in sociolinguistic research (Tagliamonte 2005: 1912):

On a more methodological note, these results highlight the value of pursuing a

quantitative analysis of proportion and distribution when it comes to innovating

features, even when they may have a number of different functions in the grammar.

It is only when the high frequencies of individual forms are calculated from the

total number of words spoken by individuals or groups (or some other normaliz-

ing measure) that number of forms can be compared accountably (whether across

different sub-groups of the speech community or across studies).

Accordingly, the present study concerns itself exclusively with the positioning

of the discourse marker LIKE, while for the most part disregarding the pragmatic

functions of each individual occurrence to increase reliability and enable replica-

tion:

[T]here have been different interpretations of the meaning of features such as [. . . ]

focuser like. While notions of shared knowledge or similarity may not have affected

the approach taken by investigators to these two items, such assumptions may make

it more difficult for other investigators who do not share them. An ascetic approach

in which discourse features are first of all treated as units of form avoids introducing

controversial interpretations at an early stage. (Macaulay 2005: 1289–190)

Having classified all instances of the discourse marker LIKE accordingly, each

instance was assigned to its respective speaker. In a subsequent step, all speakers

present in the data were assigned the type and number of occurrences of LIKE
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they had used. This allows for a speaker-based analysis, which is a more suitable

method than proceeding on an item-by-item basis.

The next step consisted of computing the per-1,000-word frequencies of each

type of LIKE for each individual speaker.

In the final phase of editing, outliers were removed from the data as these

speakers would have disproportionately affected the analysis. Thirty-six outliers

were identified and removed. The elimination was criteria-based, i.e. when the

LIKE use of the respective speaker differed substantially from the distribution

observable in his or her regional variety, or if speakers used relatively few words

which led to an overestimation of his or her per-1,000-word frequency of LIKE.

To exemplify, Figure 9 shows two box plots displaying outliers in PhiE and AmE

which were removed from the data set. In PhiE the upper two data points have

been removed, and in the case of AmE, the upper three.

Figure 9: Examples for outliers in PhiE and AmE

It has thus been possible to compile an appropriate database for our analysis

containing 1,925 speakers across eight varieties of English who produced 4,661

instances of the discourse marker LIKE (cf. Table 5).
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Figure 10: Frequency of LIKE variants in the final dataset

Figure 10 shows that the most frequent variant of LIKE across varieties of

English is clause-medial LIKE, while clause-initial LIKE is slightly less frequent.

The missing boxes of clause-final and non-clausal LIKE indicate that these variants

are very infrequent among speakers of English.

5.8 Description and motivation of variables

Although a large body of literature on LIKE has accumulated, only a few stud-

ies have approached this marker with elaborate statistical evaluation; a notable

exceptions are Andersen (1997, 1998, 2001); D’Arcy (2005); Dailey-O’Cain (2000)

and Tagliamonte (2005). In light of this research gap, the present investigation
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will perform elaborate statistical evaluations to assess the correlation between the

use of LIKE, i.e. the dependent variable, and up to nine independent variables

such as age, gender, and occupation.

5.8.1 Dependent variables

The dependent variables of the analysis are straightforward, as they constitute the

frequencies of types of LIKE as discussed in section (5.6). In addition, the variable

ALL is added, which comprises all occurrences of LIKE without regard to their

clausal status. ALL thereby provides an estimation of the rate of overall LIKE use

within a certain variety of English.

Variable name Variable type Definition
(ptw per speaker)

ALL numeric, ratio-scaled overall frequency of LIKE
INI numeric, ratio-scaled clause-initial LIKE with

forward scope
MED numeric, ratio-scaled clause-medial LIKE with

forward scope
FIN numeric, ratio-scaled clause-final LIKE and

non-clausal LIKE with
backward scope

NON numeric, ratio-scaled syntactically unbound LIKE
without scope

Table 6: Overview of the dependent variables included in the analysis

The independent variables included in the analysis are based on the speaker

information provided by the respective ICE teams and comprise various highly

relevant sociolinguistic factors.

5.8.2 Independent variables

The independent variables mostly comprise traditional sociolinguistic variables,

such as the age and gender of speakers. In order to probe more deeply into the

matter, this study includes additional variables to enable a maximally accurate
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and optimally fine-grained analysis of LIKE use across and within varieties of

English. The variables included here are discussed either by previous research

of discourse marker LIKE, or theoretical considerations concerning the study of

language change on a more general level, or evidence from related fields such as

psycholinguistics. The following section will thus discuss each independent variable

and state how it has been operationalized in the present study.

Idiosyncratic bias numeric, ratio scaled Combined frequencies of all other vari-

ants of LIKE in the dialogue (not applicable in the case of ALL being the dependent

variable)

5.8.3 Regional variety (VAR)

The geographical variety of speakers is particularly interesting in the present case,

as it may serve to shed light on the popular notion that LIKE has its origin in the

speech of Californian Valley girls. While the claim that LIKE has its origin Cali-

fornia is probably inaccurate in the case of LIKE (cf. D’Arcy 2007; Schweinberger

2013; section 4.1), it is very plausibly true for the quotative complementizer BE

LIKE (cf. section 4.1). Quotative be like is presumably a later development than

the discourse marker LIKE (Buchstaller 2006: 363; D’Arcy 2007: 386; Blyth et al.

1990), but it shares several properties with other vernacular uses of LIKE as, for

example, its sociolinguistic profile. Accordingly, it has been associated with the

discourse marker in several studies (cf. e.g. Schourup 1982, 1985).

The origin of the discourse marker LIKE, on the other hand, are more con-

troversial. With respect to these forms, Andersen (2001: 216) suggests that they

developed in the counterculture groups (i.e., jazz, cool, and Beat) of New York

City during the 1950s and 1960s (Andersen 2001: 216; D’Arcy cf. 2007: 398),

while D’Arcy (2007: 400) promotes the idea that both markers have been around

much longer than proposed by Andersen:
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Variable
name

Description Variable
type

Levels Definition

VAR
Regional vari-
ety of English

categorical

USA U.S American English
CAN Canadian English
GB British English (mainly Lon-

don area)
IND Indian English
IRE Irish English
JAM Jamaican English
NZ New Zealand English
PHI Filipino/Philippine English

Table 8: Operationalization of regional variety of English in this analysis (VAR)

Not only is the marker used by speakers older than 65 years of age, but the examples

do not represent random occurrences. As noted, the marker is highly productive

among Torontonians in their eighties, occurring nearly as often as all other discourse

markers combined in the speech of this cohort. This suggests that the marker was

already a feature of the vernacular before it was associated with the Beat and jazz

groups of the 1950s and 1960s. In fact, working from the apparent-time hypothesis,

in the 1930s, when these 80-year-olds were teenagers, like must have been relatively

frequent in the ambient language as a discourse marker, a usage inherited by these

speakers from the previous generations. (D’Arcy 2007: 400)

This observation by D’Arcy is corroborated by Schweinberger (2013), who

found substantial quantities of clause-medial uses in the speech of 65- to 75-year-old

speakers of Northern IrE in data compiled in the early 1970s. This finding seems

implausible given the claim that LIKE originated in the US during the 1950s and

1960s. The presence of these forms in the data of older cohorts strongly suggests

that the discourse marker LIKE has been around much longer than suspected and

clearly undermines the hypothesis that LIKE is an American innovation.

On a more methodological note, regional variety is based on the respective

ICE component and is thus taken to represent the origin of the data; that is, all

linguistic output of speakers present in the refined ICE New Zealand data are

assumed to reflect the variety of this region. This variable has eight levels and is

operationalized as a categorical variable.
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5.8.4 Gender (SEX)

With respect to gender-related LIKE use, the popular notion that LIKE – in all

its forms – is more frequently employed by female adolescent speakers has been

analyzed by quantitative sociolinguistic (e.g. Andersen 1998, 2001; D’Arcy 2005;

Tagliamonte 2005) and attitudinal studies (Buchstaller 2006; Dailey-O’Cain 2000:

69). According to this popular view, LIKE has its origin in AmE (Andersen

2001: 216), or more specifically in the speech of Californian Valley girls (cf. Blyth

et al. 1990; Siegel 2002) who presumably promoted its spread around the English

speaking world (D’Arcy 2007: 397; citealtmeehan1991happening; Romaine and

Lange 1991: 269; Siegel 2002: 37; Underhill 1988; Valentine 1991). This notion

concerning the origin of quotative LIKE is fairly plausible, given that contemporary

theories on language change and its interaction with social variables corroborate

the fact that women are the forerunners in language change (Andersen 2001; Eckert

1989; Labov 1990, 1994, 2001, 2002; Milroy and Milroy 1993; Müller 2005; Wodak

and Benke 1998): ”it is women who are ahead–usually by a full generation” (Labov

2002: 12). Despite building on popular opinion as well as scientific theorizing, the

considerable amount of research on this issue over the past 25 years has failed to

provide unambiguous results. In fact, the emerging picture remains rather mixed

and fails to provide a clear-cut answer as to whether LIKE use is significantly

gendered. According to Dailey-O’Cain, this parallels conflicting ”findings about

you know and other discourse markers labelled as ’hedges’ by early scholars of

pragmatics and discourse analysis” (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 63).

While a notable number of studies support the popular belief that LIKE is

more pervasive among females and, in particular, among teenage girls (Andersen

2001; Iyeiri et al. 2005; Fuller 2003; Romaine and Lange 1991; Siegel 2002; Taglia-

monte 2005), other studies, for example, Dailey-O’Cain (2000: 66) and Schleef

(2004), failed to validate a statistically significant impact of gender on LIKE use.

Moreover, this inconsistency remains, even though other variables such as the gen-

der of addressees were taken into account. For instance, Schleef’s (2004) results

suggest that female students employed LIKE with a significantly higher frequency

than their male peers, but he failed to validate this observation when other fac-

tors such as the conversational roles and the educational level of speakers where
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considered. Thus, Schleef had to conclude that the ”more obvious gender trend

among students might be due to peer group socialization. [. . . ] For instructors,

the peers of their own discipline are an important focus, and gender lines are of

relatively little importance in the context of the discipline” (Schleef 2004: 185).

Part of the confusion may have arisen due to gender-specific differences in use

of distinct types of LIKE. In other words, functionally and positionally distinct

variants of LIKE use might be preferred by speakers of different genders. If all

variants are treated as realizations of one underlying form, this could have skewed

the results and led to the contradictory claims. An indicator of this is the fe-

male preference for quotative LIKE (e.g. Tagliamonte and D’Arcy 2004), which is

more often than not studied in isolation, thus avoiding commingling with alterna-

tive variants. To avoid intermixture of distinct variants of LIKE, D’Arcy (2005);

D’Arcy (2006) large-scale quantitative study on CanE provided a detailed analy-

sis finding that LIKE, when used in clause-initial position significantly correlated

with females, while clause-medial LIKE significantly correlated with males, with

both patterns remaining stable over apparent-time (D’Arcy 2007: 396):

[T]he gender puzzle is finely articulated: the question of men versus women depends

on which vernacular form of like is at issue. In the case of the quotative, women use

be like significantly more than their male peers do overall (N = 6,364; Tagliamonte

and D’Arcy 2007). Concerning the discourse marker, women use this form more

frequently than men do as well, and despite the narrow margin in the overall results,

this too is significant (N = 3,363; D’Arcy (2005: 97)). (D’Arcy 2007: 396)

Gender as a variable is operationalized based on the sex of a speaker, i.e. it is

a binary nominal variable and not a ratio-scaled variable, reflecting a continuum

between masculine and feminine. Hence it is operationalized as follows:

Variable
name

Description Variable
type

Levels Definition

SEX Gender nominal
F female (reference variable)
M male

Table 9: Operationalization of the gender of speakers in this analysis (SEX)
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5.8.5 Age (AGE)

Research on language change and variation has produced a detailed picture of

general patterns and mechanisms which underlie the seemingly chaotic patterns of

linguistic behavior (cf. Labov 2001). One of the most salient and consistent aspects

of this systematicity is that adolescents play a crucial function in triggering and

driving ongoing change. Tagliamonte (2005), for instance, emphasizes that teen-

talk represents a ”tremendous breeding ground for linguistic innovation that exists

[. . . ] in contemporary, urban speech communities” (Tagliamonte 2005: 1913).

Similar to other forms of cultural practice, adolescents are the main innovators

and the driving force for linguistic change: ”As with any form involved in change,

adolescents are in the vanguard. They are not the only members of the community

using these forms, but they use them at higher frequencies than older age cohorts

within the population” (D’Arcy 2007: 402).

To investigate language change at its forefront, a number of studies have thus

almost exclusively focused on the speech of younger age groups and their use of

LIKE (e.g. Andersen 2001; Fuller 2003; Miller and Weinert 1995, 1998; Müller 2005;

Sharifian and Malcolm 2003; Siegel 2002; Tagliamonte 2005). Paying attention to

speech patterns during adolescence is particularly promising, because it ”provides

greater motivation than at any other time in life to adapt linguistic patterns to

community structure. This age group, therefore, provides an important key to

the study of the mechanisms of such adaptation” (Eckert 1988: 206). Indeed

Tagliamonte (2005) argues that the study of adolescents is a ”a gold mine for

innovative linguistic features, revealing evidence for both grammatical, as well as

sociolinguistic change” (Tagliamonte 2005: 1913).

This also applies to the discourse marker LIKE as, in contrast to gender, the

impact of age on the use of LIKE is far less controversial, and the results are

far more homogenous than those for gender. With regard to age, the literature

provides a comprehensive and fine-grained account of its correlation with changes

in language use. The vast majority of studies conducted during the past twenty

years confirm that adolescents show a higher frequency of LIKE use than their

elders. In other words, age has a statistically significant impact on LIKE use

which has been described as peaking during the teenage years (Andersen 2001;
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Dailey-O’Cain 2000; Müller 2005; Petersen 2004; Schourup 1982; Schweinberger

2012). Consider, for instance, D’Arcy (2007: 397):

It is a common assumption that vernacular uses of like are age-graded, frequently

marking the speech of adolescents and younger adults only to be outgrown in adult-

hood. In other words, like use is presumed ephemeral and temporally banded,

appropriate for a certain stage of life and then shrugged off when its suitability

wanes.

This mainstream notion has been validated empirically by D’Arcy (2005) in her

study of LIKE use in Toronto English. However, her research raises the question as

to why this tendency does not wane like other short-lived fashions. As an answer

to this question, D’Arcy (2005); D’Arcy (2007) proposed that this consistency may

be related to an increase in syntactic flexibility, which leads to an increase in slot

positions in which LIKE is allowed to occur.

Based on the results of previous studies, the present analysis expects young

speakers to use LIKE more frequently than older speakers. Accordingly, the

youngest age cohort will serve as the reference variable, in comparison to which

the frequencies of other age groups are evaluated.

The operationalization of this variable requires a little more attention, since

the age groups are not coherent across different ICE components. For example,

there are six age groups in the original unedited Irish ICE component (age group 0

= 0-18 years of age; age group 1 = 19-25 years of age; age group 2 = 26-33 years of

age; age group 3 = 34-41 years of age; age group 4 = 42-49 years of age; age group

5 = 50 and older), while there are only three age groups in the British component

of the ICE (age group 1 = 18-25 years of age; age group 2 = 26-45 years of age;

age group 3 = 46 and older). Because of this heterogeneity, the variable of age

does not lend itself to cross-varietal comparisons and is used only for intra-varietal

analyses. Since the youngest age group will serve as the reference category in the

regression models, it is always coded as A1, although the age of the speakers within

that category may differ between varieties based on the age groups defined in the

respective ICE components. The specifications of the age groups are provided in

the respective sections. In addition, the Santa Barbara Corpus throughout and

the ICE GB in parts offer the exact age of speakers, which will be used in graphical

displays if advantageous, but these exact details are transformed into age groups
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during regression modelling. In general, the age of speakers is operationalized, as

displayed in Table 10 below.

Variable
name

Description Variable
type

Levels Definition

AGE Age

nominal 0, 1 As the age classifica-
tion differs from corpus
to corpus, the individ-
ual age cohorts are de-
scribed in the respective
sections
(A1= reference).

OR OR
numeric
(in US
data and
parts of
GB data)

age-in-
years (in
US and
parts of
GB data)

Table 10: Operationalization of the age of speakers in this analysis (AGE)

5.8.6 Occupation, social-class and socio-economic status

(OCC)

Social class has acquired a central role in sociolinguistic research ever since William

(1966); Labov (2006) confirmed the existence of a reliable correlation between so-

cial stratification of linguistic features. Despite the fact that social class is com-

monly considered a crucial factor in explaining the mechanisms of language change

and variation, only a few studies have concerned themselves with the analysis of

the interaction between LIKE use and social class, a notable exception being An-

dersen (1997, 2001). In accordance with Blyth et al. (1990), who propose that

LIKE is ”indicative of middle-class teenage girls” (Blyth et al. 1990: 224), An-

dersen’s (1997) study on LIKE in London Teenage speech notes that LIKE is

distributed rather evenly, but that it is most common among the ”higher social

groups” (Andersen 1997: 46). This trend holds true across both sexes and indi-

cates ”that like appears to be gaining ground in a fairly wide range of speaker’s

groups and across registers and is used by speakers who otherwise speak a stan-

dard variety of English (Andersen 2001: 290). According to Andersen (1997), the

fact that LIKE is especially common among members of the highest social groups

can best be accounted for in terms of a higher adoption rate of this ’American’

feature by teenagers belonging to the middle and upper-middle classes. Strangely,
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the curvilinear pattern neither holds for quotative LIKE nor the grammaticalized

construction it’s like in Andersen’s data, as the correlation between these forms

and social class turned out to be insignificant.

With respect to methodology, it should be stressed that in the present study,

the assignment of social class is not based on the combined SEC index of oc-

cupation, education and house value (Labov 2001: 297), but solely on speakers’

occupations. As the occupation of speakers correlates particularly closely with the

socio-economic status of speakers (cf. Labov 1990; Macaulay 1977), occupation

will serve as an indicator of both social class and socio-economic status. This

approximation is corroborated by recent analyses, which found that occupation

is a very accurate approximation of the SEC index: ”occupation was correlated

more closely with new and vigorous changes in progress than the other two, and at

some points occupation gave even more significant correlations than the combined

index” (Labov 2001: 297).

In contrast to classifications common in other variationist research such as

Chambers and Trudgill’s (1998) five-point scale of social class (consisting of middle-

middle class, lower-middle class, upper-working class, middle-working class, and

lower working class), the present analysis utilizes a three-point scale: (i) academic

and professional careers; (ii) clerical and managerial professions; and (iii) skilled

and unskilled manual labor, similar to the tripartite categorization employed by

Macaulay (1977: 138).

According to the curvilinear hypothesis, social stratification of linguistic vari-

ation is concentrated in the middle classes (Labov 2001: 186). In other words,

the highest ratio of advanced forms exists in the speech of speakers of high, but

not the highest, socio-economic status. Hence, speakers in clerical and managerial

professions serve as the reference variable in the present context.

In the present study, the socio-economic status of speakers is coded as a nom-

inal variable: speakers who hold occupations of medium social prestige typically

associated with office work, such as secretaries and accountants, are the reference

variable – this variable level is referred to as CLM, which stands for clerical and

managerial professions. The other two levels which are tested against this variable

encompass: (i) speakers in occupations which typically do not require secondary

education such as waiters, janitors or cleaning personnel – this variable level is

154



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

Variable
name

Description Variable
type

Levels Definition

OCC
Current
occupation

categorical

SML
CLM

ADC

(un-)skilled & manual labor
clerical & managerial profes-
sions
academic & professional ca-
reer (reference)

Table 11: Operationalization of the occupation of speakers in this analysis (OCC)

called SLM which stands for skilled and manual labour and; (ii) speakers in occu-

pations typically associated with university education, such as lawyers, teachers

and lecturers – this variable level is called ACD, which stands for academic and

professional careers. These levels are not based on groups defined by the ICE

teams, but are based on manual classification whenever the current occupation of

a speaker was provided in the speaker information data.

5.8.7 Native and non-native speakers of English (L1)

Only very few studies have investigated the difference in LIKE use and its fre-

quency among native and non-native speakers of English. A notable exception is

Müller (2005: 229–230), who found that non-native speakers of English (L1 Ger-

man speakers) used LIKE significantly less than native speakers of AmE. In fact,

native speakers of AmE used LIKE in various functions up to four times more

frequently than non-native speakers of English.

An additional study analyzing differences between native and non-native use

of LIKE in language contact situations is Sankoff et al. (1997). This study inves-

tigated differences in LIKE use by L1 English and L1 Montreal French speakers in

Québec, Canada – a region included in the present analysis, and it offers particu-

larly insightful findings with respect to LIKE use in language contact situations.

According to Sankoff et al. (1997), the frequency of the discourse markers such

as you know, so, like, and well correlates negatively with their fluency in the L2:

”The overall picture that emerges from our analysis is that the ability to express

oneself fluently and confidently in a second language entails the use of those dis-
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Variable
name

Description Variable
type

Levels Definition

L1
First
language

categorical

ENG
ENG+

OTH

English only, (reference)
balanced bilingual with one L1
being English
first language is not English

Table 12: Operationalization of the mother tongue of speakers in this analysis (L1)

course markers that native speakers produce so effortlessly” (Sankoff et al. 1997:

213). Furthermore, this study strongly suggests that ”only L2 speakers with a high

degree of contact with native speakers will master the use of discourse markers”

(Sankoff et al. 1997: 193). Thus, only speakers whose native language is English

will serve as a reference variable in the following statistical analysis.

In terms of operationalization, the variable first language (L1) is coded as a

nominal variable with speakers whose only first language is English as the reference

variable. The other two levels are tested against this variable and encompass (i)

balanced bilinguals with one L1 being English (ENG+) and (ii) speakers with a

first languge other than English (OTH).

5.8.8 Ethnicity (ETH)

According to Labov (2001), ethnicity differs from the variables discussed so far –

gender, age, and social class – ”in that it has little systematic effect on linguistic

change in progress” (Labov 2001: 257).

As most researchers appear to presume that LIKE is predominately used by

white adolescent speakers, ethnicity has largely been neglected. Only two system-

atic studies have included ethnicity into their analyses (Andersen 2001; Ferrara

and Bell 1995). Ferrara and Bell (1995) found that black and Hispanic speakers

contribute to the spread of the quotative be like in AmE – with both genders

equally taking part in this change. Andersen (2001: 290–291) who examined the

use of LIKE among London teenagers provides a more fine-grained analysis and

was able to show that although LIKE is a common feature in the speech of ethnic

minorities, it is occurring with a significantly lower frequency than in the speech of
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Variable
name

Description Variable
type

Levels Definition

ETH Ethnicity categorical

FIL Filipino
IND Indian
JAM Jamaican
MAO Maori
WHI Caucasian
OTH none of the above

Table 13: Operationalization of the ethnicity of speakers in this analysis (ETH)

comparable white adolescents. Furthermore, Andersen’s (2001) results support the

assertion that females have been responsible for introducing the discourse marker

LIKE into minority communities, but he did not find supporting evidence for this

trend concerning quotative be like and, hence, failed to corroborate Ferrara and

Bell’s findings for AmE.

Based on the findings reported by Andersen (2001), and Ferrara and Bell

(1995), the reference group in this study is white Caucasian speakers who are

expected to use LIKE more frequently than other ethnic groups.

With respect to operationalization, the variable ethnicity (ETH) is coded as

a categorical variable with speakers whose ethnic identity is white/caucasian as

the reference variable. Other levels are tested against this variable and encompass

levels listed in Table 13 below.

5.8.9 Region (REG)

The variable ”region” may serve to shed light on more fine-grained pathways of

diffusion within varieties of English. Unfortunately, this variable is only applicable

to IrE and AmE, since the relevant information has not been available for other va-

rieties. Nonetheless, regional differences with geographical varieties may indicate

change in progress, since innovations are assumed to spread outward from distinct

epicenters, typically urban areas, where innovations commonly originate. In the

case of AmE, regional differences may shed light on whether LIKE is still under-

going change. For instance, if LIKE exhibited higher frequencies and LIKE in
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Variable
name

Description Variable
type

Levels Definition

REG
Geographic
region

categorical

N Northern Ireland
S Republic of Ireland
CA California
OTH US but not California

Table 14: Operationalization of region in this analysis (REG)

California compared to other US American regions, this could potentially indicate

that LIKE is still in the process of diffusing through AmE. However, one has to

keep in mind that region in the present context is not geared toward representing

social networks or communities of practice, as it is far too indiscriminate for this

purpose: it merely serves to evaluate the existence or absence of possible regional

differences in LIKE use on a rather coarse-grained level. This is particularly true

of the Irish data.

With respect to IrE, this study differentiates between northern and southern

varieties of IrE. Although these two varieties exist in geographical proximity, they

are distinct not only in terms of phonology, but also in terms of morpho-syntactic

properties. Should the statistical analysis show significant differences in LIKE

use between these two varieties, it might shed light on factors which counter the

spread of incoming forms and may best be accounted for in terms of distinct socio-

cultural identities which are reflected in more or less intentional differences in

linguistic behavior.

However, the category region in the present context is only a rough approxi-

mation of social networks or communities of practice, and is far too indiscriminate

for this purpose; it merely serves to evaluate the presence or absence of possible

regional differences in LIKE use. This is particularly true of the Irish data.

Since region applies only to Irish and the American data, it is operationalized

as a nominal variable with two levels: Northern IrE vs Southern IrE for the Irish

data, and California vs. US but not California for the American data.
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5.8.10 The date of data collection

The date of data collection is of particular relevance in the present study as it serves

to complement the apparent-time analysis, based on the age of speakers, with a

real-time analysis. If LIKE is truly innovative and is currently undergoing change,

as proposed by various sources (cf. Andersen 2001; D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007),

then the earliest data, i.e. that compiled from 1990 to 1994, should exhibit lower

frequencies of LIKE than data collected more recently, i.e. 2002 to 2005. Although

the time span captured by the date of data compilation covers a mere fifteen years,

the apparent-time findings of previous studies indicate a rapid change, which may

be reflected in the results of the complementary real-time analysis even though

this period is brief. This real-time study would thus confirm the hypothesis that

LIKE continues to spread within and across speech communities.

So far, LIKE has only been studied from an apparent-time perspective, which

has been shown to accurately reflect ongoing changes in real-time. Nevertheless,

apparent-time analyses are often inadequate to distinguish between different types

of change – such as generational change versus communal change – or even the

difference between change and mere stable variation, as in age-grading. As Labov

notes: ”[t]he main problem then is to distinguish age-graded stable variation from

generational change in progress” (Labov 2001: 77). Hence, the apparent-time

distributions will be complemented by real-time analyses thereby providing a more

detailed picture of LIKE use.

Unfortunately, the American data taken from the Santa Barbara Corpus, as

well as the data taken from the British, the New Zealand and the Indian compo-

nents of the ICE do not provide the necessary information to evaluate the apparent-

time results from an additional real-time perspective. Hence, the present study

can only provide apparent-time analyses of these components.

The date of data compilation is operationalized as a nominal variable, which

is tested against a dummy variable – in the present case the dummy represents

the oldest data, compiled between 1990 and 1994. If DATE significantly affects

LIKE use and has a positive coefficient, then this confirms that LIKE use has

significantly increased in comparison to the LIKE of 1990 to 1994.
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Variable
name

Description Variable
type

Levels Definition

DATE Date of data collection categorical
D1 1990-1994
D2 1995-2001
D3 2002-2005

Table 15: Operationalization of date of data collection in this analysis (DATE)

5.8.11 Priming effects, accommodation and idiosyncratic

overuse (PAI)

Thus far priming effects, i.e. that speakers themselves or their interlocutors re-use

linguistic items or constructions which have occurred in the preceding discourse

(Pickering and Garrod 2004: cf.[), have not as yet attracted much attention with

respect to possible influences on language change in general (Jäger and Rosenbach

2008a: 86, 91), or the historical development of discourse markers in particular.

Although priming effects are well established with regard to phonological and

syntactic features in synchrony, this is certainly not the case with respect to its

effect on language change, let alone the diffusion of pragmatic markers.

Nevertheless, it appears very plausible that priming is relevant in the context

of both the study of discourse markers and the study of ongoing language change.

Consider, for instance, Szmrecsanyi (2006: 212):

[P]ersistence could also have implications for historical linguistics: the multiplica-

tive and self-enforcing effect of persistence, coupled with logarithmic forgetting

functions, might very well be involved in the s-curve patterns so often observable

in language change. This is an intriguing issue which, needless to say, would be

worth exploring in future research.

Only recently has this topic become the focus of linguists, especially psycho-

and historical linguists. This newly awoken interest manifests itself, for instance,

in a recent issue of Theoretical Linguistics devoted to the relationship between

priming and language change (cf. Jäger and Rosenbach 2008a). Nonetheless, Jäger

and Rosenbach (2008a: 108) emphasize that their discussion of priming and its

relation to language change is think-piece, but not a fully fledged theory of how

precisely this is to be understood.
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To illustrate: if priming is neglected, then particularly high frequencies of the

discourse marker LIKE, for example, within a given dialogue would almost cer-

tainly be attributed to extra-linguistic features of the speaker such as his or her

gender or age. This may lead to an erroneous interpretation according to which

the elevated frequencies reflect ongoing change, while the more appropriate expla-

nation may well be priming. This is, however, not to say that the two explanations

are mutually exclusive, but rather complementary. In fact, increased frequencies

of a given form among a population of speakers, i.e. the situation we observe in

the case of ongoing change, will increase the probability of priming.

Accommodation refers to the fact that during conversation, the linguistic styles

of interlocutors incline to each other (Le Page 1998: 22). This phenomenon has

primarily been addressed with respect to the observer’s paradox, i.e. the fact

of observation changes the behavior of the observed entity. In other words, the

linguistic behavior of interviewees may converge with the speech of the interviewer

(Le Page 1998: 22). The use of LIKE by one interlocutor may lead to its use by

the other interlocutor due to accommodation rather than extra-linguistic factors

such as age and gender. If accommodation is neglected, then the effect of extra-

linguistic variables may be overestimated.

Idiosyncratic overuse denotes abnormally high rates of LIKE by individual

speakers. Such speakers are similar to yet different from outliers, as their fre-

quency is notably elevated, although not high enough to justify the elimination of

this speaker from the data set. This bias towards employing vernacular LIKE is

best attributed to the speaker’s idiosyncratic linguistic performance rather than

to his or her age or gender. Again, neglecting idiosyncratic bias would lead to

overestimating the effect of extra-linguistic variables. Hence, if no measure for id-

iosyncratic performance was implemented, the multifactorial model would, a priori,

account for the abnormally high rate as resulting from extra-linguistic factors, and

their effect size would necessarily be over-estimated.

In order to account for priming, accommodation and idiosyncratic overuse,

the analysis of individual subtypes of LIKE includes the cumulative frequency

of all other LIKEs present in the dialogue. Although this cumulative frequency,

the PAI index, reflects priming rather poorly, it serves to provide a data-driven

approximation of the likelihood of priming effects and, hence, protects against
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Variable
name

Description Variable
type

Definition

PAI
Priming
Accommodation
Idiosyncratic bias

numeric

Combined frequencies of all other
variants of LIKE in the dialogue
(not applicable in the case of ALL
being the dependent variable)

Table 16: Operationalization of the PAI index in this analysis (PAI)

over-estimating the effect of time, i.e. the rate of ongoing change. Note, how-

ever, that the PAI index – the combined measure of priming, accommodation and

idiosyncratic overuse – is only a rough approximation. As illustrations of these

shortcoming, keep in mind that the PAI index considers neigther phonetic nor

phonological similarity, nor does it reflect the time interval between previous uses

of LIKE and the individual target occurrence. In this sense its primary function

is to prevent over-estimation of other extra-linguistic factors rather than being a

meaningful factor in itself.

The PAI index is operationalized as a numeric, ratio-scaled variable which

represents the normalized per-1,000-words-frequency of all instances of LIKE by

all speakers combined in the respective conversation.

5.9 Statistical design

The following section introduces and discusses the main concepts which are impor-

tant for understanding and interpreting the results. The first part of this section

focuses on very general concepts which are not specific to the present study, while

the second part concerns itself with concepts which are rather specific to the type

of analyses employed here.

5.9.1 General remarks about quantitative analyses and statis-

tics

Statistical analyses are more powerful than mere visual inspection, and they are

a crucial and powerful tool in differentiating between real patterns and imaginary
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patterns caused by pareidolia. The detection of real patterns or real correlations

rests on the following logic: any p-value-based statistic aims to quantify the confi-

dence with which we can assert that there is a real correlation between one or more

independent predictor variables and the dependent variable. The assumption that

there is a correlation is called the test-hypothesis, since this is the hypothesis that

we aim to evaluate. However, we assume initially that a pattern is not real or, in

other words, that there is no systematic correlation between an independent and

the dependent variable. This initial assumption is called the null hypothesis. The

statistical tests then provide a probability value, or p-value, which denotes the

probability of obtaining the results (test statistics) given that there is no correla-

tion, i.e. that the null-hypothesis is true. Only if this probability for obtaining the

results – given the premise that the null-hypothesis is true – is very small, we will

then be allowed to assume that there is a real effect. In other words, if the results

are very unlikely given that there was no real correlation, then we regard this as

evidence for the existence of a real correlation and switch to the test hypothesis.

The likelihood of the null hypothesis is also called the level of significance and

commonly provided in the form of asterisks (stars and points) to the left of the

relevant test-statistic. The asterisks indicate that the probability of the result;

given that the null hypothesis is true is less than 10 percent, 5 percent, 1 percent

or 1 per mille. The present analysis adheres to this convention when providing

test-statistics (<.1=.+; <.05=*; <.01=**; <.001=***; n.s.=not significant).

In addition to evaluating the reality of correlations, statistical tests serve to un-

cover trends and interactions which have previously escaped detection. The main

objective of the statistics employed here, however, is to determine the strength

and direction of correlations between extra-linguistic variables and the frequency

of (functionally distinct uses of) LIKE per 1,000 words.

An appropriate design for this purpose is a regression analysis. All forms of re-

gressions are derivations of the most basic type of regression, the linear regression

in the form

Yi = ß0 + ß1X1 + e

The type of regression employed here is a subtype of regression models which
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allows the inclusion of several predictor variables and their interactions into a sin-

gle model. This way, regression models out-perform various other designs which

are incapable of handling more than one predictor variable and one dependent or

outcome variable at the same time. Thus, the regression models used here are

multifactorial (or multivariate) and follow the common form

Y i = ß0 + ß1X1 + ß2X2 + ...+ ßnXn + e

where Yi is the dependent variable (frequency of LIKE per 1,000 words), ß0

the intercept, i.e. the point where the regression line cuts the y-axis, X1 refers

to a predictor variable, e.g. AGE, X2 refers to a second predictor variable, e.g.

SEX, Xn to the nth predictor variable. The e is an error term which represents

unexplained variance. The design which best fits the present purpose is a general-

ized linear regression model allowing to determine whether any of the independent

variables influence LIKE use significantly and to what degree (effect size). In con-

trast to ordinary least square regression models (OLS) which try to minimize the

squared values of the residuals, i.e. the difference between observed and expected

values, generalized linear models iteratively adjust the coefficients of the predic-

tor variables, i.e. the values of ß1 to ßn, to maximize the fit between observed

values (Yi) and expected values (i.e. the values predicted by the model) (Baayen

2008: 214–215). Another advantage of generalized models is that they allow for

the implementation of various subtypes of regressions, while OLS designs are more

restrictive with respect to which regressions may be implemented in this design.

5.9.2 Statistical concepts specific to the present analysis

In the present context, we are dealing with count data, i.e. Yi represents non-

negative integers, which follow a highly non-normal distribution. There are several

possible procedures which would be appropriate in this case. The three most viable

options which have been employed in the present study are the Poisson Regression

(PR), the quasi-Poisson Regression (QPR), and the Negative Bionimal Regression

(NBR). They are described and presented below.
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5.9.2.1 The Poisson Regression

Although not often used in linguistics, the Poisson regression (PR) is the most

prototypical regression analysis when dealing with count data. Like all regres-

sion analyses, PRs are employed to detect possible correlations between the inde-

pendent predictor variables and the dependent numerical variable (Baayen 2008:

295–300). The great advantage of PRs is that they are capable of dealing with

extremely non-normal distributed data, i.e. it is a non-parametric design. While

the vast majority of regression models, whether they are linear or logistic, require

normality of the distribution of the values of the dependent variable, PRsdo not

require this normality of residuals as they pre-suppose and are thus based on a

certain type of distribution (the Poisson distribution). The Poisson distribution

describes the occurrence of rare events and is, therefore, perfectly suited to analyze

cases in which the phenomenon under investigation is not present in the speech of

every speaker, but only in the speech of few (Baayen 2008: 296).

PRs have three main advantages compared to other non-parametric designs:

Firstly, PRsare not based on ranks such as, for example, Mann-Whitney U tests,

non-parametric T-tests, Wilcoxon Signed Rank tests, Kruskal Wallis, or Friedman

tests. This offers the advantage that the information contained in the values of

the dependent variable is not as heavily reduced as it is in the case of the non-

parametric tests mentioned above.

Hence, PRs – like all regressions – are able to include various independent

predictor variables and interactions between them and, thus, out-perform non-

parametric designs which cannot handle more than one predictor.

Secondly, Poisson regressions require the dependent variable to represent counts,

i.e. non-negative intergers, as they are designed to analyze the occurrences of a

phenomenon in a given interval, e.g. per 1,000 words. With respect to the PR,

the expected frequencies of occurrences within a given interval are then evaluated

with respect to their correlation with various independent predictor variables. In

other words, the PRs test whether a certain variable leads to a distribution of

occurrences which would significantly differ from the expected distribution if this

variable had no influence on the occurrence of the phenomenon.

Thirdly, in contrast to (hierarchical) configural frequency analyses, i.e. (H)CFA
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designs, PRs are capable of accounting for the performance of individual speakers.

Accordingly, PRs perform better than CFA because they are able to take the

distribution of forms within a sample into account. For example, imagine two

data sets, A and B: both data sets represent 20 speakers, both data sets consist

of 100,000 words, and in both data sets we find 100 tokens of the linguistic item

we want to study. In data set A, however, all 20 speakers use the item 5 times,

while in data set B only a single informant is responsible for all 100 instances. A

(H)CFA design is unable to detect the difference between the two data sets, while

a PR would easily report that the investigated item is distributed homogenously

in sample A, but heterogeneously distributed in data set B.

In order to apply this regression model, the normalized per 1,000 word fre-

quencies are rounded to zero decimals in order to best match the fact that Poisson

regressions are meant to evaluate counts, i.e. absolute numbers of occurrences,

within a given interval. This procedure is not optimal, as the frequencies already

represent the estimated number of occurrences of LIKE per 1,000 words (the in-

terval in the present study).

A disadvantage of PRs is that they presuppose that the observed values follow

a Poisson distribution which they rarely do. The Poisson distribution is defined by

the fact that its mean is equal to the variance, i.e. λ = E(X) = V ar(X). In this

ideal case, the dispersion parameter is 1, since E(X)/V ar(X) = 1. Unfortunaely,

this assumption is almost always unjustified, as the variance is typically greater

than the mean (http://www-m4.ma.tum.de/nbu1/modreg/PoissonReg.shtml). The

state in which the mean is greater than the variance is referred to as overdispersion,

i.e. the variances of values exceed their expected values (λ >1), and to account for

over-dispersion, i.e. when the variances of values exceed their expected values (λ

>1), the option family=quasipossion is implemented to loosen ”the requirement

that the dispersion parameter should be close to 1” (Baayen 2008: 298). The

quasipoisson option accounts for this shortcoming and causes the estimation of

the effects of predictor variables and their interactions to be more accurate.

The initial saturated model contains only age and gender as main effects as

well as their interaction. Subsequently, this saturated model is fitted in a step-

wise procedure to arrive at a minimal adequate model that contains the minimal

number of significant predictor variables and interactions (Baayen 2008: 181–185).
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Thus, only when age or gender are marginally significant (p<.1), or are part of

at least marginally significant interactions, do they remain in the intermediate

minimal model. Although step-wise model-fitting is not unproblematic (Johnson

2010), it is the most convenient measure to prevent overfitting (including irrelevant

variables). Analogous to underfitting, overfitting leads to either missing existing

correlations or to misperceiving their strength (Eid et al. 2010: 678). To prevent

the exclusion of significant factors, an ANOVA (analysis of variance) is used to

determine whether the more saturated model differs significantly from the reduced

model. According to Occam’s razor, models which rely on fewer predictor variables

are to be preferred when everything else is equal. Hence, if two models do not dif-

fer significantly in explanatory power, that model which contains fewer predictor

variables is better and, therefore, preferable. After eliminating all irrelevant pre-

dictor variables which are not part of significant interactions, this procedure leads

to the first minimal adequate model. In a last step, predictor variables or interac-

tions are eliminated from this minimal model if their coefficients are insignificant.

This last step is advisable, as insignificant predictors reflect a minute correlation

of the predictor variable, which means that the effect they have on the dependent

variable is probably too small to be meaningful. There is, however, an exception

to this procedure: If the variable is particularly relevant in terms of its theoretical

implication, the variable remains in the model in spite of this insignificance. After

this final stage of regression modeling, we arrive at the final minimal model (the

model for the results which are reported).

Despite their obvious advantages, Poisson regressions have until now been

largely neglected in quantitative linguistics and are far less common than other

types of regression models such as logistic regression models or simple OLS de-

signs. Unfortunately, this means that Poisson regressions do not as yet provide

model fit values comparable to Nagelkerke’s R2. In order to evaluate the perfor-

mance of the Poisson regressions, their predicted values are compared to base-line

models which predict the expected values of the dependent variable solely based

on the intercept. If the Poisson regression out-performs the base-line models, the

test statistics of this comparison are provided. Outperforming the base-line model

means that the (Quasi-) Poisson regression provides more accurate predictions,

which implies that it is statistically significant. The appropriate test for this kind
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of model evaluation is an ordinary χ2 design. Accordingly, the model performance

is reported in terms of χ2 values and significance levels. Evaluating the perfor-

mance of a regression model with a base-line model only works when the intercept

is positive, which is not always in case over-dispersion is not fully accounted for.

In such cases, comparing the regression model with a base-line model is futile and

will not be considered.

In addition to multivariate designs, the present analysis uses χ2 statistics and

non-parametric t-tests, which do not require variance homogeneity, to confirm or

evaluate certain correlations. Using different statistical test-designs is very useful,

not only because it allows validating correlations but it also offers additional per-

spectives on the data. In addition, employing different statistics answers discrete

questions and allows different concerns to be addressed. Hence, using multiple

tests provides a more refined understanding of LIKE use.
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Chapter 6

LIKE across varieties of English

The following section addresses the question of the degree to which the global

spread of LIKE follows similar trajectories when introduced into different speech

communities. In other words, this section investigates the existence of supra-locally

consistent trends on the one hand, and the degree to which LIKE is modified and

adapted to the local norms and social practices on the other. The following thus

provides an overview of the use of LIKE in the distinct geographical settings of the

respective regional varieties of English. The underlying aim of this chapter is thus

to display and describe the social distribution of LIKE use to allow an empirically

corroborated explanation of how and why the use of this vernacular form varies,

or remains consistent, in distinct regional settings. Hence, the results of these

analyses are intended to inform about the interplay of local social practice and

globalized language change. This relates especially to testing the consistency of re-

occurring tendencies of language change and variation established in sociolinguistic

research over the past thirty years.

In addition to providing a general overview of LIKE use in the combined data,

the following chapter analyses LIKE use in highly comparable datasets from eight

geographically distinct regional varieties of English. This kind of approach is

promising, as previous sociolinguistic analyses of linguistic behavior of age and

gender have either focused exclusively on merely one or two regional varieties

simultaneously, or used data sets which were not designed to guarantee compara-

bility.
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The subsequent survey combines graphical displays and multivariate analyses

evaluating the correlation of LIKE and its subtypes with language-external, social

variables. The Labovian framework, which constitutes the theoretical underpin-

ning of this study, is adapted to match the requirements of both the cross-variety

comparison as well as the more fine–grained analysis with each regional variety.

In addition to Labov (1994, 2001), the approach taken here owes much to Eckert

(1998, 1999, 2001) and to Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009) analysis of be like in

three discontinuous settings as theoretical and analytical models.

6.1 Surveying LIKE across varieties of English

Though lacking the depth provided by more detailed analysis of LIKE use within

varieties of English of the subsequent sections, this section provides a survey of

general tendencies of LIKE use which emerge from the combined data. Thus,

throughout the following sections, we will identify the social and geographical fac-

tors that predict high and low frequencies of LIKE use. The underlying aim of

identifying significant social and geographical factors is to enquire whether certain

trends which have been claimed with respect to LIKE use in the respective litera-

ture emerge on a global level. These general tendencies may be related to and thus

inform about the time when and under which circumstances the discourse marker

LIKE emerged or entered different regional varieties; about the overall frequency

of LIKE across varieties; about possible gender and age differences in its use; and

the distribution and frequency of the types of LIKE.

Before analyzing the data in detail, we will look at the basic statistics of the

data to get a first impression of its structure. Of the 1,974 speakers who have

contributed to the data, 1,094 use LIKE at least once, i.e. over half of the speakers

make use of this marker. This surprisingly high value clearly demonstrates that

LIKE has spread across the globe and is prevalent as a functional linguistic item

in all varieties of English included in the present study. Table 17 reports the

basic statistics of the combined data and provides a first, though rather rough,

impression of LIKE use across varieties of English.

Table 17 shows that LIKE is used on average 2.469 times per 1,000 words

(mean) with the median being substantially lower, i.e. 0.814. The difference be-
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N (total) Mean (ptw) Median (ptw) Standard
deviation (s)

LIKE 4661 2.469 0.814 3.795

Table 17: Overview of LIKE use across varieties of English

tween mean and median indicates that LIKE use is not distributed homogenously

across varieties and speakers, but that most speakers use LIKE occasionally or not

at all, while a substantially smaller subset of the speakers makes frequent use of

this discourse marker. Figure 11 supports this interpretation, as it reports that

the vast majority in the present data have used LIKE only once, or not used it at

all.

Figure 11: Histogram correlating the number of speakers with their rate of LIKE
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The distribution reported in Figure 11 calls attention to the fact that LIKE

use is distributed highly non-normally, which means that it does not follow a bell

curve. However, this distribution approximates the Poisson distribution, which

justifies the use of Poisson regression models in the subsequent elaborate statistical

analyses. Concerning the present statistical analysis, it follows that parametric

statistical tests are inadequate to analyze the present data. Figure 12 informs

about how and to what degree LIKE use differs across varieties of English.

Figure 12: LIKE across varieties of English (in decreasing order according to their
mean frequency)

The box plots in Figure 12 display the frequency of LIKE use by regional
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variety. Indeed, LIKE use differs notably across varieties, illustrating that the

location strongly affects LIKE use. IrE and CanE show the highest frequencies

of LIKE per 1,000 words. Despite their similarity in terms of average LIKE use,

these two varieties exhibit an interesting difference: although the two varieties have

almost identical means, 4.38 and 4.10 respectively, LIKE use in the Canadian

speech community is slightly more homogenous than it is within Ireland: the

median is closer to the mean, indicating a lower degree of dispersion than in

the Canadian data. Surprisingly, the regional variety with the lowest frequency

of LIKE per 1,000 words is EngE with a mean of only 0.49 instances of LIKE

per 1,000 words and a median of 0.0, which indicates that the majority of EngE

speakers do not use LIKE at all. This strongly suggests that LIKE in EngE is

infrequent even in the present, highly informal register. Furthermore, the box

plots in Figure 12 indicate which varieties differ significantly with respect to their

median of LIKE use per 1,000 words: if the indentations on the left and right of

two box plots, i.e. their notches, do not overlap, then these varieties will probably

not differ significantly with respect to their frequency of LIKE use (Gries 2009:

119). It follows that IrE and CanE do not differ significantly with respect to their

relative frequency of LIKE, while both of them differ significantly from all other

varieties which employ LIKE at a significantly lower rate.

While the box plots in Figure 12 display the basic characteristics of LIKE use

across varieties of English, they fail to differentiate among the frequencies of the

four types of LIKE introduced in previous section (5.7.1). Table 18 addresses

this shortcoming by providing a more detailed description, according to both the

regional variety and the respective type of LIKE.

The overview in Table 18 summarizes the distribution of the types of LIKE

as well as their combined frequencies across varieties of English. This more fine-

grained depiction of the data makes differences immediately visible which otherwise

would have escaped our attention. The most striking aspect which has emerged

is the fact that the high frequency of LIKE in IrE is due to an extremely high

frequency of clause-final LIKE. This finding causes us to restate the superficial

similarity between CanE and IrE, as these two varieties exhibit quite distinct

profiles when positional variants of LIKE are taken into account.

Other aspects rendered visible in Table 18 are the relatively high frequency
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Variety (ICE component) INI
(ptw)

MED
(ptw)

FIN
(ptw)

NON
(ptw)

ALL
(ptw)

Canada 1.78 1.93 0.11 0.56 4.38
GB 0.14 0.22 0.01 0.12 0.49
Ireland 1.03 1.01 1.51 0.49 4.10
India 0.48 0.29 0.09 0.62 1.51
Jamaica 0.55 1.18 0.04 0.35 2.16
New Zealand 0.84 0.77 0.09 0.46 2.18
Philippines 0.79 0.95 0.05 0.35 2.23
Santa Barbara Corpus 0.68 1.32 0.00 0.85 2.93
Mean 0.78 0.92 0.29 0.45 2.47

Table 18: Overview of LIKE variants across varieties of English

of non-clausal LIKE in IndE and the preferences for clause-medial LIKE in all

varieties except IrE, IndE, and NZE. To get a better understanding of LIKE use

across varieties, we will for a moment disregard the frequency with which different

types of LIKE are used and focus exclusively on the positional distribution. Hence,

in contrast to Table 18, Table 19 depicts the percentages of each variant compared

to all variants combined rather than the relative frequencies. Depicted in this way,

the focus is on variety-specific usage patterns.

Variety (ICE component) INI (%) MED (%) FIN (%) NON (%)
Canada 40.64 44.06 2.51 12.79
GB 28.57 44.90 2.04 24.49
Ireland 25.12 24.63 36.83 11.95
India 31.79 19.21 5.96 41.06
Jamaica 25.46 54.63 1.85 16.20
New Zealand 38.53 35.32 4.13 21.10
Philippines 35.43 42.60 2.24 15.70
Santa Barbara Corpus 23.21 45.05 0.00 29.01
Mean 31.58 37.27 11.74 18.22

Table 19: Overview of LIKE variants across varieties of English

The percentage-based report in Table 19 emphasizes the impressions derived

from the frequency-based report in Table 18. Particularly noteworthy are the
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high percentage of clause-final LIKE in IrE and the high percentage of non-clausal

LIKE in IndE. Moreover, IndE and IrE differ notably from all other varieties with

respect to their use of clause-medial LIKE: speakers of IrE and IndE appear to

reject this variant compared to its use in other varieties. In addition, Table 19

shows that IndE and NZE exhibit a rather high amount of clause-final LIKE;

although substantially lower than in IrE. The fact that neigther IndE nor IrE not

seem to match the distributional pattern of LIKE use observed in other varieties

corroborates a similarity between IrE and IndE previously reported by Siemund

et al. (2009: 29–30).

In summary, LIKE is a salient feature of present-day vernacular English around

the globe, as it is attested in all varieties of English included in the present study.

The use of LIKE is nonetheless not uniform, but differs markedly in distinct lo-

cations: while LIKE use is abundant in CanE and IrE, it is a rather marginal

phenomenon in EngE. In addition, results confirm that LIKE use varies markedly

not only across, but moreso within speech communities: although over half of the

speakers in the present ICE data make use of this non-standard feature, the ma-

jority of speakers use it moderately or not at all. With respect to differences in the

use of distinct forms of LIKE, clause-medial LIKE is the most widely and most

frequently occurring variant, while clause-final LIKE is extremely frequent in IrE,

but almost negligible in nearly all other regional varieties.

6.1.1 Clause-initial LIKE

The following sections will elaborate on the data presented so far by focusing on

each LIKE variant individually, paying particular attention to the context of its

cross-varietal distribution. The clause-initial discourse marker is the first variant

of LIKE to be discussed in greater detail. Functionally, this variant introduces

explanations, elaborations or specifications of preceding utterances or clausal con-

stituents, as in (70). In addition, Miller (2009: 330) also attests a highlighting

function with respect to the clause which follows, although he admits that its

primary function is that it ”signals this clause [the elaboration headed by LIKE]

as an addition to the preceding statement and an explanation [of the previous

statement]”.
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(70) a. [B]ut like he went there now and we use to go there a couple of times.

(ICE-New Zealand:S1A-015$A)

b. Like I can’t make the usual adobo I’m not good at that nilaga but my

Mom makes fabulous there’s nilaga waiting for me at home right now.

(ICE-Philippines:S1A-062$B)

c. But I don’t know I think for me <,> like I mean once you learn a

classical style you you’re kinda kind of set in that in that mode. (ICE

Canada:S1A-010$B)

Accordingly, clause-initial uses of LIKE share functional properties with cer-

tain uses of non-clausal LIKE, but differ with respect to the clausal status of the

subsequent elaboration. Clause-initial LIKE is a prototypical discourse marker

in the sense that it serves to enhance discourse cohesion (Schiffrin 1988: 57–59),

while non-clausal LIKE – if not used to buy processing time– is used to introduce

phrasal specifications which do not form complete clausal structures. In contrast

to both clause-medial LIKE and clause-final LIKE, clause-initial LIKE has not

received similar attention and has mostly been disregarded by scholars. This is

unfortunate, as Figure 13 reports that this prototypical discourse marker is fairly

frequent in almost all varieties of English investigated in the present study.
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Figure 13: Clause-initial LIKE across varieties of English (in decreasing order
according to their mean frequency)

According to Figure 13, the clause-initial discourse marker appears to be par-

ticularly frequent in CanE, and to a somewhat lesser extent in IrE, while it is only

a marginal discourse feature in EngE. As the display of Figure 13 fails to take

the overall frequency of LIKE use into account, it may obscure variety-specific

preferences. Therefore, Table 20 reports both the frequency and the proportion of

clause-initial LIKE.

Patterns immediately emerge which remained undetected in Figure 13. While

CanE still exhibits the strongest preference for this type of LIKE, it is NZE,

PhiE, and to a lesser degree IndE, which also show elevated usage rates. The
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Variety (ICE component) INI (ptw) INI (%)
Canada 1.78 40.64
GB 0.14 28.57
Ireland 1.03 25.12
India 0.48 31.79
Jamaica 0.55 25.46
New Zealand 0.84 38.53
Philippines 0.79 35.43
Santa Barbara Corpus 0.68 23.21
Mean 0.78 31.58

Table 20: Overview - clause-initial LIKE

mean value of the percentages inform us that clause-initial LIKE is responsible for

slightly little less than one third of all instances of LIKE. Indeed, the rates differ

notably across varieties of English: while it accounts for more than forty percent

of all instances of LIKE in CanE, clause-initial LIKE represents only about twenty

percent of LIKE uses in AmE. This difference is unexpected and quite interesting,

as it shows that LIKE has been integrated differently into communal grammars,

even in geographically proximate varieties of English.

To summarize, clause-initial LIKE is present in all varieties of English though

its rate differs notably. On average, instances of clause-initial LIKE account for

about one third of all instances of LIKE, but its rate can exceed forty percent as

in CanE.

6.1.2 Clause-medial LIKE

According to Miller (2009: 332), clause-medial LIKE as in (71) is ”possibly the

most familiar” variant of all vernacular uses of LIKE.

(71) a. Oh no yeah you like have two more weeks before that. (ICE Philippines:S1A-

013$A)

b. Cos he just won a place to like <,> Canterbury Cathedral Choir

School. (ICE-Canada:S1A-051$A)

c. Yeah but it’s supposed to be like the happiest day of your life. (ICE

Jamaica:S1A-063$B)
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This so-called ’innovative’ clause-medial variant of LIKE is well attested across

varieties. Both Table 18 and Table 19 confirm a general tendency of clause-medial

LIKE to be the most frequent variant of LIKE across all varieties, with the ex-

ception of IrE, IndE, and NZE. It is probable that the functionality of clause-final

LIKE, i.e. its ability for clause-internal modification (focusing and hedging of con-

stituents), causes its high frequency. This cross-varietal tendency is particularly

striking, as this variant has been described as an innovative type of LIKE that

is entering varieties of English as an American borrowing (Andersen 2001: 287).

With respect to language change, it is this clause-medial type of LIKE that is ex-

pected to exhibit those (sociolinguistic) patterns associated with and prototypical

of ongoing linguistic change. The box plots in Figure 14 display the frequencies of

clause-medial LIKE across varieties of English.

Figure 14 qualifies assertions according to which clause-medial LIKE is solely ”a

feature of North American English” (D’Arcy 2007: 390), as it reports substantial

use of clause-medial LIKE in all areas with the exception of IndE and, as expected,

EngE. To prevent arriving at conclusions prematurely, Table 21 reports not only

the frequencies, but also the percentages of clause-medial LIKE (relative to all

uses of LIKE in the respective location).
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Figure 14: Clause-medial LIKE across varieties of English (in decreasing order
according to their mean frequency)

The alternate display of Table 21 offers surprising insights into the variety-

specific use of clause-medial LIKE. For example, it is striking that clause-medial

LIKE is the most frequent LIKE variant in all varieties except IrE, IndE, and

NZE. In all but these three varieties, clause-medial LIKE accounts for well over

forty percent of all instances and even exceeds fifty percent in JamE. Despite being

notably infrequent, the distribution of clause-medial LIKE in EngE converges to

the group B pattern of LIKE use attested for in PhiE and East African English

(EAE) in Siemund et al. (2009: 29). According to Siemund et al. (2009), their

selection of regional varieties of English, comprising IndE, IreE, PhiE, and EAE,
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Variety (ICE component) MED (ptw) MED (%)
Canada 1.93 44.06
GB 0.22 44.90
Ireland 1.01 24.63
India 0.29 19.21
Jamaica 1.18 54.63
New Zealand 0.77 35.32
Philippines 0.95 42.60
Santa Barbara Corpus 1.32 45.05
Mean 0.92 37.27

Table 21: Overview - clause-medial LIKE

could be classified as either group A varieties (LIKE occurs predominantly in

clause-marginal position), or as group B varieties (LIKE occurs predominantly

in clause-medial position). Schweinberger (2010) applied a similar approach to an

extended selection of regional varieties and corroborated the validity of the group A

vs. group B distinction. He further hypothesized that the distributional pattern

of group B varieties is probably related to its use in AmE. The results of the

present study confirm Schweinberger’s (2010) assertion that both AmE and EngE

approximate the typical group B distribution: in both varieties, clause-medial is

the most frequent variant, followed by clause-initial LIKE which is used in a lower

but still substantial proportion.

In addition, NZE which has not been included in Siemund et al. (2009) nor

Schweinberger (2010), seems to form an intermediate link between the dichoto-

mous patterns of group B (PhiE and EAE) and group A varieties (IndE and

IrE). According to Siemund et al. (2009), the most distinctive feature of group B

varieties is the high proportion of clause-medial LIKE, while the IrE and IndE dis-

tribution reflects a strong preference for non-clausal and clause-final LIKE. Taking

NZE into account, this description may require refinement, as this regional variety

apparently represents an intermediate in-between these two poles. This refined

description thus assumes not two distinct groups of varieties, as proposed by the

data described in Siemund et al. (2009), but a continuum.
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6.1.3 Clause-final LIKE

After reviewing the distribution of the so-called innovative clause-medial variant of

LIKE this section focuses on the so-called archaic clause final use of LIKE. Clause-

final LIKE as in (72) has been associated with traditional dialects of northern and

Celtic varieties of English (Hedevind 1967: 237; Andersen cf. also 2001: 222),

in which it is used ”parenthetically to qualify a preceding statement” (Andersen

2001: 222).

(72) a. [H]e <,> this yeah i just came up like. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-096$B)

b. He goes to Madras <,> yeah <,> for the weekend <,> so he is busy

like. (ICE India:S1A-059$A)

c. And you’ve already got a couple of them like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-015$A)

Figure 15 below provides an overview of the use of clause-final LIKE across

selected varieties of English.
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Figure 15: Clause-final LIKE across varieties of English (in decreasing order ac-
cording to their mean frequency)

Figure 15 supports accounts in which LIKE with backward scope is depicted

as a typically northern phenomenon. Indeed, the frequency of clause-final LIKE in

IrE, as a representative of a Celtic English variety, vastly outnumbers its frequency

in all other regional varieties. However, Figure 15 also illustrates that clause-final

LIKE is not limited to IrE, as the data of all varieties of English examined here

contain instances – although few – of this rather exotic form of LIKE. In fact, the

AmE data contain only a single instance of clause-final LIKE. This is particularly

noteworthy, as the tripartite categorical classification, deployed in Kortmann et

al.’s ”Handbook of Varieties of English”, is not suitable for coping with infrequent
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features.

Variety (ICE component) FIN (ptw) FIN (%)
Canada 0.11 2.51
GB 0.01 2.04
Ireland 1.51 36.83
India 0.09 5.96
Jamaica 0.04 1.85
New Zealand 0.09 4.13
Philippines 0.05 2.24
Santa Barbara Corpus 0.00 0.00
Mean 0.29 11.74

Table 22: Overview - clause-final LIKE

Table 22 confirms the impression derived from Figure 15: IrE clearly stands

out with respect to both the mean frequency and the proportion of clause-final

LIKE. Despite most likely emerging in the British Isles between the late eighteenth

and early nineteenth century (cf. D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007; Schweinberger 2013),

clause-final LIKE is almost non-existent in the British data. It has to be borne

in mind, however, that the British component of the ICE contains mostly EngE

spoken in the London area by mostly educated speakers. Hence, regional dialects

in which clause-final LIKE may still be in use – e.g. northern English dialects

where it ”is an emphatic device” (Beal 2004: 136), i.e. as a ”reinforcing element

of right-dislocation (I’m Geordie, me, like)” (Kortmann 2004: 1100) – are not

reflected in this data.

The absence of clause-final LIKE in dialects of the London area nonetheless

suggest that this form was introduced to Ireland when it was still commonly in

use in Britain and subsequently survived in IrE as a fossilization or an archaism

which subsequently became extinct or marginalized in the standard varieties of

mainland Britain.

6.1.4 Non-clausal LIKE

The last form of LIKE to be surveyed in the present context is non-clausal LIKE.

In contrast to clause-medial LIKE, it is not integrated into the syntactic structure
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of the clause and functions as a hesitational device, or serves to indicate that what

follows is a phrasal, non-clausal specification of a preceding element. The latter

use of non-clausal LIKE clearly shares properties with clause-initial LIKE. But

while the clause-initial discourse link indexes that what is about to follow is an

exemplification or an elaborate specification of the preceding utterance or clausal

constituent, non-clausal LIKE introduces phrasal specifications below a clausal

level of complexity. In addition, such non-clausal instances of LIKE occur when

speakers want to hold the floor but do not find the adequate expression. In such

cases, LIKE buys processing time and is most accurately described as a filler,

indicating that the speaker wants to continue but is currently searching for the

adequate expression.

The distribution of non-clausal LIKE across varieties of English appears rather

chaotic (cf. Figure 16). This seemingly unsystematic ordering may stem from the

fact that this variant has an even higher degree of syntactic flexibility than related

variants of vernacular LIKE.
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Figure 16: Non-clausal LIKE across varieties of English (in decreasing order ac-
cording to their mean frequency)

In general, the distribution follows the pattern of overall LIKE use with the

exception of IndE and IrE. The most notable change in the sequence is IndE for

which Figure 16 shows a higher frequency than expected from the distribution of

general LIKE use. The Indian bias towards non-clausal LIKE is even more surpris-

ing given that all other variants of LIKE are almost negligible in this variety. A

speculative explanation for this rather odd scenario might be related to incomplete

acquisition. One may hypothesize that speakers of IndE lacked the necessary input

to acquire the adequate pragmatic functions or constraints thereof, and have thus

developed an autonomous use of this form which differs markedly from its use in
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Variety (ICE component) NON (ptw) NON (%)
Canada 0.56 12.79
GB 0.12 24.49
Ireland 0.49 11.95
India 0.62 41.06
Jamaica 0.35 16.20
New Zealand 0.46 21.10
Philippines 0.35 15.70
Santa Barbara Corpus 0.85 29.01
Mean 0.45 18.22

Table 23: Overview - non-clausal LIKE

other varieties. A complementary factor may have been other markers which com-

peted with LIKE on a functional level and caused LIKE use to adapt to different

environmental conditions.

6.2 The sociolinguistics of LIKE use across vari-

eties of English

So far, sociolinguistic factors have been ignored in the graphical displays. The

following section will therefore report the data from a sociolinguistic perspective,

enabling evaluation of general trends of LIKE use linked to extra-linguistic social

factors.

MALE FEMALE
AGE Speakers Words LIKE

(N)
LIKE
(mean)

LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (10–25) 715 615,126 615 3.04 17143.36 2329 3.27
2 (26–33) 269 242,194 206 2.47 667 4.39 873 3.74
3 (30-39) 371 337,480 325 1.46 487 2.05 812 1.79
4 (40+) 428 389,514 179 0.91 238 1.20 417 1.07
NA 142 89,400 27 0.97 171 2.70 230 2.03
SUM 1925 1,673,714 13601.88 12052.83 4661 2.47

Table 24: Age and gender distribution of LIKE across varieties of English
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The data summarized in Table 24 presents the absolute numbers and relative

frequencies of LIKE use across varieties of English according to the age of speakers.

They strongly suggest that LIKE has indeed undergone language change, as can

easily be inferred from the decrease in the frequency of LIKE use with increasing

age.

Figure 17 indicates that in speakers over the age of 30, the frequency of LIKE

use decreases dramatically. This decline reinforces the impression derived from

Table 24 that the discourse marker LIKE has been undergoing change, as it dra-

matically increased in frequency in English-speaking speech communities during

the late 1960s and early 1970s. In addition, the fact that LIKE is attested among

speakers over the age of 50, although in moderate numbers, indicates that LIKE

has been in use for longer than commonly assumed. This preliminary finding

corroborates D’Arcy’s (2005) which presents examples of the discourse marker

LIKE from the OED as early as the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries

(D’Arcy 2005: 4).

Figure 17: Age and gender distribution of LIKE across varieties of English
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Figure 18: Age and gender distribution of LIKE across varieties of English

Before going into more detail, it should be stated that the trends visible in

Figure 18 are tentative and not conclusive, as they might be affected by interactions

between the regional LIKE use and the age of speakers. In other words, some age

groups may be overrepresented in one ICE component where LIKE use is extremely

high or low which could skew the displayed distribution.

However, Figure 18 strongly suggests that LIKE is gender sensitive particularly

among speakers from their mid-twenties to mid-thirties, while there does not seem

to be a gender difference among older or very young speakers. Moreover, the peak

occurence among female speakers between 26 and 33 years of age challenges the

popular belief that LIKE use is generally most prevalent among teenagers; the

data indicate that this assumption is incorrect. Males, on the other hand, show

a consistent declining pattern, with LIKE use peaking among the youngest age

cohort indicating a teenager peak. The difference in LIKE use between females

and males indicates that LIKE use has been initiated by or led by females, while

males have apparently adopted this feature about 10 years later. This preliminary

finding is interesting, as it appears to indicate that male speakers have lagged

behind in a female-dominated change. Although, female speakers appear to have

led the change, they are now in retreat, while male speakers appear to have cought

up and have even exceeded females in the youngest age cohort. This youngest

group of male speakers appears to be highly heterogeneous in terms of LIKE use,
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as the confidence intervals indicate a high degree of dispersion, i.e. a high degree

of variance within this cohort.

Before proceeding to the within-variety analyses, it is advisable to check whether

the date of data compilation corroborates the apparent-time hypothesis, i.e. if a

real-time analysis supports the apparent-time analysis.

Figure 19: Mean frequency of LIKE according to the date of data compilation

Figure 19 does not report a significant difference in LIKE use with respect to

the date of data compilation as the confidence intervals overlap, but a general

tendency is clearly visible. There seems to be a positive correlation between the

date of data compilation and the frequency of LIKE use. In other words, the

frequency of LIKE has notably increased over time implying that LIKE has been

undergoing change.

Table 25 confirms this impression, as not only the relative mean frequencies

have increased in real-time, but also the proportion of speakers who used LIKE
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Mean
(ptw)

Non-LIKE
users

LIKE users Ratio Percentage
(LIKE

users of all
speakers)

1990-1994 2.738 231 237 1.02 50.5
1995-2001 3.049 156 287 1.83 64.7
2002-2005 3.265 103 201 1.95 66.1

Table 25: Number of non-LIKE users to LIKE users and the resulting ratios
according to the date of data compilation

in the present ICE data. The increase is indeed quite remarkable considering that

the period of data compilation covers only fifteen years. Over these fifteen years,

the percentage of speakers using this vernacular form has increased by more than

30 percent . While only about half of the speakers used this non-standard variant

in the data complied between 1990 and 1994, almost two-thirds of speakers used it

in the data compiled between 2002 and 2005. Moreover, the increase is suggestive

of communal change, as the rate with which the change proceeds is too high to be

adequately accounted for by generational change. This is quite challenging as the

apparent–time distributions do not seem to accurately reflect the rate and pace of

ongoing change. Probing more deeply into the matter in the subsequent sections

will provide a more accurate account of which types of change are present in the

case of LIKE and, hence, help to shed light on this and related issues.
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Chapter 7

LIKE within varieties of English

The following chapter provides more fine-grained and in-depth analyses of LIKE

use within the geographically distinct settings of the respective regional varieties of

English. In contrast to the overview provided in section (4.4), the following anal-

yses will include a broader spectrum of extra-linguistic variables and thus focus

specifically on the contributive factors within regionally distinct speech communi-

ties. These more detailed examinations will serve to evaluate the extent to which

the general tendencies rendered visible in the previous survey represent anglover-

sal patterns of change, and the degree to which they underlie variety-specific con-

straints leading to modification and adaptation of LIKE use due to differences in

socio-cultural norms and practices. Accordingly, the following chapter will assess

not only previous claims concerning the use of LIKE, but also more general theo-

retical considerations relating to the mechanisms of linguistic change and variation,

particularly with respect to the leading role of women and adolescents.

Each sub-chapter treats one regional variety and begins with introductory re-

marks on the respective variety of English and previous research on LIKE in this

variety. In addition, each introduction describes the data and the predictor vari-

ables included in the statistical analysis.
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7.1 LIKE use in US American English

Besides CanE and EngE, AmE is probably the best-studied variety with respect

to the discourse marker LIKE. In fact, the first professional linguists who paid

attention to this pragmatic device were US American scholars (e.g. James 1983;

Schourup 1982, 1985; Ross and Cooper 1979; Underhill 1988). Over the past years

LIKE use in AmE has received a notable amount of scholarly attention, and it

has attracted the interest of the wider public (e.g. Diamond 2000; Levey 1999;

Mehren 1999). Nonetheless, LIKE has so far not been extensively studied from a

sociolinguistic perspective and not with the elaborate quantitative means available

to us today. This is rather surprising, given the ”intricate lore surrounding like”

(D’Arcy 2007: 386). Examples of popular myths associated with LIKE are the

wide-spread belief that LIKE is only one homogenous form and that this form is

an American borrowing when used in another regional variety. Another popular

myth relates to its association with the ”Valley Girl” persona (D’Arcy 2007: 404).

Indeed, even scholars have claimed (probably erroneously) that Californian ”Valley

Girls” have been responsible for its spread throughout AmE (Siegel 2002: 37).

Section 4, presents the notion that non-standard uses of LIKE have a long-

standing history in the British Isles. Instances of LIKE dating back to the late

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries substantially predate and challenge the

hypothesis that LIKE is a twentieth-century American development (D’Arcy cf.

2007: 397–401; Schweinberger 2013). However, with respect to its historical devel-

opment in AmE, it is not American data which offer the most intriguing insights

into the location and time of LIKE’s genesis in AmE, but data from New Zealand.

D’Arcy (2007: 401) presents examples of the discourse marker LIKE which oc-

cur in radio transcripts recorded between 1946 and 1948. Given that the vast

majority of instances occurred in the English of speakers whose parents had emi-

grated to New Zealand from England, Ireland, and Scotland and not in the speech

of speakers from the United States (D’Arcy 2007: 401), the New Zealand data

strongly suggest that LIKE entered the AmE speech community significantly later

than those in the British Isles. Unfortunately, the problematic issue exactly where

and when it emerged in AmE is still open to speculation. In fact, previous stud-

ies on LIKE use in AmE have mainly concerned themselves with its pragmatic
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functions, or the syntactic environments in which is occurs, while there are few

studies systematically addressing issues relating to its sociolinguistic profile and

spread across the North American continent. Siegel (2002), for example, claims

that LIKE ”has persisted and spread in California and all over the country” (Siegel

2002: 37), confirming the common myth that LIKE originated in Californian En-

glish. Siegel (2002) also reports anecdotal evidence according to which LIKE use

”is most prevalent among very young women, [who] [. . . ] often seem not to be

confident about their assertions” (Siegel 2002: 43).

In the following, these assumptions will be tested by evaluating anecdotal evi-

dence in light of the present data. However, before analyzing the data statistically

and in greater detail, a look at the basic statistics of the summarized data will give

a first impression of its structure. Of 165 speakers present in the AmE data, 110

have used LIKE at least once. This means that two thirds of AmE speakers have

made use of this marker in informal speech. The high proportion of LIKE users

seems to endorse the hypothesis that LIKE originated in the USA and that it has

spread among varieties as an American borrowing (Andersen 2001: 221-224, 286).

Table 26 reports the basic statistics of the AmE data and provides a first,

rather rough impression of LIKE use in this regional variety.

N (total) Mean (LIKE ptw) Median (LIKE ptw) Standard deviation (s)
LIKE 860 2.928 1.037 4.734

Table 26: Overview of LIKE use in US AmE

LIKE is a highly salient feature of AmE vernacular. Although the difference

between mean and median is substantial, both measures of central tendency are

relatively high. For example, the median shows that fifty percent of speakers

use LIKE more than 1.037 times per 1,000 words. These basic statistics provide

valuable insights into the data distribution: The high proportion of LIKE users

suggests that if LIKE has indeed been undergoing change, the process is probably

nearing completion (Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg 2003: 55).

Before turning to a more fine-grained analysis of age- and gender-specific LIKE

use, the frequencies of types of LIKE are displayed in order to clarify which types

of LIKE are particularly frequent in AmE.
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Figure 20: LIKE variants in AmE

Figure 20 shows that the most frequent variant of LIKE is – as expected –

clause-medial LIKE. According to Andersen, it is exactly this clause-medial variant

of LIKE which may have been borrowed by speakers of other regional varieties of

English (Andersen 2001: 221-224). The frequency of this variant substantially

exceeds the frequencies of the other variants, particularly clause-final LIKE, which

occurs only once in the AmE data. This strongly suggests that clause-final LIKE

is almost non-existent in AmE. Clause-initial and non-clausal uses of LIKE are,

in contrast, quite frequent in AmE, though significantly less so than clause-medial

uses.

MALE FEMALE
AGE Speakers Words LIKE LIKE Total ALL

(N) (mean) (N) (mean) (N) (mean)
1 (11 – 20) 19 25,391 10 1.92 174 6.02 184 5.16
2 (21 – 30) 40 62,373 93 4.32 231 5.17 324 4.79
3 (31 - 40) 27 52,064 118 3.14 59 3.23 177 3.17
4 (41+) 61 88,824 71 1.16 41 0.74 112 0.94
NA 16 17,606 20 3.97 34 1.90 63 2.79
SUM 163 246,258 312 2.61 539 3.12 860 2.93

Table 27: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in AmE

196



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

Table 27 confirms the expected female lead, as women use LIKE more fre-

quently than men in all but the oldest cohort. In addition, it reports a very

distinct decrease in LIKE use with increasing age among females: this consistent

decrease, however, only partially reflects male LIKE use, as males exhibit a peak

in their twenties. This result is unreliable, due to the small number of speakers

within this cohort. When the genders are combined, the data suggest a near-linear

negative correlation between age and the frequency of LIKE. In other words, the

older a speaker, the less likely it is that he or she uses this discourse feature (cf.

Figure 21).

Figure 21: Age distribution of LIKE in AmE

The line graph in Figure 21 suggests a negative correlation between the fre-

quency of LIKE and increasing age. In addition, Figure 21 indicates that speakers

between the ages of 11 and 40 do not differ significantly in their use of LIKE,

because the confidence intervals of the respective age groups overlap. The wide

ranges of the confidence intervals indicate that the frequencies of LIKE use vary

substantially. Indeed, the cloud of dots in the upper left of the scatter diagram

corroborates this assumption. The dots represent speakers, while the position of

the dot relates to the age and the frequency with which the speaker has used LIKE.

Therefore, the cloud of dots to the upper left shows that it is younger speakers

who make over-proportional use of this vernacular feature.

Based solely on apparent-time data, it is problematic to distinguish stable, age-

based variation (age-grading) from generational change in progress (Labov 2001:

77). To verify the assumption that LIKE is undergoing change, it is necessary to

test whether LIKE use interacts with the socio-economic status of speakers. If
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this interaction exists, this would strongly support the hypothesis that LIKE use

is socially stratified. Social stratification would in turn corroborate the assertion

that LIKE use has not as yet diffused through all social strata.

Figure 22: LIKE in AmE with respect to the occupation of speakers

Figure 22 indicates a moderate effect of social class, as the frequency of LIKE

use appears to be substantially higher among speakers with lower social status.

This correlation is suggestive, as different types of change are accompanied by dis-

tinct patterns of social stratification. Age-grading is commonly not accompanied

by social stratification, as this type of change refers to situations in which individ-

uals change their linguistic behavior over time while the communal grammar does

not change (Labov 1994: 84). Generational change, on the other hand, refers to

situations in which speakers maintain their original grammar over time, ”but reg-

ular increases in the values adopted by individuals [. . . ] lead to linguistic change

for the community” (Labov 1994: 84). In other words, if LIKE use is significantly

socially stratified, this would corroborate the existence of ongoing change within

the communal grammar, i.e. generational change.
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7.1.1 Statistical analysis of LIKE usage in American En-

glish

The following statistical analysis evaluates the intuitions derived from the sum-

maries and graphical displays. This statistical analysis is more powerful than a

visual inspection; it aims to uncover trends which have previously escaped detec-

tion. As discussed in section 5.9, a multivariate analysis is an appropriate design

for this purpose – in this case, a (Quasi-) Poisson regression. Like other types of

regression models, Poisson regressions test whether an independent variable (age,

gender, etc.) correlates significantly with the dependent variable (the frequency of

LIKE). An advantage over simpler, more robust tests, such as non-parametric tests

or χ2-tests, is that regressions also test for significant interactions between indepen-

dent variables. In addition to reporting the level of significance, regression models

provide the direction and strength of correlations or an estimate. The strength of

correlations is commonly referred to as effect size or coefficient. An initial satu-

rated model is fitted in a stepwise procedure to arrive at a minimal adequate model

that contains only predictors which are either part of significant interactions or

which have significant coefficients. Insignificant factors are eliminated to reduce

”noise”, enabling precise estimations of coefficients. This procedure will be applied

to all variants of LIKE.

Before analyzing each variant of LIKE in isolation, we will focus on the overall

use of LIKE. This initial inspection will provide more general understanding of the

relation between LIKE use and social categories.

ALL Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 1.65 0.279 5.90 < .001∗∗∗

A2 -0.08 0.340 -0.24 .80
A3 -0.48 0.382 -1.25 .20
A4 -1.68 0.412 -4.08 .001∗∗∗

Table 28: Results of the multivariate regression for LIKE use in AmE

The final minimal adequate Poisson regression model predicts the frequency of

LIKE per 1,000 words in AmE significantly better than a base-line model (χ2=
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21.737, df = 1, p < .001∗∗∗). The output of the final minimal model is nev-

ertheless unexpected: gender, ethnicity, occupation, and region are not signifi-

cant. The only significant predictor of LIKE use is the age of speakers. Given

the popularity of the assertion that female speakers, in particular, use LIKE

(citealt[cf.][42]croucher2004like; Siegel 2002: 37 and the sources therein), this re-

sult is quite unexpected: a notable female bias was predicted. In addition, the

output does not show significant interactions between age and sex, indicating the

absence of hidden gender differences. The increasing values of the age coefficients

indicate an implicational hierarchy of the form A1 > A2 > A3 > A4. In other

words, the frequency of LIKE decreases steadily as age increases.

The absence of gender differences is validated by performing additional non-

parametric t-tests. Non-parametric t-tests are more robust than regressions, but

can only deal with one independent variable at a time.

A1 A2 A3 A4
LIKE 1.872∗ 0.530 (n.s.) -0.149 (n.s.) -0.566 (n.s.)

Table 29: LIKE with respect to AGE and GENDER

The t-tests detect a significant gender difference among young speakers of AmE.

The low t-value suggests, however, that the effect of gender is quite moderate.

The absence of an effect of region corroborates D’Arcy’s (2007) claim that ”the

perception of like as either an American or more specifically a Californian feature

does not persevere” (D’Arcy 2007: 391). The underlying assumption is that if

California is the epicenter of the spread of LIKE throughout the US, then we

should expect to appear more frequent there than elsewhere in the U.S.

In summary, the most notable result of the analysis suggests that most of

the factors which were expected to be significant fail to affect LIKE use in any

substantial way. The only variable which significantly correlates with LIKE use is

the age of speakers, as older speakers use it less than younger ones. Furthermore,

additional t-tests detected a significant albeit moderate effect of gender among

young speakers of AmE.
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7.1.1.1 Clause initial LIKE

This part investigates the use of clause-initial LIKE in AmE, as in (73).

(73) a. Like she was in the hospital in and out of the hospital all the time and

stuff ever since she was little she was in and out of the hospital. (Santa

Barbara Corpus:sbc001$Lynne)

b. So like what are they catching salmon and stuff? (Santa Barbara

Corpus:sbc003$Pete)

c. Like they’re they’re trying to breed [. . . ] a forty foot long tube chicken?

(Santa Barbara Corpus:sbc003$Roy)

The number of young male speakers is too low to be representative; they will

therefore not be included in the graphical displays.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (11 – 20) 3 0.80 39 1.38 43 1.26
2 (21 – 30) 15 0.55 66 1.56 81 1.10
3 (31-40) 27 0.63 16 0.91 43 0.74
4 (41+) 24 0.32 13 0.18 37 0.25
SUM 70 0.48 134 0.88 204 0.70

Table 30: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in US AmE
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Figure 23: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in AmE

If data from males and females are collapsed, the distribution shows a consistent

recess of LIKE use with increasing age. This age stratification indicates age-

graded use of clause-initial LIKE. If the genders are analyzed separately, this

seemingly clear-cut picture changes. While the use of clause-initial LIKE seems not

to correlate significantly with age among males, this is not the case among females:

older women clearly exhibit lower rates of clause-initial LIKE than younger ones;

only the frequency of females below the age of 20 does not fully match this pattern.

In contrast to the expected adolescent peak (Labov 2001: 106), it is females in

their twenties who make most use of this vernacular feature. This is notable,

because a peak around the time of stabilization among females is one of the most

striking reoccurring patterns in apparent-time studies of ongoing change (Labov

2001: 454–456). Indeed, the existence of such a peak is considered a general

requirement of female-dominated changes in progress (Labov 2001: 455).

In fact, the effect of gender seems to be restricted to speakers who are in

their twenties and thirties, while LIKE use among speakers older than 41 years of

age does not seem to be gendered at all. With respect to claims that LIKE use
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is ”rapidly increasing [. . . ] particularly in Western English-speaking countries”

(Tagliamonte 2005: 1898), the apparent-time distribution of clause-initial LIKE

fails to disambiguate the situation: while the lack of age-grading among males in-

dexes advanced stabilization, i.e. no change in progress, both the gender difference

itself and its increase as speakers become younger suggest the opposite.

The following analysis, therefore, focuses on the question of whether the use

of clause-initial is socially stratified, since this would support the notion that it is

currently undergoing change. In addition, it will include the approximate measure

of priming, accommodation, and idiosyncratic bias (the PAI index) to protect from

over-estimating the effect of extra-linguistic factors such as gender and age.

INI Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.93 0.181 -5.14 < .001∗∗∗

PAI 0.02 0.005 4.54 < .001∗∗∗

Table 31: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-initial LIKE in AmE

The output reported by the minimal adequate model predicting the frequency

of clause-initial LIKE is unexpected: the only significant predictor is not a so-

ciolinguistic one, but the PAI index. To interpret this finding adequately, it is

essential to keep in mind that only significant coefficients are reported. This is

crucial, as the age of speakers returned significant results in the final minimal ad-

equate model (F-statistic=9.7615, df=1, 145, Pr(> |F |) < .01∗∗). However the

effect size of age was too minute to breach the level of significance. As in the case

of overall LIKE use, it is the lack of significant effects that is remarkable: none

of the classic extra-linguistic factors retuned significant. In contrast, it is the cu-

mulative effect of priming, accommodation to the interlocutor and idiosyncrasies

in LIKE use which best predicts the occurrence of clause-initial LIKE. This result

draws attention to the fact that impressionistic analysis of data can lead to over-

interpretation of variables. Based solely on Table 30 and Figure 23, we would have

expected a stronger impact of age, while the more conservative – indeed perhaps

too conservative – statistical analysis reports that the impact of age is negligible

when priming, accommodation to the interlocutor, and individual bias are taken
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into account.

As Figure 23 indicates that age is significant among females, we will use χ2-tests

to check whether age is significant when males are removed from the data.

INI χ2-value df p-value Cramér’s ϕ
A2 (21-30) 0.481 1 .48 0.00
A3 (31-40) 10.220 1 < .01∗∗ 0.01
A4 (41+) 40.300 1 < .001∗∗∗ 0.02

Table 32: Results of the χ2-tests for female use of clause-initial LIKE in AmE
using the youngest females as reference

Indeed, if only female speakers are considered, age is significant, although its

effect size (Cramér’s ϕ) is extremely low. Moreover, when applying χ2-statistics to

test whether males differ significantly from females in their use of this feature, the

more robust χ2-test reports a significant difference, although the effect of gender is

miniscule (χ2= 8.420, df=1, p< .01∗∗, Cramér’s ϕ=0.00). To validate this minute

difference, additional non-parametric t-tests were performed.

A1 A2 A3 A4
INI 0.816 (n.s.) 1.404. 0.226 (n.s.) -0.631 (n.s.)

Table 33: Clause-initial LIKE with respect to AGE and GENDER

The t-tests confirm a marginally significant gender difference among speakers

in their twenties. While the use of clause-initial LIKE is not gendered in other

groups, female speakers in their twenties use this form more than their male peers.

To summarize, sociolinguistic factors such as gender and age have only mod-

erate explanatory power with respect to the use of clause-initial LIKE. Although

females use it more than males, the difference – as with the impact of age – is

marginal. The only significant predictor reported by the regression model is the

PAI index, with a rather moderate effect size.

7.1.1.2 Clause-medial LIKE

The following section focuses on the use of t clause-medial LIKE as in (74).
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(74) a. How come like the bread crumbs weren’t already attached to the fish

or the pan? (Santa Barbara Corpus:sbc003$Pete)

b. Should I make like tartar sauce or something really decadent? (Santa

Barbara Corpus:sbc003$Marilyn)

c. You know if her skin weren’t like really dark brown she’d probably be

bright red. (Santa Barbara Corpus:sbc003$Sharon)

It is this variant of LIKE that has received most attention and which is com-

monly considered the prototypical form of vernacular LIKE typically associated

with AmE (cf. D’Arcy 2007). Andersen (2001: 221), for example, argues that this

variant of LIKE in the speech of London teenagers represents an American bor-

rowing. Hence, it is particularly interesting to explore its usage patterns within its

supposed original habitat: nonetheless, the hypothesis that this form originated

in AmE is open to dispute given that it is attested not only in the speech of 65-

to 75-year-old NIE speakers in data collected during the 1970s (cf. Schweinberger

2013; D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007) for equivalent attestations).

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (11 – 20) 12 0.60 77 2.96 79 2.40
2 (21 – 30) 54 2.11 100 2.15 154 2.13
3 (31-40) 65 1.63 30 1.48 95 1.57
4 (41+) 24 0.51 16 0.29 40 0.39
SUM 145 1.20 223 1.46 368 1.34

Table 34: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in AmE

Figure 24 represents further evidence corroborating assertions that LIKE is

most common among younger speakers. Indeed, clause-medial LIKE appears to

be highly sensitive to age, as it clearly shows a heavily age-stratified distribution.

Gender, on the other hand, seems not to affect its use, which is surprising given

the widespread belief that vernacular LIKE is typically a feature of female speech.
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Figure 24: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in AmE

We will now turn to the statistical analysis to confirm the trends emerging

from the graphical displays.

MED Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 0.32 0.342 0.95 .33
A2 0.15 0.379 0.40 .68
A3 -0.03 0.437 -0.08 .93
A4 -1.45 0.416 -3.48 < .001∗∗∗

PAI 0.01 0.005 2.90 < .01∗∗

Table 35: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-medial LIKE use in
AmE

The final minimal adequate model significantly out-performs the baseline model

(χ2= 27.013, df=4, p< .001∗∗∗). With respect to clause-medial LIKE, both the

effect of age of speakers and the effect of approximate priming measure are signif-

icant. Although the negative correlation between the age of speakers and the use
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of this type of LIKE is highly significant, the effect is rather weak, though still

stronger than the effect of the approximate priming measure.

Despite popular lore (cf. D’Arcy 2007), clause-medial LIKE is not overly abun-

dant in California compared to other regions within the US. In addition, the results

indicate that it is not more common among white middle-class speakers, that it

is not a feature of the lower working class and it is not limited to the speech of

adolescent females (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 68–69; Siegel 2002: 37).

In contrast to what could be predicted based on the age stratification reported

by Figure 24, the age coefficients do not reflect a steady increase from young to

old. Indeed, the positive coefficient of age group 2 suggests a peak among speakers

in their twenties. However, Figure 24 suggests that the use of clause-medial LIKE

decreases with increasing age, i.e.: A1 > A2 > A3 > A4. Again, we use non-

parametric, one-tailed t-tests (cf. Table 36) to determine which of these assertions

(peak among speakers in their twenties vs. monotone recess) is more likely to be

true.

A1-A2 A1-A3 A1-A4
MED 0.322 (n.s.) 0.987 (n.s.) 2.835∗∗

Table 36: Clause-medial LIKE with respect to AGE

Although the results only confirm a significant difference between age groups

1 and 4, the t-tests lead to an improved understanding, as they validate the impli-

cational hierarchy from young to old. The steady increase in the t-values reflects

the trajectory expected based on Figure 24.

In summary, the only claims which can be asserted with confidence based on

the present analysis are that younger speakers use LIKE more often than older

speakers and that if LIKE is used once in a dialogue, it will probably be used

again.

7.1.1.3 Clause-final LIKE

There is only one instance of clause-final LIKE in the American data which is

uttered by a female in a task-related interaction. This interaction consists of ”an
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attorney preparing two witnesses to testify in a criminal trial [which has been]

[r]ecorded in San Francisco, California. Rebecca is a lawyer, June and Rickie are

the witnesses, and Arnold is Rickie’s husband” (http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/sbcorpuscitation.html; accessedMarch5th, 2011).

(75) And he’s like balding like. (Santa Barbara Corpus:008$RICKI)

Taking the context into account, the use of clause-final LIKE seems to focus

the listener’s attention to the fact that the person talked about is becoming bald.

The person talked about is the suspect, and the immediately preceding context

clarifies that Rickie identified the suspect at a police station. Indeed, the suspect’s

most prominent characteristics are that he is in his sixties and becoming bald. The

fact that this instance of clause-final LIKE focuses or emphasizes a new piece of

information is consistent with its use in other varieties of English. For example,

Columbus (2009) asserts that clause-final LIKE in IrE commonly serves to focus

the preceding element, phrase, or clause.

7.1.1.4 Non-clausal LIKE

A preliminary look at the age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE as in

(76) shows that this form is age stratified and slightly used more often by males

than by females (cf. Table 37).

(76) a. And it was like (Santa Barbara Corpus:sbc003$Pamela)

b. And I’m like I’m trying not to vomit listening to this. (Santa Barbara

Corpus:sbc003$Lenor)

c. I think maybe like you know how these chairs are. (Santa Barbara

Corpus:sbc003$Ricki)
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (11 – 20) 4 0.80 56 1.62 60 1.45
2 (21 – 30) 22 1.56 60 1.33 82 1.43
3 (31-40) 26 0.86 11 0.78 37 0.83
4 (41+) 22 0.31 12 0.25 34 0.28
SUM 74 0.80 139 0.88 213 0.85

Table 37: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in AmE

Figure 25: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in AmE

Figure 25 corroborates a monotone declining age stratification, while the prox-

imity of the lines representing the male and female mean frequencies indicates

the lack of significant gender differences. These impressions were tested using a

multivariate design.

In contrast to all other variants of LIKE in AmE, non-clausal LIKE shows signs

of social stratification, although not in the expected direction: academics and those

working in the professions use non-clausal LIKE more than speakers in clerical and
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NON Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 0.85 0.456 1.87 < .1
A2 -1.23 0.431 -2.86 < .01∗∗

A3 -1.76 0.573 -3.08 < .01∗∗

A4 -2.66 0.499 -5.32 < .001∗∗∗

PAI 0.02 0.008 2.39 < .05∗

ADC 0.79 0.409 1.93 < .1

Table 38: Results of the multivariate regression for non-clausal LIKE use in AmE

managerial occupations, as well as (un-)skilled manual labor. Furthermore, its use

is extremely age sensitive: the younger the speaker is, the higher the rate of his or

her use of this form. The pattern matches the implicational hierarchy observable

for all common variants of LIKE in AmE (A1 > A2 > A3 > A4).

The last significant predictor variable is the frequency of LIKE in a dialogue.

This result matches observations about the accommodation of discourse styles and

lexical priming effects; it also confirms that non-clausal LIKE heavily clusters. It

follows that beyond its dependency on psycho-linguistic factors (priming), social

interaction, and co-operation (accommodation), LIKE use is also likely to be af-

fected by the individual speaker’s idiosyncratic linguistic preferences.

7.1.2 Summary and discussion of LIKE use in American

English

The results of the present analysis confirm that vernacular uses of LIKE are a

salient feature of contemporary AmE, as it was used by two thirds of AmE speak-

ers with an average of 2.9 instances per 1,000 words. This confutes the hypotheses

stating that LIKE was already becoming archaic in AmE as early as 1988 (Un-

derhill 1988). The high proportion of speakers who use LIKE suggests that it has

stabilized and that it is common across all social strata. Based on the lack of

social stratification, it is likely that the process of diffusion is nearing completion

(Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg 2003: 55).

Despite the results of the present analysis superficially appearing to confirm
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the popular belief that this form is typically a feature of ”teenage speak”, this

conclusion is too simplistic considering LIKE’s complex sociolinguistic profile. Al-

though LIKE use is notably age-stratified and thus age-graded, it is far from being

exclusively used by adolescents. The analysis of clause-initial LIKE, which appears

to be gender sensitive, shows that the effect of gender, though significant, is too

weak to be considered substantial. In addition, the prototypical form of LIKE, i.e

clause-medial LIKE, as well as non-clausal uses of LIKE show no sign of a female

preference.

The monotone recess of LIKE use with increasing age is the most consistent

pattern in the present study: all forms are age sensitive, though clause-initial

LIKE showed age-grading only among females and not males. While the analy-

sis validates the notion that clause-medial LIKE is more common among younger

speakers (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 66), it fails to corroborate a substantial female

preference. Hence, the results challenge the validity of popular lore which holds

that LIKE is particularly common in the speech of women and specifically female

adolescents (cf. D’Arcy 2007: 391; Dailey-O’Cain 2000). In addition, the anal-

ysis refutes the widespread belief according to which LIKE is most prevalent in

”Valspeak”, i.e. the sociolect associated with female adolescents from California

(Blyth et al. 1990: 224; Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 70; Siegel 2002: 37). Indeed, LIKE

use is not particularly frequent in Californian English, as REGION does not sig-

nificant correlate with its frequency. Indeed most factors which were expected to

be informative show no significant effect.

Considering that Dailey-O’Cain (2000: 74) found that LIKE is perceived to

be associated with lower intelligence, we should expect it to be more common

among speakers with lower socio-economic status. This, however, is not the case.

On the contrary: the only significant effect of occupation surfaces with respect

to the use of non-clausal LIKE which is preferred by speakers pursuing academic

careers, or who are in the professions – i.e. the opposite of what we would conclude

based on Dailey-O’Cain (2000) perceptional study. The results, therefore, strongly

suggest that LIKE use is less socially stratified than commonly assumed (Dailey-

O’Cain 2000). This finding is particularly interesting, as the absence of social

stratification does not match the assumption that social patterning of linguistic

behavior is parasitic on stylistic linguistic variation (cf. Labov 2002).
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As the results of the multifactorial analysis confirm that the overall frequency

of LIKE in conversations is a significant factor, the introduction of the PAI index

appears appropriate to counter over-estimating the effect of extra-linguistic factors

such as age or gender.

The difference between the common lore and the reality of quantitative analyses

(this study and Dailey-O’Cain 2000) require further discussion. The question

arises as to why LIKE is associated with the Valley Girl persona (D’Arcy 2007:

397) when the evidence does not support this assertion. D’Arcy (2007: 397)

makes a compelling case in approaching this question: It is possible, for example,

that vernacular uses of LIKE were recycled as a Valley Girl phenomenon once

their initial association with the counterculture groups waned among subsequent

generations of speakers. As Milroy (2004: 169) states, ”different groups may be

foregrounded at different times.” In other words, the saliency of social categories

can be variable across time, and linguistic forms associated with one may later

come to be associated with another as each rises to prominence in the cultural

landscape of the time.

According to D’Arcy (2007), the association of LIKE with ”Valspeak” probably

arose once the association between LIKE and New York counterculture groups (cf.

Andersen 2001) faded. In this view, ”Valley Girls” have not been responsible

for initiating the spread of LIKE throughout the US, but served as the social

reference category once LIKE was already well in use. This argumentation is

in line with Eckert’s (2001) analysis of stylistic variation and identity marking.

Following Eckert (2001), certain linguistic practices are akin to and correlated

with other social practices, such as choice of dress, adornment, and demeanor.

In this perspective, speakers intentionally use linguistic means to construct and

define mutually distinctive social categories (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 208).

An alternative interpretation relates to the results of attitudinal studies of

LIKE use (Dailey-O’Cain 2000). Dailey-O’Cain (2000) found that LIKE is not

only associated with certain social groups, e.g. teenagers, but it is also perceived

to correlate with certain personality traits. According to Dailey-O’Cain, speakers

using LIKE are perceived to be ”more attractive, more cheerful, more friendly, and

more successful [. . . ] [while its] absence causes the listener to think of the speaker

as less polite and less friendly” (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 73). Hence, LIKE may not
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only serve as a marker of social identity, but also as a device deployed to manipulate

the perception of oneself by interlocutors. Akin to the interpretation above, this

take on LIKE use expands on Eckert’s (2001) analysis of stylistic variation, as

it too relates to identity marking. Indeed, it expands the social psychological

concepts underlying this argument by complementing it with theoretical aspects

of the psychology of personality: the difference consists in focusing on the self

image rather than marking group membership.

In conclusion, it appears that LIKE has successfully diffused through all social

strata. The lack of significant extra-linguistic social factors supports this inter-

pretation: the effect of gender and social class wanes (Labov 1994: 79–82) during

the final stages of change. Thus, the view taken here assumes that any processes

of ongoing change are nearing completion while the popular beliefs and prejudices

associated with this vernacular feature are more conservative. The conservatism

of social stereotypes is at odds with the present data, as it reflects earlier stages of

ongoing change, while in reality the linguistic bebavior has outgrown these stereo-

types.

7.2 LIKE in Canadian English

CanE is particularly interesting with respect to the study of LIKE, as it is the

most extensively studied variety of English in terms of systematic, quantitative

analyses (cf. D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2006, 2007; Kastronic 2011; Tagliamonte 2005;

Tagliamonte and D’Arcy 2004). Previous studies have provided a detailed picture

of the syntactic and sociolinguistic factors affecting which type of LIKE is used by

which subsection of this speech community. The following section will, therefore,

aim at evaluating previous findings and results in light of the present data.

Before analyzing the data in detail, we will have a look at the basic statistics

to obtain a first impression of its structure (cf. 17). Of all 252 CanE speakers,

186 have used LIKE at least once, i.e. nearly three quarters. This high proportion

shows that LIKE is abundant in CanE.

Table 39 suggests that LIKE is a highly salient feature of CanE vernacular. And

although the difference between mean and median is substantial, both measures

of a central tendency are remarkably high. Indeed, the median shows that 50
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N (total) Mean (LIKE ptw) Median (LIKE ptw) Standard deviation (s)
LIKE 900 4.377 3.180 4.797

Table 39: Overview - LIKE use in CanE

percent of speakers use LIKE more often than 3.180 per 1,000 words. These basic

statistics provide valuable insights into the data distribution: as in AmE, the

high proportion of LIKE users suggests that if LIKE has indeed been undergoing

change, it is probably nearing completion (Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg

2003: 55).

Before turning to a more fine-grained analysis of age and gender-specific LIKE

use, the frequencies of types of LIKE are displayed in order to clarify which types

of LIKE are especially frequent in CanE.

Figure 26: Rate of LIKE variants in CanE

Figure 26 shows that clause-initial LIKE and clause-medial LIKE are the most

frequently used variants. In contrast to AmE, clause-final LIKE is also used in

this variety although rather infrequently. While being used substantially more
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than the clause-final variant, non-clausal LIKE is significantly less frequent than

clause-initial and clause-medial forms.

In her analysis, D’Arcy (2005: 221) found an apparent-time increase in the use

of both clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE over time. An increase in LIKE use

over time is substantiated by the increase in frequency displayed in Table 40.

MALE FEMALE
AGE Speakers Words LIKE LIKE Total ALL

(N) (mean) (N) (mean) (N) (mean)
1 (10–24) 28 23,293 115 7.96 106 10.08 221 8.72
2 (25–30) 56 41,038 65 4.26 182 7.50 247 6.46
3 (31–40) 78 65,065 82 3.08 235 4.62 317 4.03
4 (41+) 82 65,178 22 1.24 93 2.03 115 1.81
SUM 244 194,574 284 3.83 616 4.69 900 4.38

Table 40: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in CanE

Furthermore, the data reported in Table 40 show a consistent female lead

in LIKE use across all age groups. The extent of the female lead is surprising

given that D’Arcy found that ”[a]s a marker, LIKE is significantly correlated with

females. [. . . ] By contrast, clause-medial LIKE is significantly correlated with

males” (D’Arcy 2005: 222). Applied to the present analysis, this would lead to

the prediction that overall LIKE use lacks a notable gender difference because the

gender differences in the use of clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE should cancel

each other out. According to D’Arcy (2005), we would furthermore predict that

clause-medial LIKE is preferred by male speakers, while we should expect females

to prefer clause-initial and clause-final LIKE.
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Figure 27: Box plots showing the distribution of clause-initial (left), clause-medial
(middle), and non-clausal LIKE (right) in CanE with respect to gender

Figure 27 corroborates D’Arcy’s claim concerning a female lead in the use of

the discourse marker and reports the expected lack of a gender difference regarding

non-clausal LIKE. The data fails, however, to substantiate D’Arcy’s (2005) finding

that males exhibit a preference for clause-medial LIKE (D’Arcy 2005: 222–223).

According to the ICE data, females use both clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE

more frequently than male speakers do.

This pattern remains stable when the frequencies of clause-initial and clause-

medial LIKE are displayed with respect to the age and the gender of the speakers.

The additional information can be derived from Figure reffig28 and Figure 29 is

that that this tendency is particularly notable among young female speakers aged

10 to 24.

Figure 28: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in CanE
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Figure 29: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in CanE

In contrast to the AmE data, the CanE data seem to confirm the assumption

that women use LIKE more frequently than men. Indeed, both Figure 28 and

Figure 29 indicate a slight female preference for LIKE, irrespective of the clause-

initial versus clause-medial distinction, i.e. the marker vs. particle distinction in

D’Arcy’s (2005, 2007) study. In addition, the distributions of clause-initial and

clause-medial LIKE across genders and age groups are very similar: both figures

exhibit a peak in the youngest age cohort and show a steady but consistent decrease

in use with increasing age. This age stratification suggests not only age-grading,

but it also indicates the same implicational hierarchy which was observable in AmE

(A1 > A2 > A3 > A4).

7.2.1 Statistical analysis of LIKE usage in Canadian En-

glish

The following statistical analysis evaluates the intuitions derived from the graphi-

cal displays and seeks to uncover correlations which previously escaped detection.

As in the case of AmE, the appropriate design for this purpose is a multivari-

ate regression, complemented by non-parametric t-tests to ascertain ambiguous

findings.

The first regression model is applied to the combined values of all variants of

LIKE. This rather coarse-gained analysis aims at providing a preliminary impres-

sion of correlations between LIKE use and extra-linguistic factors.
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ALL Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 2.15 0.198 10.81 < .001∗∗∗

A2 -0.16 0.238 -0.67 .50
A3 -0.51 0.256 -2.01 < .05∗

A4 -1.34 0.250 -5.35 < .001∗∗∗

ADC -0.39 0.162 -2.46 < .05∗

Table 41: Results of the multivariate regression for LIKE use in CanE

The Poisson regression model performs significantly better than the base-line

model (χ2= 56.534, df=4, p< .001∗∗∗) and reports a more complex interplay of

variables than in AmE. With respect to age, AmE and CanE exhibit very sim-

ilar distributions, as the implicational hierarchy observable in AmE also seems

to apply to the CanE data. In addition, the age stratification is suggestive of

age-grading. However, AmE and CanE differ notably with respect to social strat-

ification. While the socio-economic status of speakers in AmE did not correlate

with LIKE use, it does significantly in CanE. This shows that LIKE use in Canada

is socially stratified, as speakers with a higher socio-economic status, i.e. speakers

pursuing academic or professional careers, use it less often than speakers in cleri-

cal and managerial occupations (the reference category). This correlation between

the socio-economic status of speakers and their use of LIKE suggests that LIKE

has not (yet) diffused through all social strata. A plausible explanation for this

finding is that LIKE use in CanE is more stigmatized among certain social layers

than it is in AmE. This would imply that register sensitivity and thus usage con-

straints are more prominent in CanE. If this explanation were shown to be valid,

then this would mean that LIKE use in CanE has attracted more social aware-

ness in the sense that it suffers from more intense stigmatization. Although this

interpretation initially seems plausible, it is at odds with the consistent female

lead as women conform more closely to overtly prescribed norms and use fewer

non-standard forms than men (Labov 2001: 266). One way to resolve this issue

relates to the onset or extent of stigmatization. While women adopt incoming or

non-standard forms more readily than men, the situation is reversed when these

forms become stigmatized (Labov 2001: 293). It may be hypothesized that women
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lead the change and, therefore, exhibit higher frequencies of LIKE, but that either

stigmatization began only recently, or that it is constrained to certain social strata,

i.e. strata relatively high in the socio-economic scale.

7.2.1.1 Clause-initial LIKE

The following section focuses on the clause-initial discourse marker as in (77) and

its correlation with extra-linguistic social variables.

(77) a. You know but uhm like I’d be willing to do if you wanted to do two

sets. (ICE-Canada:S1A-010$A)

b. Like the little organizer that you put in your door drawer. (ICE-

Canada:S1A-011$A)

c. Like do you watch those <,> uh home improvement things on uh <,>

P B S uh. (ICE-Canada:S1A-012$A)

As was the case when analyzing the distinct types of LIKE in AmE, the follow-

ing analysis will include the PAI index to countervail over-estimating the effects

of extra-linguistic variables.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (10–24) 38 2.63 41 3.80 79 3.05
2 (25–30) 25 1.45 86 3.28 111 2.69
3 (31-40) 33 1.21 94 1.93 127 1.65
4 (41+) 7 0.29 44 1.02 51 0.82
SUM 103 1.13 265 2.74 368 1.77

Table 42: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in CanE
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Figure 30: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in CanE

The age stratification in Figure reffig30 suggests age-grading and gendered

use of clause-initial LIKE. Indeed, the gender difference is consistent across all

age groups with women ahead of men. The most pronounced difference between

female and male speakers is, however, not among teenagers, but among speakers

in their twenties.

INI Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 1.16 0.547 2.12 < .05∗

SEX:Male -0.77 0.238 -3.24 < .01∗∗

A2 -0.61 0.525 -1.17 .23
A3 -0.63 0.534 -1.19 .23
A4 -1.35 0.533 -2.54 < .05∗

PAI 0.03 0.005 5.41 < .001∗∗∗

ACD -0.31 0.184 -1.69 < .1

Table 43: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-initial LIKE in CanE
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Again, the final minimal model performs significantly better than a model

based solely on the intercept (χ2= 86.189, df=6, p< .001∗∗∗). The regression

report validates that the use of clause-initial LIKE is significantly gendered as it is

more frequently used by females. In order to obtain a more precise understanding

of exactly where males and females differ, non-parametric t-tests are applied to

each age-group in isolation.

A1 A2 A3 A4
INI 0.891 (n.s.) 3.131∗∗ (< .01) 1.513 (< .1) 3.450∗∗∗ (< .001)

Table 44: Clause-initial LIKE with respect to GENDER

The t-tests report that the gender difference is particularly pronounced among

speakers in their twenties and forties, while there is only a marginal difference

among speakers in their thirties: the gender difference among speakers below the

age of 25 is not significant, suggesting that the association of LIKE with female

speech seems to disappear as it continues to diffuse throughout the speech com-

munity as a whole.

The regression model also confirms a near linear negative correlation between

the frequency of clause-initial LIKE and the age of speakers. In other words, the

frequency of this form decreases as the age of speakers increases. However, this

result is tentative, as speakers aged 25 to 40 do not differ significantly from speakers

aged 10 to 24. Indeed, only speakers above 41 years of age use clause-initial LIKE

significantly less often than speakers under 24 (the reference group). The steady

increase in the age coefficients from young to old seems, nonetheless, to corroborate

the assertion that LIKE use decreases with increasing age. In addition, the values

of the coefficients conform to the expected order: A1 > A2 > A3 > A4. The

robustness of this implicature is evaluated using non-parametric one-tailed t-tests

(cf. Table 45).

A1-A2 A2-A3 A3-A4
INI 0.429 (n.s.) 2.431∗∗(< .01) 2.937∗∗(< .01)

Table 45: Clause-initial LIKE with respect to AGE
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The t-tests confirm the regression results and validate the implicational hier-

archy from young to old. The results also confirm significant differences between

age groups 2 and 3 as well as between age groups 3 and 4.

The occupation of speakers also affects the use of clause-initial LIKE: speakers

in clerical and managerial occupations, i.e. the reference group, use this variant

significantly more often than speakers pursuing academic and professional careers.

This finding is not particularly surprising in itself, given that the overall model

also reported this tendency. It is notable, however, that LIKE use is apparently

socially stratified in the way we would expect if it was indeed stigmatized in higher

social strata.

The present regression model does not report a significant difference between

monolingual native speakers of English and speakers who have been brought up

bilingually. As is the case in AmE, the PAI index returns significant and weakly

correlates with the use of clause-initial LIKE.

7.2.1.2 Clause-medial LIKE

D’Arcy asserts that clause-medial LIKE, as in (78), ”is significantly correlated

with males” (D’Arcy 2005: 222). This atypical gender bias has left D’Arcy rather

perplexed; she concludes that ”LIKE does not fit into typical categories of linguistic

variability, whether the variation signals change or not” (D’Arcy 2005: 224).

(78) a. And they they they had more of a feel of like apartment buildings even

though they were only duplexes. (ICE-Canada:S1A-007$B)

b. [A]nd that’s why he has like these exercise books (ICE-Canada:S1A-

010$B)

c. That guy like provides the cash. (ICE-Canada:S1A-020$B)

The present data seems not to follow the pattern described by D’Arcy (2005)

as both Figure 27 and Figure 29 indicate a substantial female lead for clause-initial

as well as clause-medial LIKE. The following analysis will attempt to clarify this

issue.
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (10–24) 57 4.07 52 5.21 109 4.48
2 (25–30) 28 1.97 71 3.44 99 2.97
3 (31-40) 29 1.09 104 2.00 133 1.65
4 (41+) 10 0.71 30 0.56 51 0.60
SUM 124 1.77 257 2.01 381 1.93

Table 46: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in CanE.

Figure 31: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in CanE

Figure 31 corroborates a substantial decrease in the use of clause-medial LIKE

from young to old. This type of age stratification suggests age-grading, i.e., that

individuals stop using this variant as they grow older. In addition, Figure 31

indicates that until about age 40, females make notably more use of clause-medial

LIKEthan males.

The Poisson regression model predicting the frequency of clause-medial LIKE

per 1,000 words in CanE is statistically significant (χ2= 127.16, df=6, p< .001∗∗∗)
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MED Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 0.52 0.256 2.04 < .05∗

SEX:Male -0.00 0.192 -0.01 .98
A2 -0.36 0.268 -1.36 .17
A3 -0.32 0.195 -1.67 < .1
A4 -1.50 0.275 -5.44 < .001∗∗∗

PAI 0.04 0.006 7.28 < .001∗∗∗

SEX:Male*A3 -0.74 0.377 -1.93 < .05∗

Table 47: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-medial LIKE in CanE

and reports age and the PAI index as significant predictor variables. Gender does

not have a significant effect, but it is part of a significant interaction with age.

As expected, age is the strongest predictor in the present model. Speakers over

age 41 use clause-medial LIKE significantly less often than speakers under 24,

i.e. the reference group. It is notable that the multifactorial model indicates

that the age stratification is not near-linear. Rather, the model seems to reflect

a step-like progression with three levels: the youngest speakers in the data show

the highest rate of non-clausal LIKE use and, accordingly, form the first level.

The second highest level form age groups 2 and 3, as they use this form very

similarly and with almost identical rates. Speakers above age 41, i.e. the oldest

age group, have the lowest rate of clause-medial LIKE and thus form the third

level: A1 >(A2/A3) > A4. This result is, however, at odds with the visualization

in Figure 31, which suggested a near-linear negative correlation between clause-

medial LIKE and age. Accordingly, non-parametric one-tailed t-tests are applied

to evaluate the robustness of this implicature indicated by the regression analysis

(cf. Table 48).

A1-A2 A2-A3 A3-A4
MED 1,962∗ 2.400∗∗ 3.762∗∗∗

Table 48: Clause-medial LIKE with respect to AGE
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The t-tests provide a more accurate picture of the relationship between age and

the use of clause-medial LIKE. The results confirm the existence of an implicational

hierarchy of the form A1 > A2 > A3 > A4 and thus validate the trend visible in

Figure 31.

The model reports that males aged between 31 and 40 are particularly unlikely

to use clause-medial LIKE. This could be attributed to the phase of change when

LIKE was most strongly associated with females and could thus be reminiscent

of a notable sex difference accompanying the most vigorous phase of its spread

in CanE. Hence, t-tests are applied to each age group in isolation to validate this

finding and to look for hidden gender differences.

A1 A2 A3 A4
MED 0.797(n.s.) 1.771∗ 2.043∗ -0.306(n.s.)

Table 49: Clause-medial LIKE with respect to GENDER

Revisiting the data using t-tests has paid off as they report previously unde-

tected gender difference among speakers in their twenties. Furthermore, the t-tests

validate the regression output as they confirm the gender difference among speak-

ers in their thirties. Hence, the results of the present study fail to substantiate

D’Arcy’s (2005) assertion that clause-medial LIKEcorrelates with male speakers.

When revisiting the data using χ2-statistics to obtain yet another insight into the

data, the results confirm the opposite, i.e. that females make use of this form

significantly more often than males, though the size of this gender effect is quite

small (cf. Table 50).

MED χ2-value df p-value Cramér’s ϕ
A1 (16-20) 2.905 1 .08 0.011
A2 (21-29) 4.988 1 < .05∗ 0.011
A3 (30-39) 5.334 1 < .05∗ 0.009
A4 (40+) 3.011 1 .08 0.006

Table 50: Results of the χ2-test results evaluating the effect of gender for clause-
medial LIKE in CanE
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The existence and direction of the gender effect is thus confirmed not only by

the multivariate analysis, but also by non-parametric t-tests as well as χ2-test.

According to the ICE data, we can confidently ascertain that females in their

twenties and thirties use clause-medial LIKE significantly more often than their

male peers.

The weak positive coefficient of the PAI index reported by the multifactorial

analysis indicates that LIKE is unevenly distributed across conversations. In con-

trast to clause-initial LIKE, clause-medial LIKE is not socially stratified, as neither

the occupation of speakers nor their first language significantly correlate with its

frequency.

7.2.1.3 Clause-final LIKE

Despite being commonly associated with northern varieties of English (Hedevind

1967: 237; Miller and Weinert cf. also 1995: 368 or Andersen 2001: 222), clause-

final LIKE is also present in the Canadian data (cf. (79)).

(79) a. Can we go there like. (ICE Canada:S1A-044$B)

b. I I don’t know like. (ICE Canada:S1A-061$A)

c. Oh maybe they thought they could like. (ICE Canada:S1A-075$B)

Despite being uncommon, this variant is intriguing, as it differs from clause-

medial LIKEnot functionally, but with respect to its direction of scope. It follows

that if clause-medial LIKEand its clause-final cousin do indeed share functional

properties, then we might expect that the more common clause-medial form is

replacing the ”’traditional’ dialectal usage” (Andersen 2001: 226) and causing its

demise in CanE. Although not particularly frequent, clause-final LIKE is used

by 25 of 244 speakers of CanE. This rather substantial proportion of speakers is

inconsistent with the assumption that LIKE with backward scope is becoming

obsolete (D’Arcy 2005: 5).

The sociolinguistic profile of clause-final LIKE does not suggest that it is con-

fined to the oldest cohort (D’Arcy 2007: 413), as the distribution suggests that its

profile approximates the monotone recess common to all functionally and position-

ally distinct uses. Due to the overall low number of instances, we will not apply the
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (16–20) 4 0.43 5 0.36 9 0.39
2 (21–29) 5 0.20 1 0.06 6 0.15
3 (30-39) 5 0.11 2 0.10 7 0.11
4 (40+) 3 0.07 1 0.05 4 0.06
SUM 17 0.14 9 0.13 26 0.13

Table 51: Age and gender distribution of clause-final LIKE in CanE

same protocol as in the previous analyses, but we will only test for possible effects

of the date of data compilation using Fisher’s exact-tests. If clause-final LIKE is

indeed becoming obsolete as suggested by D’Arcy (2005: 5), than we would expect

to find that it decreases over time, i.e. a negative correlation between clause-final

LIKE and the of date of data compilation. The results are inconclusive, but seem

to corroborate D’Arcy’s claim, as clause-final LIKE is used significantly more from

1990 to 1994 as compared with 1995 to 2001 (D1 v D2: p-value< .01∗∗, CI95%=

1.41, 10.22, sample estimates: odds ratio 4.028). On the other hand, this trend is

not consistent, as the earliest data do not differ significantly from the latest data

(D1 v D3: p-value = 0.497, CI95%= 0.42, 21.99, sample estimates: odds ratio

2.228). Another way to address this question is to take the number of speakers

who use clause-final LIKE into account: not asking whether cause-final LIKE has

decreased over time, but whether the number of speakers who use it has decreased.

Again, the difference between the number of clause-final LIKE users from 1990 to

1994 and 1995 to 2001 differs significantly in the expected direction (D1 v D2:

p-value< .01∗∗, CI95%= 1.37, 13.18, sample estimates: odds ratio 4.442). Unfor-

tunately, this difference is again not consistent over time, as the data compiled

between 1990 and 1994 does not differ significantly from the data compiled be-

tween 2002 and 2005 (p-value = 0.264, CI95%= 0.52, 35.88, sample estimates:

odds ratio 3.248)

In summary, clause-final LIKE is rarely used in CanE; it is used by roughly

10 percent of speakers (25 of 244). The analysis of clause-final LIKE fails to

corroborate D’Arcy’s (2005: 5) claim that this form of LIKE with backward scope
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is becoming obsolete. While clause-final LIKE is used significantly more often in

data compiled between 1990 and 1994 compared with data compiled between 1995

and 2001, there is no difference between the use of this LIKE variant in the earliest

(1990 to 1994) and the most recent data (2001 to 2005).

7.2.1.4 Non-clausal LIKE

The final analysis investigates the use of non-clausal LIKE, as in (80):

(80) a. I mean I love American crap especially comedies like crap comedies

that everybody thinks are crap. (ICE Canada:S1A-041$A)

b. It will apparently uhm <, ,> prolong the <, ,> like the the <, ,>

cleaning that’s required ev every two years or whatever <, ,> I don’t

actu at a vet’s office (ICE Canada:S1A-023$A)

c. Yeah you know like you know ridin around with a horse with the whip

and that sort of thing (ICE Canada:S1A-093$A)

The examples in (80) confirm that non-clausal instances of LIKE are function-

ally indistinguishable from equivalent syntactically unbound uses in AmE. The

following passage will probe more deeply into the matter and focus on its sociolin-

guistic profile.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (10–24) 14 0.97 8 0.73 22 0.88
2 (25–30) 11 0.78 16 0.61 27 0.66
3 (31-40) 17 0.71 28 0.55 45 0.61
4 (41+) 4 0.18 14 0.35 18 0.30
SUM 46 0.64 66 0.50 112 0.55

Table 52: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in CanE

Table 52 indicates moderate but consistent age-grading, as the frequencies

correlate negatively with age in apparent-time. Gender, on the other hand, does

not follow a consistent trend. While males use non-clausal LIKE slightly more
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often than females among speakers younger than 40, the reverse holds true for

speakers aged 41 and above.

Figure 32: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in CanE

Figure 32 shows that non-clausal LIKE is rather infrequent, particularly among

speakers over the age of 40. Its use seems to decrease from young to old, but

not as drastically as in the case of both clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE.

In addition, females use it more frequently, although the proximity of the lines

representing male and female rates suggests that gender is probably insignificant.

NON Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -1.07 0.223 -4.81 < .001∗∗∗

ACD -0.55 0.278 -2.00 < .05∗

PAI 0.03 0.008 4.32 < .001∗∗∗

Table 53: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-initial LIKE in CanE

The regression output reports that the strongest effect determining the use

of non-clausal LIKE is the occupation of the speakers. When speakers pursue
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academic careers or work in the professions, they are significantly less likely to use

non-clausal LIKE. This may reflect stigmatization of this form among speakers

of higher socio-economic status, though other factors such as general fluency and

intelligence cannot be dismissed as potential explanations for this choice. In other

words, speakers with an overall better linguistic performance, and exhibits lower

rates of processing time buyers, will also be situated higher in the socio-economic

scale, as both factors correlate with higher general intelligence.

Furthermore, as the PAI index reflects the overall use of LIKE in the respective

conversation, the higher the overall use of LIKE, the higher the probability that

non-clausal LIKE is used. This indicates a clustering of LIKE use within certain

conversations and suggests that the use of this variant depends on the individual

bias towards LIKE use in informal conversations. Furthermore, the significant PAI

index indicates that the use of non-clausal LIKE is affected by accommodation

behaviour and priming effects.

7.2.2 Real-time and apparent-time

In order to evaluate the apparent-time construct, the following section will focus

on differences in the data correlating with the date of data compilation to detect

systematic differences between data collected from 1990 to 1994; 1995 to 2002; and

2001 to 2005. If the date of data compilation significantly affects the frequency

of LIKE in this within-group analysis, this would shed light on the use of LIKE

over time. From the apparent-time analysis, we would predict that LIKE use was

less frequent between 1990 and 1994 compared to 2002 to 2005. If this increase in

LIKE use over time was the case, then this would support the assumption of the

apparent-time construct that speaker age reflects different stages of the communal

grammar.

The negative coefficients indicate that the frequency of LIKE decreases over

time, i.e. it decreases in real-time. This is surprising, as is suggests the opposite

of what was expected, i.e. an increase in the frequency of LIKE use over time.

Consider D’Arcy (2007: 405) for example:

Since this time, all vernacular forms of like have subsequently increased in

frequency to the point where they are now significantly favored among speakers
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ALL Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 2.05 0.152 13.50 < .001∗∗∗

D2 -0.64 0.171 -3.72 < .001∗∗∗

D3 -0.79 0.270 -2.93 < .01∗∗

Table 54: Results of the multivariate regression for LIKE use in CanE (real-time)

under the age of 30 and disfavored (though not absent) among older age groups.

When taking the proportion of speakers who use LIKE into account (cf. Ta-

ble 55) the data even seem to validate the startling finding that LIKE use is

decreasing over time.

Mean
(LIKE
ptw)

Non-LIKE
users

LIKE users Ratio LIKE users
of all

speakers
(%)

1990-1994 9.91 1 22 0.05 95.6
1995-2001 4.48 59 150 0.39 71.7
2002-2005 4.12 6 14 0.43 70.0

Table 55: Mean frequencies, number of non-LIKE users to LIKE users plus the
resulting ratios according to the date of data compilation

The distinct decrease in LIKE use raises intriguing questions. However, to un-

derstand what is taking place, age must be taken into account (cf. Table reftab:table56).

Hence, the data is split into different age groups and each age group is analyzed

in isolation. Subsequently, the values of the data compiled earlier are compared

with the values of data compiled later. The values are tested for significance using

non-parametric t-tests.

The fact that the t-tests report insignificant values for all age groups strongly

suggests that the previous negative correlation was the product of an underlying,

hidden interaction between age and the date of data compilation. In other words,

it is not a change in real-time which caused the initial negative correlation, but the

fact that younger speakers, who used LIKE readily, were recorded between 1990

and 1994 while older speakers, who use LIKE significantly less often, have been
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A1 (16-20) A2 (21-30) A3 (31-40) A4 (41+)
All variants combined n.s. N.A. n.s. n.s.
Clause-initial LIKE n.s. N.A. n.s. n.s.
Clause-medial LIKE n.s. N.A. n.s. n.s.
Clause-final LIKE n.s. N.A. n.s. n.s.
Non-clausal LIKE -1.607. N.A. n.s. n.s.

Table 56: LIKE use with respect to AGE and the date of data compilation

reported between 2001 and 2005. This finding draws attention to the importance to

seriously considering the possibility of hidden interactions, thus taking interactions

into account even when using less sophisticated mono-factorial designs.

7.2.3 Summary of LIKE use in Canadian English

Vernacular uses of LIKE are a common feature of present-day CanE vernacular. In

the ICE data, almost three quarters of CanE speakers used it at least once in infor-

mal conversation. Accordingly, this non-standard feature occurs at a substantially

higher frequency in CanE than it does in AmE.

In contrast to AmE, LIKE use in CanE is affected more strongly by extra-

linguistic variables. This suggests that LIKE use has not yet fully stabilized in

this regional variety. The results for AmE showing that LIKE use is neither affected

by gender nor by the socio-economic status of speakers do not entirely apply to

the Canadian setting, as the overall use of LIKE as well as the use of clause-initial

and non-clausal LIKE appears to be class sensitive. The effect of occupation,

which serves as a proxy for the socio-economic status of speakers, corroborates a

recurring pattern in sociolinguistics more generally. Indeed, the direction of the

social stratification is congruent with previous studies reporting that non-standard

forms are ”most strongly associated with lower working class speakers who do not

use [. . . ] most advanced forms” (Labov 2001: 375). A viable explanation for this

result may be related to the overt stigmatization of LIKE within certain social

cohorts, as has been noted by D’Arcy (2007: 411).

The gender differences corroborate the assumption that LIKE use is undergoing

change, as in most changes ”women are a full generation ahead of men” (Labov
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2001: 283). Indeed, the effect of gender strongly suggests ongoing change beyond

mere age-grading. Consider the gender paradox and the fourth principle of gender

differentiation as proposed by Labov (2001):
Principle 4

In linguistic change from below, women use higher frequencies of innovative forms

than men. (Labov 2001: 292)

Gender Paradox

Women conform more closely than men to sociolinguistic norms that are overtly

prescribed, but conform less than men when they are not. (Labov 2001: 293)

Given that LIKE is overtly stigmatized only in the highest social strata, the

results of the present analysis match the predictions of both principles. To elab-

orate: according to principle 4, we should expect to find women ahead of men, if

LIKE is indeed undergoing change. This is exactly what we observe. Furthermore,

considering the gender paradox, we would expect higher frequencies among males

only in higher social strata, i.e. where LIKE is overtly stigmatized. Among older

and more conservative speakers, the effect of gender should thus be substantially

weaker, as here the use of LIKE is indeed overtly proscribed. In other strata, i.e.

those social strata where LIKE is not stigmatized, women would be expected to

be in advance; again, this is exactly what we observe.

With respect to age, the results for the overall frequency of LIKE, clause-initial,

and clause-medial LIKE are similar in terms of their degree of age grading, as all

tests reported age to be either significant or to be the strongest predictor. In all

three cases, the use of LIKE correlated negatively with age, which implies that

the older a speaker is, the lower the probability that he or she uses this vernacular

feature. Hence, the age stratification conforms to the implicational hierarchy also

observable in AmE: A1 > A2 > A3 > A4.

Moreover, the fact that LIKE use is more common in CanE than AmE chal-

lenges the widespread belief that this form is a feature typically associated with

California, but not with CanE. Though exaggerated, we may say that CanE

matches the popular lore surrounding LIKE (cf. D’Arcy 2007) better than AmE.

For example, the gender differences observable with respect to clause-initial LIKE

and clause-medial LIKEmatch the common assumption that LIKE is typically as-

sociated with females citep[cf.][]dailey2000sociolinguistic, darcy2007ideology, siegel2002like.
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In contrast, no such effect of gender is observed for any LIKE variant in AmE.

Moreover, the present study does not substantiate D’Arcy’s (2005: 222–223) as-

sertion stating that clause-medial LIKEis preferred by males, while clause-initial

LIKE is thought to be more common among females. Indeed, the present data

suggest that both forms are more often used by women, as this observation is

consistent across all age groups.

The most contingent patterning of LIKE use in CanE is undoubtedly age-

grading. Indeed, all variants of vernacular uses of LIKE consistently decrease in

frequency with increasing age. Although the effect of age is statistically insignifi-

cant with respect to non-clausal LIKE, Figure 32 clearly shows lower rates of such

use as speakers grow older. Thus, the patterning of the present study corroborates

previous analyses of LIKE, which found similar age distributions in CanE (D’Arcy

2005; D’Arcy 2007; D’Arcy 2008).

Furthermore, the use of LIKE in AmE seems to have spread across all social

strata, implying that the diffusion it has undergone is nearing completion or has

already stabilized. This is, however, not the case in CanE. In CanE, LIKE use

still shows signs of social stratification indicative of incomplete diffusion and thus

change. Adding weight to this interpretation is the fact that the gender and

age distributions of both clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE are almost perfect

displays of the patterning which is, according to Labov (1994: 65), prototypically

associated with female-dominated changes.

Despite its pervasiveness in this variety, LIKE use has not yet entered all strata

on the socio-economic scale. The finding that LIKE is not gendered among speak-

ers over the age of 40, and that it correlates negatively with higher socio-economic

status indicate overt stigmatization of LIKE in higher social strata. Indeed, D’Arcy

2007: 405) assertion that as with other vernacular forms, LIKE ”draws overt at-

tention and commentary” (D’Arcy 2007: 405) corroborates this interpretation.

Nonetheless, the real-time analysis fails to confirm that these apparent-time

distributions reflect an increase in the use this vernacular feature in real-time.

Hence, the distributions could be interpreted as indicative of slow diffusion accom-

panied by stable age-grading rather than vigorous change. From this perspective,

the apparent-time pattern would be interpreted to indicate age-grading in its nar-

row meaning, i.e. that ”individuals change their linguistic behavior throughout
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their lifetimes, but the community as a whole does not change” (Labov 1994: 84).

Hence, the results of the present analysis challenge the assumption that LIKE

use in Toronto English reflects its use in Northern American English more generally

(D’Arcy 2007: 389).

Although the additional real-time analysis failed to confirm an increase in LIKE

use over time, it draws attention to the fact that significant correlations between

main effects may very well be caused by hidden interactions. Indeed, the real-

time analysis may serve as a warning to those who neglect testing for interactions,

thereby drawing erroneous conclusions about significant correlations.

7.3 LIKE in British English

The earliest instances of LIKE provided in the OED represent instances of clause-

final LIKE in EngE dating back the late eighteenth century (D’Arcy 2005: 4). This

implies that LIKE has a long history in EngE which can reasonably be assumed

to be the birthplace of this vernacular feature. Adding weight to this assertion is

the fact that in certain regional dialects in the North-eastern varieties of English

in the British Isles LIKE is still ”used as a focusing device, with different discourse

functions according to its position in the sentence. The most traditional function

is as an emphatic device in clause-final position” (Beal 2004: 136) as in (81):

(81) I’m a Geordie, me, like (Beal 2004: 135)

”In this position it can also be used in interrogatives, where it often conveys a

sense of interest or surprise” (Beal 2004: 136) as in (82), but it can also occur in

clause-initial position to introduce or focus on a new topic as in (83):

(82) How’d you get away with that like? (Beal 2004: 136)

(83) Like for one round five quid, that was like three quid, like two-fifty each.

(Beal 2004: 136)

According to Beal (2004), clause-medial LIKEhas entered the speech of ”younger

speakers, in the North-east [. . . ], [where it] is also used within clauses, often as an
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explanatory device” (Beal 2004: 136) as in (84). Moreover, she notes that ”dis-

course like can occur several times within one sentence in the speech of younger

people North-east of England” (Beal 2004: 136) as in (83) above.

(84) They were like lightning, as they say, . . . his legs. (Beal 2004: 136)

Anderwald (2004: 192) corroborates Andersen’s (2001: 216) hypothesis that

clause-medial LIKE is an American borrowing, at least in south-eastern dialects of

England. Indeed, Anderwald hypothesizes that it ”is not implausible however that

London is the source for the outward spread of these new – imported – uses of like”

(Anderwald 2004: 193). In addition, Anderwald affirms that it is ”used almost

exclusively by adolescents and young adults” (Anderwald 2004: 192). This is

congruent with Andersen’s finding that ”83 percent of the tokens of the pragmatic

marker like are uttered by speakers 41 or lower” (Andersen 2001: 225). With

respect to its discourse-pragmatic functions, Anderwald (2004: 193) remarks that

”[t]he pragmatic marker like has a wide range of functions: it is used in ’ad hoc

constructions’, i.e. for purposes of approximation and exemplification [as in (85a)

and (85b);] like is used to construct a metalingistic focus [as in (86)]; it is used

as a quotative after BE [. . . ], and, very frequently, it is a hesitational device or a

discourse link (Andersen 2001: 209–299).” (Anderwald 2004: 192–193) as in (87)

below:

(85) a. It’s just like all sticking out all over the place. (Andersen 2001: 237)

b. You know what I mean it’s like all plotted (Andersen 2001: 237)

(86) It’s like one day developing, right (Andersen 2001: 242)

(87) I know and like on Friday yeah (Andersen 2001: 255)

Anderwald suggests that due to its recent origin, clause-medial LIKE ”is not

found in FRED material, which dates from the 1970s and the 1980s and contains

the speech of mostly older speakers” (Anderwald 2004: 192–193). In contrast,

the ”traditional” clause-final LIKE is attested in the south-east of England, which

corroborates ”Andersen’s hunch that this dialectal like is not exclusively a north-

ern phenomenon” (Anderwald 2004: 192–193) as in examples (88) and (89) from

FRED.
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(88) but they’re dead and gone now like. And eh, I went out with eh, (FRED

LND 003 from Anderwald 2004: 193)

(89) Used to come down here like and have the day (FRED KEN 001 from

Anderwald 2004: 193)

With respect to the present ICE data, the cross-varietal overview of LIKE

use has shown that LIKE is notably infrequent in EngE. In contrast to the low

frequencies attested in the ICE, Andersen’s (2001) analysis of LIKE use in Lon-

don teenage speech has shown that this non-standard feature is abundant among

speakers aged 10 to 19. Thus, the present apparent-time analysis is intriguing, as

it may serve to answer questions related to the very beginning of LIKE’s spread

in EngE.

Furthermore, Andersen (2001) has chosen an approach to the analysis of dis-

course marker LIKE which is similar to the one taken in the present study; he has

statistically evaluated the effect of various sociolinguistically relevant variables,

such as the gender, age, ethnicity, social class and regional location of speakers.

Hence, Andersen has provided a very detailed picture of the sociolinguistic as well

as pragmatic factors affecting the use of LIKE among adolescents. The following

section will, therefore, aim at adding to the already detailed picture of LIKE use

in EngE and complement Andersen’s analysis with findings based on a different

data set.

Before analyzing the data in detail, we will have a look at the basic statistics

of the data to get a first impression of its structure. Of the 320 speakers present

in the data, only 73 make use of LIKE, i.e. less than one quarter of EngE speakers

have used this marker in the present data. This proportion is remarkably low when

compared to other L1 varieties. Nonetheless, this moderate number of LIKE users

substantiates Andersen’s (2001) hypothesis, according to which LIKE is infrequent

among adults (Andersen 2001: 289).

Table 57 reports the basic statistics in the EngE data and provides a first rough

impression of LIKE use in this regional variety.

Table 57 shows that LIKE is only used 0.490 times per 1,000 words. The

median value confirms that the majority of speakers do not use LIKE at all and

that only a small fraction of speakers makes frequent use of this discourse marker
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N (total) Mean (LIKE ptw) Median (LIKE ptw) Standard deviation (s)
LIKE 127 0.490 0.000 1.259

Table 57: Overview - LIKE use in EngE

(cf. Figure 33).

Figure 33: Histogram correlating the number of speakers with their rate of LIKE
use

Turning to a more fine-grained analysis of age and gender-specific LIKE use,

Figure 34 displays the frequencies of LIKE variants to show the distribution of

LIKE variants in EngE.
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Figure 34: Rate of LIKE variants in EngE

Figure 34 shows that clause-medial LIKEis the most frequently used variant,

while clause-final LIKE is rarely used. However, the differences between the mean

frequencies are so minute that it appears problematic to draw any conclusions

from this distribution other than that all variants of LIKE are extremely rare in

the British data.

In his analysis of the COLT, Andersen (2001: 221) found an increase in LIKE

use in apparent-time, with a steep decline after age 20. According to the COLT

data, adolescents between the ages of 10 and 19 use LIKE between 2.53 and 5.61

times per 1,000 words, while young adults (20-29) use it with a frequency of 0.88

instances per 1,000 words. Speaker over the age of 30 (older adults) use it only 0.35

times per 1,000 words (Andersen 2001: 289). This finding is strongly supported

by the comparatively low frequencies of LIKE use displayed in both Figure 34

and Table 58. Adding weight the stability of Andersen’s (2001) finding can be

seen in Table 58, which reports a moderate albeit distinct decrease in LIKE use

with increasing age. Again, this age stratification is indicative of age-grading and

suggests that ongoing change in LIKE use is incipient in EngE.

In addition, Table 58 reports a female lead in the use of LIKE up to age 45,

whereas male speakers are in the lead among older speakers, i.e. aged 46 and

older. The gender difference is, however, minute, and probably insignificant. With

respect to gender, Andersen (2001: 288) found that female speakers use LIKE
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE (N) LIKE (mean) LIKE

(N)
LIKE
(mean)

SUM
(N)

ALL
(mean)

1 (18-25) 108 70,376 20 0.52 29 0.61 49 0.57
2 (26–45) 134 82,453 25 0.37 23 0.37 48 0.37
3 (46+) 57 37,264 8 0.33 9 0.67 17 0.46
NA 21 11,279 – – – – 13 0.90
SUM 320 201,372 53 0.39 61 0.50 127 0.49

Table 58: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in EngE

significantly more often than males (female speakers 3.24 and male speakers 2.78

instances per 1,000 words).

Figure 35: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in EngE

Figure 35 shows that the frequency of LIKE is very homogenous among female

speakers, as there is no clearly visible or significant trend. The same holds true

for males. Hence, Figure 35 strongly indicates an absence of both significant age

or gender differences, as the confidence intervals overlap across genders and age

groups. Thus, the present data suggest the absence of a female lead in LIKE

use. This absence of gender and age differences complements Andersen’s (2001)

results, as a female lead among adolescents is expected only after a form has

become associated with young female speakers as a social reference category. In
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Andersen’s (2001) data, this was indeed the case, as he found a notable increase

in LIKE use among speakers younger than 20. In contrast, the present analysis

is limited to speakers over age 18. Hence, the ICE data probably reflect the

EngE setting before LIKE began to diffuse through the EngE speech community.

Nevertheless, Andersen’s results are foreshadowed when only LIKE users aged 20

to 32 are considered: the smoothed regression line in Figure 36 clearly indicates a

notable increase in LIKE use among these very young speakers.

Figure 36: Scatter plot of young LIKE users in EngE including a smoothed re-
gression line

7.3.1 Statistical analysis of LIKE usage in British English

The following statistical analysis intends to evaluate the intuitions derived from

the graphical displays and aims to detect general tendencies of LIKE use in the

EngE data. As this statistical analysis is more powerful than visual inspections,

it may help to uncover correlations which previously escaped detection.

The statistical protocol applied in the present case differs from the protocol

used in the analysis of CanE and AmE, as the overall number of LIKE occurrences
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is extremely low. The low frequency forces us to employ simpler and thus less

versatile means to detect patterns in the data. In the present context, only the

LIKE uses are considered, i.e. the data contains only the 73 speakers of EngE who

have used LIKE at least once. This refined data set is analyzed using χ2-tests to

detect possible correlations between the age (A1 = 18-25 years, A2 = 26 to 45, A3

= 46 years and older), gender, occupation (OCC), and the frequency of LIKE use

and its subtypes.

The results confirm a significant albeit very weak correlation between the gen-

der of speakers and the number of instances of LIKE use. This results suggest

that female speakers use LIKE significantly more than expected by chance alone

(χ2=6,599, df = 1, p< .05∗, f=0.01). The age of speakers proved to be insignifi-

cant, as the χ2-tests reported no significant difference between the expected and

observed rates of LIKE. Furthermore, neither the education nor the occupation of

speakers significantly correlated with LIKE use.

7.3.2 Summary and discussion of LIKE use in British En-

glish

Vernacular uses of LIKE are notably infrequent in the EngE data reflecting speak-

ers aged 18 and older. The proportion of speakers using LIKE (73 out of 320)

amounts to about twenty-two percent and suggests that LIKE use is only in the

initial incipient phase of change. However, the increase in LIKE use in terms of

both frequency and percentage among the speakers aged 20 to 32 indicates that

it is starting to gain ground among younger speakers of EngE. This finding com-

plements Andersen’s (2001) analysis of the COLT data, according to which LIKE

was a frequent feature among young adolescents, while its use drastically declined

above the age of 20. This implies that while LIKE use is frequent among adoles-

cents as shown by Andersen (2001), it is marginal among older speakers, as shown

in the present study. The absence of age stratification or effects of the socio-

economic status of speakers corroborates this hypothesis. Indeed, the absence of

social stratification strongly suggests that at the time of data compilation, LIKE

had not yet entered the EngE speech community as a whole, but only the speech

of EngE speakers younger than approximately 30 years of age. Hence, the ICE
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data provides an account of LIKE use which predates Andersen’s (2001: 289); he

showed that, within the COLT data, LIKE use is mostly restricted to adolescents

aged 10 to 19. We will return to this point below.

The only significant predictor in the present analysis was the gender of speakers,

as female speakers use LIKE slightly but significantly more often than males. This

gender difference adds weight to the assumption that the ICE data reflect incipient

change of LIKE use, because in its initial stage innovative variants are adopted

over-proportionally by female speakers (Labov 1994: 65).

Nonetheless, the data fail to differentiate between change on the communal and

the individual level. In other words, based on the present results one cannot rule

out stable age grading over ongoing generational or communal change. Thus, LIKE

use among adolescents may merely serve as an identity marker among adolescents

who stop using it as they grow older. On the other hand, this interpretation is

problematic with respect to the gender difference unless one presumes that LIKE

– at least in EngE – is indeed a marker of femininity or group membership among

adolescent girls.

The low frequency of LIKE use among speakers beyond adolescence is some-

what surprising considering the long history of this marker in EngE. As shown in

section 4, the earliest attestations of this form date back to the late eighteenth and

early nineteenth centuries (D’Arcy 2005: 4). The low frequency, therefore, poses

a series of challenging questions: Why is it that LIKE is almost gone extinct in

the regional variety in which it originated? Has its moderate use remained rather

stable for almost two centuries, or has it indeed started spreading in the latter half

of the twentieth century? Why is it only now that this form is entering regional

varieties in which it was not used before?

A viable explanation for this starling observation is that LIKE has grammati-

calized at least twice – once in EngE and once in AmE. According to this account,

the spread of LIKE in AmE is independent of the earlier development in EngE.

While this cannot be ruled out as a viable hypothesis, it is not sufficient to ade-

quately explain early instances of clause-medial LIKE unless it presumes that LIKE

has grammaticalized in similar ways several times. This hypothesis also fails to

explain why there are attestations of clause-medial LIKE ”in the speech of septa-

and octogenarians living in isolated, rural villages across the United Kingdom”
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(D’Arcy 2007: 399; Schweinberger cf. also 2013).

An alternative explanation relates to what is called ”colonial lag” (Görlach

1987). According to Trudgill, colonial lag denotes the ”post-colonial survival of

earlier phases of mother-country culture, taken in conjunction with the retention of

earlier linguistic features” (Trudgill 1999: 227). Assuming a possible colonial lag,

clause-final LIKE, in particular, and to a lesser extent clause-medial LIKE, may

have spread from EngE to SctE, IrE, AusE, and probably NZE. Consequently these

forms may have been preserved as fossilizations in these former colonies Hedevind

1967: 237; Miller and Weinert 1995: 37), while they almost became extinct in

the southern varieties of EngE. In a next step, LIKE could have entered AmE and

CanE through IrE via the influx of Irish immigrants. Although this hypothesis can

explain the spread of LIKE from the British Isles to the North American continent,

it is not sufficient to explain the rapid global spread we observe today.

Hence, the recent global spread is more appropriately attributed to a later

development, i.e. the ongoing change initiated by the association of this vernacular

feature with a social reference group – quite probably the New York counterculture

movement, as proposed by Andersen (2001: 216). During the intermediate period

between these two phases of regional diffusion, in which non-standard LIKE must

have existed as a rather marginal feature, it was not associated with a certain social

reference group. Following Labov (2001: 84) the association with a certain social

reference group is, nonetheless, aprerequisite not only for the initiation of changes

themselves and their continuation, but also for linguistic features to diffuse into

all social strata:

The orientation to the relation of language and society that is closest to my own

point of view is that of Sturtevant (1947). He viewed the process of linguistic

change as the association of particular forms of speaking with the social traits of

opposing social groups. Those who adopt a particular group as reference group,

and wish to acquire the social attributes of that group, adopt the form of speaking

characteristic of that group. (Labov 2001: 24)

According to Labov (2001), it is, therefore, quite likely that it was the associ-

ation with certain US American counterculture groups which triggered the recent

and rapid spread of LIKE across the English-speaking world today. Of course, this

is rather tentative, but it is not implausible, considering the timeline of attestations
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of LIKE in the literature. The late increase in LIKE use among British adolescents

may thus be seen as Americanization, as proposed by Andersen (2001). To speak

of ”Americanization” is, however, somewhat misleading: Americanization implies

passive adoption, which does not seem to match observations concerning seman-

tic and pragmatic modifications during the integration of innovative forms into

local linguistic settings. In most cases, innovative features are not adopted whole-

sale, but they are transformed, re-interpreted, and adapted to the local system.

This active process of adapting incoming forms to local practices challenges the

assumption that a feature is simply borrowed (e.g. Buchstaller 2008; Buchstaller

and D’Arcy 2009; Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003; Tagliamonte and Hudson 1999).

Following Britain (2002), the present findings can be interpreted to mean that

LIKE was until recently rejected outright by speakers of EngE. In other words,

EngE speakers refused its implementation into the local system. As a result of

prolonged contact, possible hostile attitudes (or the perception of this feature as

typically non-British) eroded particularly among younger speakers until it became

eventually nativised and re-allocated with locally specific associations. Indeed, this

is quite likely accurate, as Buchstaller’s (2006) attitudinal study on be like seems to

corroborate this hypothesis. While Buchstaller (2006) did not find that be like was

particularly linked to AmE(Buchstaller 2006: 374), she confirmed that informants

who expressed overt attitudes towards its local associations did predominantly

report it as being a US feature (Buchstaller 2006: 374). The extent to which a

link between national or local identity and LIKE use may have impacted its use

in EngE is, however, uncertain and thus rather tentative. What is quite certain,

however, is the fact that innovative variants undergo re-allocation of attitudes

when implemented in local systems. Buchstaller (2006), for example, states that

[a]s linguistic resources are borrowed across the Atlantic, they may lose or gain

associations during the process, or, alternatively, already existing percepts may be

re-analyzed and re-evaluated. Consequently, for speakers of the borrowing variety,

new associations interact with possibly second-hand ones and aspects of existing

meaning can become more or less salient during the process. (Buchstaller 2006:

375)

To conclude, the analysis of EngE indicates that LIKE is rarely used among

middle-aged and older speakers of this regional variety – possibly as a result of
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the perception that LIKE is markedly non-British. There are, however, features

such as its frequent use among adolescents, and a slight but significant female

lead, which point to an imminent increase in LIKE use in EngE. Thus, the results

suggest that LIKE in EngE can be located at the lower left of the S-shaped curve

representing the rate of change (Labov 2001: 450).

7.4 LIKE in Irish English

Despite the fact that IrE has been extensively studied with respect to non-standard

features, research on the use of LIKE in this Celtic English variety is rather sparse.

Nevertheless, the analysis of IrE is highly promising with respect to variety-specific

uses of LIKE, as the IrE variety exhibits markedly idiosyncratic usage patterns such

as the high frequency of clause-final LIKE. With respect to its pragmatic functions

and their distribution among the population of IrE speakers, Hickey notes that

”[f]ocuser like is found in all age groups and is particularly common in explanatory

contexts” (Hickey 2007: 376) as in (90). With respect to its clausal position and

without regard to its pragmatic function, LIKE most frequently occurs in clause-

marginal position, vastly outnumbering clause-medial uses (Siemund et al. 2009:

21–30) and is also allowed for in interrogative clauses, as in (91).

(90) a. They’d go into the houses, like, to play the cards. (Hickey 2007: 376)

b. ’Tis quality now, like, and all this milk and everything. You’re getting

paid on the quality of milk, like, and you could lose, like, you know

. . . (Hickey 2007: 376)

c. I’m just telling you what I heard, like. (Hickey 2007: 376)

(91) Did you get to see him, like? (Harris 1993: 176)

While the aforementioned authors view LIKE predominantly as a marker of

focus, Amador Moreno (2010: 531–544) points out that it serves additionally as

a hedging device. In her study on IrE, Amador Moreno (2010) compared the

use of the discourse marker LIKE in both non-fictional data (LCIE) and fictional

texts (The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nightdress by Ross O’Carroll) and

concludes that the functional behavior of the discourse marker LIKE is very similar

in both registers (Amador Moreno 2010: 539). In both types of data, LIKE:
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indicates fuzzy thought; it is used as a hedge, often with a degree of hesitation

involved. [. . . ] [M]id-position like is used when a speaker is searching for an appro-

priate expression, or an alternative term. It is also very often used with numbers,

as a synonym of ’roughly’, ’approximately’ and it tend to be employed when a

speaker/character is trying to emphasize the expression of certain feelings, when

exaggerating, or describing unusual actions/surprising events.

Before analyzing the ICE data in detail, we will have a look at the basic statis-

tics of the data to get a first impression of its structure. Of all 329 IrE speakers, 219

make use of LIKE at least once, i.e. two thirds of speakers have used this marker.

This remarkably high proportion is particularly intriguing when compared to its

use in EngE, but it also substantiates Schweinberger’s (2012) analysis according

to which LIKE is highly salient among younger speakers of IrE, in particular.

N (total) Mean (LIKE ptw) Median (LIKE ptw) Standard deviation (s)
LIKE 936 4.102 2.642 4.893

Table 59: Overview - LIKE use in IrE

Table 59 reports that LIKE is used on average 4.102 times per 1,000 words

(mean) with the median being 2.642 instances of LIKE per 1,000 words. The

difference between mean and median indicates that LIKE use is not distributed

homogenously, but that the majority of speakers use LIKE moderately while a

smaller subset of speakers makes frequent use of it. Before turning to a more

fine-grained analysis of age- and gender-specific LIKE use in IrE, the frequencies

of LIKE variants are displayed to clarify which types of LIKE are particularly

frequent.
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Figure 37: Rate of LIKE variants in IrE

Figure 37 provides a striking example of the diversity of LIKE use across re-

gionally distinct varieties of English: unlike in other varieties, it is the so-called

”traditional” clause-final use of LIKE with backward scope that is most frequent.

MALE FEMALE
AGE Speakers Words LIKE LIKE Total ALL

(N) (mean) (N) (mean) (N) (mean)
1 (0–25) 138 85,963 122 5.20 385 4.48 507 4.88
2 (26-33) 52 32,446 17 3.86 207 5.80 224 5.58
3 (34-49) 21 13,621 21 4.07 14 1.97 35 2.67
4 (50+) 52 33,002 14 2.45 42 1.40 56 1.66
NA 46 24,755 14 1.71 100 4.39 114 3.52
SUM 309 189,787 188 3.77 748 4.20 936 4.10

Table 60: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in IrE

Table 60 reports that LIKE use in IrE is remarkably frequent and age-stratified,

as younger speakers seem to use it more than the oldest speakers do. Although

there appear to be significant gender differences, the data indicate that these are
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age-specific. To illustrate, females aged 26 to 33 have a substantially higher mean

than their male peers, while this trend is reversed among speakers aged 34 to 49.

Figure 38 supports these inferences, but it also draws attention to a strong gen-

der and age bias in the data: the dotted line, representing age-specific use without

regard of gender, conforms closely to (younger) female speakers. This strongly

suggests that this subsection of the population is vastly over-represented. Accord-

ingly, male speakers older than 26 years of age are only marginally represented,

which renders a precise interpretation and generalization of the data difficult.

Figure 38: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in IrE

Figure 38 confirms both age stratification and gender differentiation. However,

the emerging picture is complex, given that there is neither a consistent lead by

males or females nor a linear correlation between LIKE use and the age of speakers.

Indeed, among speakers older than 34 years of age it is males who use LIKE most,

while this trend is reversed with respect to speakers in their late twenties and early

thirties. This distribution can be interpreted in at least three ways:

Firstly, it may be viewed as suggesting that LIKE use is age-graded, i.e. that

speakers stop using this element as they grow older. If this were the case, then the
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statistical analysis should show a lack of social stratification, which was the case

when no predictor other than age correlates significantly with LIKE use.

Secondly, the distribution can be interpreted as reflecting ongoing communal

or generational change, which would predict that clause-initial LIKE use is sub-

stantially socially stratified. Thirdly, the distribution can be interpreted to reflect

a complex interplay among different types of change. This would be corroborated

if the statistical analysis showed a moderate degree of social stratification and an

increase in LIKE use in real-time, particularly among younger speakers.

The analysis of the overall frequency of LIKE does not offer insight into differ-

ences between the use of distinct types. Taking the diversity of uses into account

is, nonetheless, particularly important with respect to IrE, as Table 19 reported

that LIKE use in IrE differs markedly from other regional varieties. One case in

point is that IrE speakers make over-proportional use of clause-final LIKE, which

is very infrequent in other regional varieties. In fact, this clause-final type of LIKE

has been described as becoming obsolete in North American varieties of English

(cf. D’Arcy 2005: 5 and the sources quoted therein). This tendency does not,

however, apply to IrE. Schweinberger (2013) points out that clause-final LIKE

is, in fact, the most frequent use of LIKE among young speakers of IrE. Hence,

there are neither signs that clause-final LIKE is becoming obsolete in IrE, nor is

there evidence suggesting that the so-called innovative clause-medial LIKE may

be replacing this supposedly traditional use of LIKE (Schweinberger 2012).

The present data add to Schweinberger’s (2012) interpretation, as Figure 39

confirms that clause-final LIKE is used significantly more by speakers aged 25 and

younger than by speakers aged 50 and over.
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Figure 39: Age distribution of clause-final LIKE in IrE

Given the substantial numbers of clause-final LIKE in the speech of younger

cohorts, it seems implausible that it is becoming obsolete, as in CanE (D’Arcy

2005: 5).

The high frequency of clause-final LIKE raises the question of whether clause-

medial LIKE is similarly distributed across the age cohorts or whether they occur in

complementary distribution. In other words, clause-medial and clause-final LIKE

may be functional rivals, or they may co-exist as functionally distinct elements.

Figure 40 corroborates the latter statement, as clause-medial uses are similarly

stratified across age groups and thus age-graded, as are uses of clause-final LIKE.

In contrast to the near-linear recess visible in Figure 39, clause-medial uses of

LIKE peak among speakers aged 26 to 33.
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Figure 40: Age distribution of clause-medial LIKE in IrE

7.4.1 Statistical analysis of LIKE usage in Irish English

As the following statistical analyses are more powerful than mere visual inspec-

tions, they aim to uncover correlations which previously escaped detection. In

addition, they serve to evaluate the intuitions derived from the graphical displays.

As before, (Quasi-) Poisson regressions are able to deal with extremely het-

erogeneous variance distributions caused by small numbers of instances in a given

interval (in this case 1,000 words). By applying this protocol, it is possible to ac-

curately study the effect of age (A1 = 0-25 years, A2 = 26 to 33, A3 = 34 to 49, A4

= 50 years and older), gender, education, and occupation (OCC) on the frequency

of LIKE use. The initial saturated model is fitted in a step-wise procedure and

arrives at a minimal adequate model that contains only significant predictors. The

same procedure is applied to study the effect of age, gender, and occupation on the

frequency of clause-initial LIKE, clause-medial LIKE, and syntactically unbound

LIKE without scope LIKE (non-clausal LIKE).

The regression model predicting the frequency of LIKE per 1,000 words in IrE

based on the age of speakers is statistically significant (χ2= 31.370, df=3, p<

.001∗∗∗). In addition, the regression output reports that age is the only significant
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ALL Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 1.58 0.093 16.99 < .001∗∗∗

A2 0.12 0.152 0.85 .39
A3 -0.59 0.316 -1.86 < .1
A4 -1.28 0.208 -6.176 < .001∗∗∗

Table 61: Results of the multivariate regression for LIKE use in IrE

variable as it confirms a negative correlation between the frequency of LIKE used

by speakers aged 25 and younger (the reference group) and the frequency of LIKE

used by speakers aged 50 and older. Furthermore, the order of the age coefficients

indicates a curvilinear distribution of LIKE use. While the coefficients indicate

a steady increase in LIKE use from old to young among speakers aged 26 to 50

and older, the positive coefficient of age group 2 signifies that LIKE use peaks

among speakers who are in their mid-twenties to mid-thirties. In other words, the

regression indicates the existence of an implicational hierarchy of the form A2 >

A3 > A4.

To confirm this implicature indicated by the regression analysis, non-parametric

one-tailed t-tests are applied to evaluate its robustness. As the highest use of LIKE

is by speakers in their late twenties and early thirties, age group 2 will serve as

the reference category (cf. Table 62).

A2-A1 A2-A3 A2-A4
All n.s. 2.65∗∗ 5.20∗∗∗

Table 62: LIKE with respect to AGE

The results of the t-test confirm the existence of an implicational hierarchy of

the form A1=A2 > A3; A2 > A4.

7.4.1.1 Clause-initial LIKE

The following section concerns itself with clause-initial uses of LIKE as in (92).
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(92) a. What else is sold at that market < # > Like I’ve never been at it.

(ICE Ireland:S1A-010$B)

b. And like she’d seen him about two days before that. (ICE Ireland:S1A-

055$B)

c. Grainne used to always get to do the dishes and like I hated doing the

dishes (ICE Ireland:S1A-063$B)

Functionally and positionally clause-initial LIKE is indistinguishable from sim-

ilar instances in other varieties. Instances of clause-initial LIKE typically occur

either utterance initially without being preceded by a connector, as in (92a), or

between the connector and the following utterance, as in (92b), and (92c). All

instances in (92) introduce explanatory specifications, which concurs with Miller’s

(2009: 30–32) analysis of clause-initial uses of LIKE in NZE and AusE.

The following section will focus on the age and gender distribution of clause-

initial LIKE and provide an advanced statistical analysis of its sociolinguistic pro-

file.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (0–25) 25 0.99 111 1.33 136 1.25
2 (26–33) 4 0.68 59 1.51 63 1.41
3 (34-49) 4 0.77 3 0.42 7 0.54
4 (50+) 1 0.13 13 0.36 14 0.30
SUM 34 0.74 186 1.12 220 1.04

Table 63: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in IrE
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Figure 41: Age distribution of clause-initial LIKE in IrE

Table 63 and Figure 41 indicate that the use of clause-initial LIKE decreases

as age increases. In addition, the distribution indicates the existence of a gender

difference in the use of clause-initial LIKE among speakers in their late twenties

to early thirties.

INI Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.50 0.172 -2.93 < .01∗∗

A2 0.02 0.218 0.12 .9
A3 -0.64 0.357 -1.79 < .1
A4 -1.18 0.334 -3.54 < .001∗∗∗

PAI 0.04 0.006 6.16 < .001∗∗∗

Table 64: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-initial LIKE in IrE

The regression output reports two correlations: a positive correlation between

the frequency of clause-initial LIKE and the PAI index and a negative correlation

between the age of speakers and the use of clause-initial LIKE. The increasing
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values of the age coefficients again suggest that LIKE use increases from old to

young, with a peak between ages 26 and 33. With respect to the PAI index, the

regression model reports a minute but highly significant correlation between the

overall frequency of LIKE in the respective conversation and the occurrence of

the clause-initial discourse link. The effect is, however, so minute that it lacks any

substantial impact. Again, neigther the occupation of speakers nor region correlate

with clause-medial LIKE use, indicating that clause-initial LIKE is common among

all social strata and in regions in Ireland.

To confirm the implicature indicated by the order of age coefficients, non-

parametric one-tailed t-tests are applied to evaluate its robustness. As the highest

use of LIKE is by speakers in their late twenties and early thirties, age group 2

will serve as the reference category (cf. Table 65).

A2-A1 A2-A3 A2-A4
INI n.s. 2,33∗ 2,92∗∗

Table 65: LIKE with respect to AGE

The results of the t-test confirm the existence of an implicational hierarchy of

the form A1=A2 > A3; A2 > A4.

7.4.1.2 Clause-medial LIKE

The next section deals with clause-medial LIKEas in (93).

(93) a. They have they take over like a suite just for themselves so (ICE

Ireland:S1A-012$A)

b. [T]hey ’ve got the the best screens in the window because they ’re just

plain wooden frames with like a white gauze on them (ICE Ireland:S1A-

013$A)

c. [N]o there is ones <,> there is ones actually that uh <,> you know

they ’re set up so you can like learn the Jewish language and all this

here (ICE Ireland:S1A-014$B)

The clause-medial variant of LIKE in IrE is not only functionally equivalent

to clause-medial LIKE in AmE, CanE, and EngE, but also syntactically. In each
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instance, LIKE precedes the element it modifies to its right. Despite its functional

and syntactic similarity, clause-medial LIKE’s sociolinguistic profile suggests re-

gional variation and a rather distinct age and gender distribution.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE
(mean)

LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (0–25) 24 1.01 93 1.09 117 1.08
2 (26–33) 4 1.18 60 1.83 64 1.76
3 (34-49) 8 1.24 5 0.46 13 0.72
4 (50+) 0 0.00 7 0.25 7 0.19
SUM 36 0.83 165 1.12 201 1.01

Table 66: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in IrE

Figure 42: Age distribution of clause-medial LIKE in IrE

Figure 42 suggests that male and female speakers differ substantially in their

overall rate. The two genders also seem to follow quite distinct gender-specific

trajectories. Among males, age seems to lack a distinct effect, as the mean fre-
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quencies follow a straight line until its frequency plummets among speakers over

50 years of age. Among females, the use is clearly age-graded with a peak among

female speakers in their late twenties to mid-thirties.

MED Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.35 0.230 2.30 < .05∗

A2 0.06 0.289 0.230 .81
A3 -0.58 0.488 -1.19 .23
A4 -1.19 0.441 -2.71 < .01∗∗

PAI 0.04 0.009 5.25 < .001∗∗∗

REG:South -0.50 0.270 -1.88 < .1
A4*SEX:Male -15.09 0.636 -23.71 < .001∗∗∗

Table 67: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-medial LIKE in IrE

The final regression model reports various correlations between social stratifi-

cation and the use of clause-medial LIKE. The results of the statistical analysis

do not confirm the gender and age distribution visible in Figure 42. Instead, the

multivariate analysis indicates that the gender difference is caused by variables

which have not been considered in Figure 42, such as geographical region or the

PAI index.

Nonetheless, the increasing negative values of the coefficients for age groups

3 and 4 indicate that clause-medial LIKE use decreases with increasing age once

speakers pass their mid-thirties. If gender differences are neglected, then the order

of age coefficients again conforms to an implicature of the form A1=A2 > A3; A2

> A4. To evaluate the robustness of this implicature, we apply non-parametric,

one-tailed t-tests.

A2-A1 A2-A3 A2-A4
MED 1.79∗ 2.23∗ 4.63∗∗∗

Table 68: Clause-medial LIKE with respect to AGE

The results of the t-test confirm the existence of an implicational hierarchy of

the form A1 < A2 > A3; A2 > A4.
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In addition to age stratification, the regression analysis reports a significant, al-

beit weak, correlation between clause-medial LIKE and the PAI index, suggesting

that clause-medial LIKEis mildly affected by priming and accommodation effects.

A rather unexpected finding is the negative coefficient of region, which indicates

that speakers of southern IrE use this variant less than speakers in NIE (cf. Ta-

ble 69).

Mean (LIKE ptw)
Northern Ireland (NIE) 1.21
Republic of Ireland (Southern IrE) 0.84

Table 69: Clause-medial LIKE in IrE with respect to region

Finally, the model reports that in contrast to females age 50 and above, clause-

medial LIKE is almost never used by their male peers. The fact that males do not

use this vernacular form leads to a negative value of the interaction between clause-

medial LIKE and age group 4. This age-specific gender difference in apparent-time

is suggestive, as it indicates later adoption of clause-medial LIKEby males.

7.4.1.3 Clause-final LIKE

We now turn to traditional use of LIKE in clause-final position as in (94). In her

extensive discourse-analytic study, Columbus (2009) asserts that utterance-final

LIKE functions as an invariant tag which is functionally versatile, but commonly

marks focus. Hence, her analysis corroborates Harris’s (1993) assertion that LIKE

in IrE commonly serves to ”focus on a constituent or command the listener’s

attention” (Harris 1993: 176).

(94) a. He was really a bit of a boring prat like he was (ICE Ireland:S1A-

019$C)

b. You know big Jane like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-024$C)

c. I don’t mind getting defeated once like. (ICE Ireland:S1A-027$A)

The representative examples of clause-final uses of LIKE in (94) validate pre-

vious qualitative analyses as, for example, Columbus’ detailed discourse-analytic
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investigation. Indeed, there appears to be no notable difference between clause-

final uses of LIKE in IrE and its use in other regional varieties such as CanE. In the

following, the focus is placed on the sociolinguistic profile of this form to determine

which subsections of the Irish population make over- or under-proportional use of

this form.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE
(mean)

LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (0–25) 49 2.24 128 1.75 177 1.86
2 (26–33) 5 1.22 67 1.70 72 1.64
3 (34-49) 7 1.65 4 0.77 11 1.06
4 (50+) 12 2.18 13 0.51 25 0.93
SUM 73 2.05 212 1.43 285 1.57

Table 70: Age and gender distribution of clause-final LIKE in IrE

Figure 43: Age distribution of Clause-final LIKE in IrE

The patterning shown in Figure 43 is not particularly striking with respect

to females, but exceptional with respect to males. Female speakers exhibit the
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common age-graded pattern in apparent-time with a steady decrease in the use

of clause-final LIKE use as speakers grow older. The age stratification of clause-

final LIKE among males, on the other hand, is distinctly different: for males older

than 26 years of age, there is a positive correlation between age and the use of

clause-final LIKE. In other words, the use of this non-standard form increases

as age increases. This antithetical patterning of male and female rates does not

conform to the patterns observed so far. Among males, young and old speakers

use it equally often, while speakers who are in their twenties seem to disprefer this

vernacular feature. This patterning indicates that clause-final LIKE has been a

typical male feature in IrE. This male preference has waned, however, as female

rates have increased.

The following multivariate analysis is, therefore, necessary to provide a more

fine-grained analysis of this atypical distribution.

FIN Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.21 0.151 -1.41 .15
A2 -0.12 0.214 -0.59 .54
A3 -0.44 0.361 -1.23 .21
A4 -0.51 0.228 -2.25 < .05∗

PAI 0.04 0.004 8.60 < .001∗∗∗

SEX:Male 0.28 0.182 1.56 .11

Table 71: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-final LIKE in IrE

The results reported by the regression model evaluating the social stratification

of clause-final LIKE show that neither occupation nor region significantly influence

its use, while age and gender do. In contrast to what might be expected if it were

assumed that this traditional variant is becoming obsolete, it is younger speakers

who use this form most. In fact, the progression of the negative coefficients for

age shows a steady and almost linear correlation of clause-final LIKE use and age.

However, Figure 43 reports that age coefficients decline only among females, while

LIKE use among male speakers is more or less constant, with a distinct decline

among males in their late twenties to early thirties.

261



The discourse marker LIKE Martin Schweinberger

Figure 43 indicates that the use of clause-final LIKE is extremely gender sen-

sitive, while the multifactorial analysis does not report a gender difference that

is independent of the speaker’s age. Indeed, the only significant gender difference

detected by the regression model is restricted to speakers who are 50 years and

older.

A1 A2 A3 A4
FIN n.s. n.s. n.s. -2.044∗

Table 72: Gender differences in the use of clause-final LIKE with respect to AGE

The t-tests confirm the results of the regression model, as they report that only

age group 4 differs significantly form age group 1 (cf. Table 72).

7.4.1.4 Non-clausal LIKE

So far, studies of LIKE in IrE have not particularly focused on instances which

indicate planning difficulties or serve to introduce specifications as exemplified in

(95).

(95) a. But you see technically then that doesn’t count because in up in

Derry there’s like what there’s like I think there’s four or five (ICE

Ireland:S1A-030$C)

b. Mmm I know <,> but like <,> but you wouldn’t feel comfortable.

(ICE Ireland:S1A-057$A)

c. Uhm <,> I don’t know UCD like first of all well well UCC suppos-

edly it’s meant to be easier to get into second year Psychology. (ICE

Ireland:S1A-048$B)

As in AmE, CanE and IndE, non-clausal uses of LIKE primarily serve as floor-

holding devices and thus function predominantly as a processing time buyer in

case the speaker experiences planning difficulty. We will now turn to the age

and gender distribution and statistically evaluate the sociolinguistic profile of this

non-standard use of LIKE.

The use of non-clausal LIKE has not received scholarly attention, which is

unfortunate given that it differs markedly from the variants discussed above. In
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE
(mean)

LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (0–25) 24 0.94 47 0.52 71 0.62
2 (26–33) 4 0.75 17 0.57 21 0.59
3 (34-49) 1 0.18 2 0.30 3 0.26
4 (50+) 1 0.13 6 0.18 7 0.17
SUM 30 0.65 72 0.45 102 0.50

Table 73: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in IrE

contrast to clausal uses of LIKE, this non-clausal form appears not at all or only

mildly sensitive to age (Table 74). Nonetheless, its use is notably elevated among

young speakers, indicating that its frequency decreases with increasing age. In

addition, Figure 44 indicates that there is a weak effect of gender among young

speakers: below the age of 25, females seem to use it more than their male peers.

Figure 44: Age distribution of non-clausal LIKE in IrE
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The age distribution in Figure 44 suggests moderate age-grading and a minor

lead among male speakers younger than 33 years of age.

NON Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(intercept) -2.16 0.456 -4.73 < .001∗∗∗

ADC 1.06 0.434 2.44 < 0.05∗

PAI 0.03 0.013 2.72 < 0.01∗∗

Table 74: Results of the multivariate regression for non-clausal LIKE in IrE

The output of the regression model shows that non-clausal LIKE exhibits nei-

ther a significant effect of age nor sex. In fact, the only sociolinguistic correlation

reported by the model is one between the occupation of speakers and their rate of

syntactically unbound LIKE. This correlation implies that speakers with clerical

and managerial occupations use non-clausal LIKE less than those pursuing aca-

demic careers and those working in the professions. This is particularly surprising

given that LIKE is commonly portrayed as a sub-standard or vernacular feature.

It could be that LIKE use is taken to be typically Irish and, thereby, serves as

marker of national identity, particularly among well-educated speakers. Though

identity marking, i.e. the association with certain socio-cultural concepts is well

attested (Dailey-O’Cain 2000), the use of LIKE as a marker of national identity

is tentative. Confirming this association would require further research by means

of e.g. attitudinal studies. In addition to socio-economic status, the PAI index

has a significant but very weak effect. The obvious interpretation is that the more

LIKE is used within a conversation, the higher the probability that non-clausal

LIKE will occur as well. This is not surprising, as informal conversations are often

marked by disruptions, incomplete clausal structures such as ellipses, and phrasal

specifications (Miller and Weinert 1998).

Since regressions are systematically conservative, they are complemented with

χ2-statistics to confirm the impact of age. The reason for this procedure is that

despite lacking a clearly visible trend among females, Figure 44 indicates moderate

age-grading among males. This impression, however, is not confirmed statistically.

The results of the χ2-tests do not provide enough evidence to confidently reject
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the null-hypothesis, i.e. that the trend is merely incidental (Table 75).

NON χ2-value df p-value Cramér’s ϕ
A2–A3(26-49) 2.709 1 .09 0.009
A4 (50+) 1.268 1 .26 0.004

Table 75: Results of the χ2-test evaluating the effect of age for non-clausal LIKE
among male speakers in IrE

7.4.2 Evaluation of the apparent-time construct

As we have done with the CanE data, the following section will focus on differences

linked to the date of data compilation to evaluate the apparent-time hypothesis.

If the date of data compilation significantly affects the frequency of LIKE in this

within group analysis, then this would shed light on the use of LIKE over time.

From the apparent-time analysis, we would predict that LIKE was less frequent

from 1990 to 1994 compared with 2002 to 2005. If this increase in LIKE over time

was the case, it would support the assumption of the apparent-time construct that

speaker age reflects different stages of the communal grammar. The regression

models predicting the overall frequency of clause-initial, clause-final, and non-

clausal LIKE based on the date of data compilation failed to provide meaningful

results. This suggests that the present data fails to substantiate the assumption

that the observable age stratification in apparent-time reflects real-time changes.

However, the frequencies of clause-medial LIKE do significantly correlate with the

date of data compilation.

MED Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.19 0.144 -1.34 .17
D3 0.53 0.217 2.47 < .05∗

Table 76: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-medial LIKE use in IrE

The positive coefficient indicates that in IrE, the frequency of clause-medial

LIKE has increased in real-time. As Table 77 shows, the frequency has almost
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doubled, which is remarkable considering the short time-span covered by the real-

time data.

Mean
(LIKE
ptw)

Non-LIKE
users (N)

LIKE users
(N)

Ratio LIKE
users of all
speakers
(%)

1990-1994 0.82 150 59 0.39 28.2
2002-2005 1.40 59 41 0.69 41.0

Table 77: Clause-medial LIKE use with respect to the date of data compilation

In contrast to the CanE data, the IrE data supports the apparent-time hypoth-

esis with respect to clause-medial LIKE. The result suggests that in addition to

age-grading, there is ongoing change on the communal level in real-time. This hy-

pothesis is corroborated by the dramatic increase in speakers using clause-medial

LIKE: while only 39 percent of speakers used this form in the data collected from

1990 to 1994, nearly 70 percent of speakers have used it in the data collected from

2002 to 2005. That it is only clause-medial LIKE, which correlates positively with

the date of data compilation, further indicates that all other variants have stabi-

lized. This, on the other hand, challenges the notion that the dialectal, traditional

clause-final variant is generally becoming obsolete, which is obviously not the case

in IrE.

The increase in the use of clause-medial LIKEseems to corroborate the assump-

tion that it has only recently begun to spread among speakers of IrE and is, thus,

still diffusing through more conservative social strata.

The extent of the increase in the use of clause-medial LIKE, moreover, suggests

that other uses may also have increased, but that the multifactorial design was

either too coarse-grained to detect real-time changes, or that these changes are

restricted to certain subsections of the speech community. Hence, non-parametric

t-tests are applied in order to test for weak effects of the date of data compilation.

Table 78 provides interesting insights about the boundednesss of ongoing change

in real-time: the t-statistics confirm that the change is confined to younger cohorts,

and the negative values indicate that the change has progressed in the expected

direction. In other words, LIKE increased between 1990 and 2005 in all cases but
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A1 (0-25) A2 (26-33) A3 (34-49) A4 (50+)
ALL -1.36. -3.13∗∗ n.s. n.s.
INI -1.60. n.s. n.s. n.s.
MED -1.48. -3.00∗∗ -1.50. n.s.
FIN 1.39. -3.22∗∗ n.s. n.s.
NON -2.29∗ n.s. n.s. n.s.

Table 78: LIKE use with respect to AGE and the date of data compilation

one – the use of clause-final LIKE has decreased among speakers younger than

25 years of age. The fact that significant values are reported predominantly for

younger speakers strongly suggests that this ongoing change has affected predom-

inantly younger speakers, while the use of LIKE among older speakers has not

notably changed over time. The most dramatic rise is observable among speak-

ers aged 26 to 33, as the overall frequency of LIKE as well as the frequencies of

clause-medial and clause-final LIKE, have significantly increased. In summary, the

real-time analysis confirms that the apparent-time approach was justified. The use

of LIKE has notably increased over time, particularly among younger speakers.

7.4.3 Summary and discussion of LIKE use in Irish English

The use of discourse marker LIKE in IrE has turned out to be markedly different

from its use in the regional varieties discussed so far. Uses of this non-standard

feature in all its forms are abundant in IrE and represent a salient feature of

contemporary IrE vernacular: two thirds of speakers (219 of 329) in the Irish

ICE-based data used this form at least once.

An outstanding aspect of LIKE use in IrE is the high frequency of the so-called

”traditional” variant of LIKE with backward scope. Although the fact that this

archaic form is present in IrE is not surprising in itself – particularly given the

number of previous accounts of this form (Columbus 2009; Harris 1993; Siemund

et al. 2009) – it is its frequency and its distribution that are noteworthy. In contrast

to its use in CanE, where clause-final LIKE has been predicted to become obsolete

(D’Arcy 2005: 4), it is clearly not in IrE.

Though thriving with respect to frequency, clause-final LIKE exhibits signs
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of overt stigmatization, particularly among older speakers. The elevated use of

this variant by older males suggests that it is perceived as substandard or rural

within the older population. Indeed, its sociolinguistic profile is congruent with a

re-occurring pattern observable for stigmatized elements: non-standard forms are

more common among males, while females avoid overtly stigmatized forms as they

display more conservative behavior in linguistically stable settings (Labov 2001:

266). This principle of gendered language use is, nonetheless, compatible with the

increase in the use of other variants of LIKE: the real-time change shows that the

stigma associated with clause-final LIKE waned when other uses of LIKE became

increasingly associated with AmE during the latter half of the twentieth century.

It thus seems plausible that the change of attitudes associated with LIKE paved

the way for its rapid and ongoing diffusion through the IrE speech community. In

other words, the shift with respect to the connotations associated with clause-final

LIKE is caused by the increase in the use of other LIKE variants carrying quite

distinct associations.

While clause-final uses of LIKE which are still pervasive, particularly among

older males were once regarded as a substandard feature marking ”Irishness”,

they are no longer today. The use of linguistic variants to mark local identity

is one of the cornerstones of sociolinguistics. The concept of local identity as a

driving force of ongoing change was, for instance, explored in detail in Labov’s

study of linguistic behavior on Martha’s Vineyard (cf. Labov 1972). Nowadays,

the association of vernacular LIKE with local identity has waned. Indeed, younger

speakers of IrE quite possibly perceive LIKE to be a modern US American element

rather than a marker of national identity. The change of LIKE from a marker of

nationality to a social identity marker conforms to a process described by D’Arcy

(2007: 397):

It is possible, for example, that vernacular uses of like were recycled as a Valley Girl

phenomenon once their initial association with the counterculture groups waned

among subsequent generations of speakers.

The increase in innovative American uses of LIKE (Andersen 2001: 221) among

adolescents might not only have led to a weakening of the status of clause-final

LIKE as a typically Irish particle, but it might also have triggered the rise of clause-

medial LIKEas an identity marker among female IrE speakers. It is likely that this
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increase in the use of clause-medial LIKE among female adolescents subsequently

caused the decrease in the gender difference in overall LIKE use. As a consequence,

LIKE has been losing its status as a marker of both rural-ness and male-ness.

The driving force behind the increase in cause-medial LIKE use was, however,

not primarily its functional versatility, but its association with a socio-cultural

reference group (Labov 2011: 368). Therefore, it was not primarily the discourse-

pragmatic functionality of LIKE, but its status as a fashionable prestige variant

which lead to its spread in IrE. This argument rests on Labov’s analysis of driv-

ing forces underlying linguistic change (Labov 2007, 2011). As a matter of fact,

Labov concludes that it is precisely the attachment of variants with socio-cultural

associations which trigger and drive linguistic change:

In one form or another, they [continuation, acceleration or completion of change]

involve the association of social attributes with the more advanced forms of a change

in progress: local identity, membership in communities of practice, social class, age

or gender. (Labov 2011: 368)

This tentative analysis is corroborated by the dramatic increase in clause-

medial LIKE use in IrE over the past two decades: while only 28.2 of speakers used

this from in the data compiled between 1990 and 1994, 41 percent of speakers used

it in data compiled only about ten years later. The growing number of speakers

using LIKE is accompanied by a dramatic increase in frequency: staring with 0.82

instances per 1,000 words in the early 1990s its frequency rose to 1.4 instances

in data compiled between 2001 and 2005. In addition, this trend is not limited

to clause-medial LIKE, but affects all variants of LIKE. The dramatic change in

real-time is, nonetheless, restricted to younger cohorts. In fact, the most notable

increase is observable among speakers between the ages of 26 and 33, whose fre-

quencies of clause-medial and clause-final LIKE have increased very significantly.

In addition, among speakers younger than 25 years of age, all variants of LIKE –

except for clause-final LIKE – have notably gained ground. The effects of the date

of data compilation are particularly noteworthy, as this real-time analysis covers

merely a brief, ten- to fifteen-year period.

Moreover, clause-medial LIKEoffers an additional, unexpected insight: while

the use of this variant of LIKE peaks in the speech of females in their late twenties

and early thirties, the rates among males follow a slightly different trajectory.
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Among males, clause-medial LIKEis used at similar rates by all speakers below the

age of 50. Above 50, the frequency of clause-medial LIKEplummets dramatically,

irrespective of gender. In fact, it is almost non-existent in the speech of the older

population.

The different rates for males and females suggest an initial male lead. Among

speakers who are in their mid-thirties to approximately the age of 50, male speakers

clearly outperform females in terms of LIKE use. It thus seems that males have

adopted this feature earlier than females – probably due to its similarity to the

clause-final variant. Based on the apparent-time trajectories we can infer that this

initial male lead waned rather quickly. Indeed, the direction of the gender lead is

already reversed among speakers in their late twenties to mid-thirties. This reversal

corroborates the assertion that females have adopted clause-medial LIKElater than

males. However, once they had implemented it into their grammar, they used it

more frequently and with more versatility than their male peers. Once this feature

became increasingly associated with female speech, it decreased steadily among

males.

In contrast to what would be expected, clause-medial LIKE, as with clause-

initial LIKE, are not most frequent among the youngest female cohort, but rather

women aged 26 to 33. Hence, the assumption that LIKE use is typically and

uniformly a feature of adolescents does not apply to the Irish setting. Indeed, the

age stratification among females is suggestive as it may relate to the beginning of

the rapid spread of LIKE which is still affecting the IrE population today. The

elevated frequencies show the point in time when clause-initial and clause-medial

LIKE became increasingly popular among adolescents. Taking the apparent-time

distribution as a base, the peak in use among females between the ages 26 and

33 indicates that both variants of LIKE started to gain ground among adolescents

somewhere between the mid-eighties and mid-nineties. In this view, it is the

female speakers, who were adolescents at the time, who were the leaders of this

change. The incrementation of LIKE in IrE required that the females, who were the

initial leaders, retained the use of LIKE as a functional element in their individual

grammar. As these females grew older, they continued to use LIKE, which to

them is a fully functional element as a result of its pragmatic versatility. As

they matured, they introduced this vernacular feature into formerly constrained
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registers and to yet older speakers. This means that, once these former leaders

of the change had outgrown adolescence, it became possible for older cohorts to

adopt this feature, since only then did it cease to be perceived as a marker of

youth. Adding weight to the hypothesis that the increase in the use of clause-

medial LIKEis a relatively recent phenomenon is the fact that it is the only variant

of LIKE which is affected by region. The multifactorial analysis confirmed that it

is distributed very unevenly between the southern and northern Ireland. Although

this scenario is hypothetical, it is based on and compatible with the present data,

as well as the timeline of previous accounts of LIKE use (e.g. Andersen 2001;

D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007; D’Arcy 2008), and well documented mechanisms of

diffusion and incrementation (Labov 2001, 2011).

7.5 LIKE in Indian English

With the exception of IrE and SctE, the use of LIKE in non-standard and learner

varieties of English has mostly escaped scholarly attention. This is unfortunate,

as non-standard varieties, in particular, offer opportunities for testing the cross-

cultural stability of mechanisms of language change. However, the systematic

analysis of mechanisms underlying the transmission, diffusion, and incrementation

of innovative linguistic variants has so far focused mostly on standard varieties of

English, i.e. EngE and AmE. The present approach, therefore, offers new insights

about the interplay of socio-cultural norms and mechanisms of language change.

While the Labovian strand of sociolinguistics assumes that mechanisms of

change are rather stable and, hence, somewhat independent of cultural practice

(Labov cf. 2001: 280 and the sources cited therein), studies focusing particularly

on dialect contact, multilingualism and creoles which challenge this assertion (cf.

Thomason and Kaufman 1988). Thomason and Kaufman, for instance, point out

that ”they [language-internal factors for change] are easily overridden when social

factors push in another direction” (Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 4). Labov, on

the other hand, finds that the effect of socio-cultural variation is well within the

bounds of what was expected by non-cultural factors alone. One case in point is

the hypothesis that the
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curvilinear pattern of a sound change from an originating group to a neighboring

group may then be the simple product of frequencies of interaction. The account

based on covert attitudes is redundant [italics M.S.] to the extent that the network

of daily interaction brings people into contact with the new forms in proportion to

their distance from the originating group. (Labov 2001: 192).

The validity of the assumption that variation is to a large extent independent

from culture-specific practices and attitudes is explored in the section to come.

Previous research on IndE reported surprising results with respect to the use

of the discourse marker LIKE. Siemund et al. (2009), for example, found that

the positional distribution of LIKE is remarkably similar to the IrE distribution.

According to Siemund et al. (2009), IndE speakers strongly prefer LIKE in clause-

marginal position and, interestingly, show elevated LIKE use in clause-final po-

sition. Another study explicitly treating LIKE in IndE has been conducted by

Valentine (1991). With respect to LIKE, Valentine notes that ”[a]lthough like

does not appear as extensively nor perform as many functions as in AmE, [. . . ]

instances of this element occur frequently and freely in the Indian English dis-

course” (Valentine 1991: 332). On a functional level Valentine (1991) notes that

LIKE conveys a ”sense of superficiality, [. . . ] functions as a place filler, and [. . . ]

introduces an example” (Valentine 1991: 332). Valentine concludes that the rela-

tion and emergence of LIKE in IndE has not yet been extensively studied and that

future research with a focus on comparisons with other regional varieties of English

would greatly benefit our understanding of culture-dependent, variety-specific use

of pragmatic markers (Valentine 1991: 333–334). In addition, Valentine (1991:

333) stresses that the

examination of discourse markers in Indian English represents a part of a growing

interest in the pragmatics of the Englishes of the world-an area important for

gaining insights into discourse strategies and cultural expectations in the world

Englishes. [. . . ] I found that spoken Indian English exhibits typical features of

established English discourse, but the interaction is clearly Indian, not only in

terms of its syntactic, lexical, and stylistic features, but in terms of its pragmatics:

discourse markers. Moreover, the cultural identity of the speaker, her choice of

topic, her nature of development, and her tone and style of talk contribute to

Indianizing the English text. That these Indian English discourse are identified by

such features is only a partial attempt toward a true description of the forms and

functions of the Indian variety of English.
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Before analyzing the IndE data in detail, the basic statistics of the data are

reviewed to get a first impression of its structure. Of the 236 speakers present

in the data, 107 make use of LIKE at least once. In other words, nearly half of

IndE speakers used this non-standard form. This quantity is rather large for an L2

variety and suggests that LIKE is indeed a common pragmatic marker in IndE, as

suggested by Valentine (1991). The high proportion of LIKE users is particularly

noteworthy, since vernacular LIKE has hardly been studied in this regional variety.

N (total) Mean (ptw) Median (ptw) Standard devia-
tion (s)

LIKE 331 1.509 0.000 2.649

Table 79: Overview - LIKE use in IndE

Table 79 reports that LIKE’s mean use is 1.509 times per 1,000 words. The

difference between mean and median indicates that LIKE use is not distributed

homogenously among all IndE speakers: the majority of speakers have not used

this pragmatic marker, while a substantial subsection of IndE speakers has used

it rather frequently.
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Figure 45: Rate of LIKE variants in IndE

Figure 45 shows that the positional distribution of LIKE in IndE is quite dis-

tinct from the profiles of other regional varieties. Thus, the distinctness of the

Indian patterns illustrates the variety-specific diversity in LIKE use across the

English-speaking world. Speakers of IndE strongly prefer non-clausal LIKE, while

other uses of LIKE are negligible. Hence, LIKE in IndE is commonly used as a

floor-holding device, to buy processing time, or to introduce phrasal specifications.

Given this idiosyncracy, the age and gender distribution is especially intriguing.

It is not implausible to hypothesize that in addition to the variety-specific usage

pattern, IndE may possess specific mechanisms of diffusion and incrementation,

which would surface in an unusual age and gender distribution.

In contrast to the anomalous distribution of functional variants, the age and

gender distribution is not particularly noteworthy: Table 80 reports an increase in

LIKE in apparent-time and a minute female lead across all age groups. A graphical

display may, however, provide a more refined understanding of this distribution

(cf. Figure 46). While the graphs in Figure 46 corroborate a change in apparent-

time, they strongly suggest that the gender difference is insignificant, as the 95
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MALE FEMALE
AGE Speakers Words LIKE LIKE Total ALL

(N) (mean) (N) (mean) (N) (mean)
1 (18–25) 66 56,824 65 2.63 135 3.26 200 3.09
2 (26–33) 56 52,140 13 0.76 45 1.77 58 1.32
3 (34–41) 42 40,485 13 0.51 22 1.06 35 0.77
4 (42+) 64 57,840 24 0.53 15 0.81 35 0.60
NA 8 4,357 – – – – 3 0.94
SUM 236 211,646 117 0.92 275 1.5 331 1.51

Table 80: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in IndE

percent confidence intervals overlap.

Figure 46: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in IndE

Since Figure 46 indicates that gender is insignificant, it is appropriate to col-

lapse the genders into a single cohort for each age group. The increase in speakers

within each age cohort enables a more accurate display of the apparent-time dis-

tribution (cf. Figure 47).
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Figure 47: Age distribution of LIKE in IndE

Collapsing the genders has indeed improved the display, which confirms the

inference that LIKE use in IndE is significantly stratified across age groups. In

fact, the distribution is highly suggestive of change in apparent-time, as it indexes

age grading. However, this distribution could also be the result of generational

change. Hence, the apparent-time analysis requires real-time confirmation in order

to differentiate the former from the latter type of change.

7.5.1 Statistical analysis of LIKE in Indian English

The following statistical analysis evaluates the inferences derived from the sum-

maries and graphical displays. The independent variables included in the multi-

variate analyses are age (A1 = age 18 to25, A2 = age 26 to 33, A3 = age 34 to 41,

A4 = 42 years and older), gender, first language, number of participants, and the

current occupation of speakers. As before, the initial saturated model is fitted in

a step-wise procedure. The final minimal adequate model contains only predictors

with significant effect sizes. This procedure is applied to all functionally distinct

variants of LIKE.

The regression model predicting the overall frequency of LIKE per 1,000 words

in IndE based on the age and sex of speakers performs significantly better than

a base-line model (χ2= 47.223, df=4, p< .001∗∗∗). The sequence of increasing

negative coefficients corroborates the impression derived from Figure 46, according
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ALL Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 1.22 0.149 8.15 < .001∗∗∗

SEX:Male -0.42 0.274 -1.53 .12
A2 -0.81 0.269 -3.03 < .01∗∗

A3 -1.26 0.293 -4.31 < .001∗∗∗

A4 -1.41 0.346 -4.07 < .001∗∗∗

Table 81: Results of the multivariate regression for LIKE in IndE

to which LIKE use recesses with age. In addition, the steady increase in age

coefficients suggests that this negative correlation between age and LIKE use is

near-linear and it indicates the existence of an implicational hierarchy of the form

A1 > A2 > A3 > A4, which is validated by additional t-tests (cf. Table 82).

A1-A2 A1-A3 A1-A4
ALL 3.296∗∗∗ 4.480∗∗∗ 4.914∗∗∗

Table 82: t-test results for LIKE use with respect to AGE

Furthermore, the model output reports a substantial gender difference. The

negative coefficient implies that males use LIKE less often than females. Although

the effect size of gender is insignificant, it remained in the model as the coefficient is

substantial, with a value exceeding .3. That gender does indeed have a significant

effect is validated by non-parametric t-tests (cf. Table 83).

A1 A2 A3 A4
ALL 0.555 (n.s.) 1.901∗ (p < .05) 1.077 (n.s.) 0.566 (n.s.)

Table 83: t-test results for LIKE use with respect to AGE and GENDER

The t-tests detect a significant gender difference among speakers aged between

26 and 33. However, the rather low t-value suggests that the effect of gender is

moderate.

Since the effect size of the present occupation of speakers neither reach the

necessary level of significance nor returned a substantial coefficient, it was excluded
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from the multivariate analysis. Accordingly, the regression output fails to confirm

that LIKE use is socially stratified, although the gender difference might reflect the

existence of a female-dominated change and thus systematic social heterogeneity.

7.5.1.1 Clause-initial LIKE

We now turn to clause-initial uses of LIKE as in (96), which establishes textual

coherence by linking a preceding element to a subsequent part of discourse. In

addition, clause-initial LIKE may introduce specifications which may either take

the form of explanations, or a list of examples. Although Valentine (1991) asserts

that LIKE in IndE does not perform the whole range of functions it fulfills in other

regional varieties, she explicitly notes that LIKE in IndE frequently introduces

examples (Valentine 1991: 332).

(96) a. Like once you are intro <,> introduced to that system <, ,> so it

becomes easy for you to grasp. (ICE India:S1A-073$A)

b. Like we leave this tourist <,> only if you return that uh <,> terrorist

<,> which you’ve uh arrested. (ICE India:S1A-054$A)

c. Like they can literally predict your every move. (ICE India:S1A-

056$C)

The examples in (96) indicate that the use of this variant does not functionally

differ from its use in the inner circle varieties discussed so far. All instances

introduce specifications or explanations of previously stated propositions or parts

thereof.

The following subsection will focus on the gender and age distribution of this

variant to allow for a more detailed analysis of its use.
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (0–25) 24 0.99 44 1.02 68 1.01
2 (26–33) 8 0.54 13 0.47 21 0.50
3 (34-49) 1 0.05 8 0.37 9 0.20
4 (50+) 5 0.10 2 0.11 7 0.10
SUM 38 0.33 67 0.63 105 0.48

Table 84: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in IndE

Figure 48: Age distribution of clause-initial LIKE in IndE

Figure 48 suggests age stratification and the absence of gender differences,

although the slight female lead among speakers aged 34 to 41 might be interpreted

as implying a female lead during the incipient phase of LIKE’s introduction to

IndE. In other words, females might have adopted this form prior to males, who

seem to have lagged behind about ten to fifteen years but caught up rather quickly,

as the rates are almost identical among speakers aged 26 to 33.
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INI Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.95 0.272 -3.50 < .001∗∗∗

SEX:Male 0.22 0.335 0.67 .50
A2 -0.31 0.405 -0.78 .43
A3 -0.38 0.528 -0.72 .46
A4 -1.55 0.477 -3.26 < .01∗∗

PAI 0.08 0.010 8.24 < .001∗∗∗

SEX:Male*A3 -2.23 1.134 -1.97 < .05∗

Table 85: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-initial LIKE in IndE

The multifactorial analysis reports a near-linear negative correlation between

the frequency of clause-initial LIKE and the age of speakers. In fact, the steadily

increasing negative values of the age coefficients corroborate the existence of an

implicational hierarchy of the form A1 > A2 > A3 > A4. The absence of gender

differences is confirmed by non-parametric t-tests (cf. Table 86).

A1 A2 A3 A4
INI -0.064 (n.s.) -0,195 (n.s.) 1.875∗ (p < .05) 0.310 (n.s.)

Table 86: Clause-initial LIKE with respect to AGE and GENDER

The t-tests detect marginally significant gender difference among speakers aged

34 to 41. The low t-value suggests, nonetheless, that the effect of gender is very

moderate. In addition, the t-statistics confirm the systematic effect of age and

corroborate an implicational hierarchy of the form A1 > A2 > A3 > A4.

A1-A2 A1-A3 A1-A4
INI 2.017∗ (p < .05) 3.468∗∗∗ (p < .001) 4.196∗∗∗(p < .001)

Table 87: Clause-initial LIKE with respect to AGE

The PAI index is a significant predictor in the regression model but it has a

very small effect size. In contrast to previous models, the value of the PAI index

here is notably higher. This elevated value might be taken to mean that the use
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of clause-initial LIKE clusters more heavily in certain conversations than it did

in other varieties. Though the gender of speakers is not significant in itself, it is

part of a significant interaction. This interaction confirms that among speakers

between the ages of 34 and 41, males are significantly less likely to use this type

of LIKE than females, corroborating the impression derived from Figure 48.

7.5.1.2 Clause-medial LIKE

The following section is dedicated to the use of clause-medial LIKE, as in examples

(97) to (100). With respect to this variant of LIKE, Valentine (1991: 332) reports

that it is rather limited with respect to its textual functions and suggests that

clause-medial uses of LIKE function primarily as ”place fillers”. Examples drawn

from the Indian ICE component challenge these hypotheses. For instance, the uses

of LIKE in (97) to (99) focus the following element while the instances in (100)

are best described as hedges. In other words, clause-medial LIKEis functionally

versatile on a discourse-pragmatic level.

(97) a. But then nobody like motivated me. (ICE India:S1A-021$B)

b. And to purchase a ticket you have to like fight with persons just to get

a ticket. (ICE India:S1A-061$B)

(98) a. Hinglish <,> once I came across like Hinjali <,> isn’t it. (ICE

India:S1A-028$B)

b. And at the same <,> no that’s what she told when uh <,> a question

was raised like this last time. (ICE India:S1A-064$B)

(99) a. But I never found Gulbarga like <, ,> very appealing to me. (ICE

India:S1A-061$B)

b. [Y]ou get disturb like emotionally. (ICE India:S1A-069B)

(100) a. He is also using like something about his political powers and all that

Chandraswami then again. (ICE India:S1A-012$B)

b. Friends are like <, ,>more closer than parents in hostel. (ICE India:S1A-

054$A)

281



The discourse marker LIKE Martin Schweinberger

In addition to being pragmatically versatile, the use of clause-medial LIKE ap-

pears to be systematic with respect to sentence structure. Despite being regarded

as syntactically unconstrained (e.g. Siegel 2002: 37), it is confined to fixed syntac-

tic slots. Adding weight to this view is the fact that the instances of LIKE in (97)

have scope of the following VP, those in (98) over a following NP, and those in (99)

over an AP. In all cases, LIKE precedes the lexically heavy elements and occurs

exclusively at the boundaries of phrases, or right after prepositions in PPs. These

syntactic environments exactly match the well circumscribed contexts of clause-

medial LIKEin CanE (cf. D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007; D’Arcy 2008; Tagliamonte

2005). Therefore, focus LIKE in IndE is clearly allowed in quite distinct syntactic

environments, which points to the fact that it is syntactically bound.

We will now turn to the sociolinguistic profile of clause-medial LIKE.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE
(mean)

LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (0–25) 10 0.54 24 0.55 34 0.55
2 (26–33) 2 0.06 9 0.29 11 0.19
3 (34-49) 4 0.15 5 0.23 9 0.19
4 (50+) 4 0.06 5 0.36 9 0.13
SUM 20 0.15 43 0.40 63 0.28

Table 88: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in IndE
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Figure 49: Age distribution of clause-medial LIKE in IndE

Surprisingly, Figure 49 neither indicates substantial age stratification nor a

sizable gender difference. It does, however, suggest that clause-medial LIKE is

used rather infrequently but homogenously across cohorts. Nonetheless, young

adults appear to make more use of LIKE than do older speakers – although this

tendency is rather tentative, as it is not as pronounced as in other displays. In

addition, Figure 49 suggests a minor though consistent gender bias, as females

use clause-medial LIKE on average more than males in all but the youngest age

cohort.

MED Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.46 0.264 -1.77 < .1
SEX: Male -.63 0.422 -1.49 .13
A2 -0.83 0.457 -1.82 < .1
A3 -0.68 0.441 -1.54 .12
A4 -1.04 0.650 -1.61 .10

Table 89: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-medial LIKE in IndE
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The output of the multivariate design does not report social stratification. In

fact, the analysis shows that none of the coefficients of the variables reaches the

five percent level of significance. This implies that age fails to be statistically

significant. The order of age coefficients corroborates a change in apparent-time.

Although the age coefficients indicate that speakers up to the age of 25 years use

clause-medial LIKE more than speakers older than 25, none of these coefficients

exceeds the level of marginal significance. Beyond age, the gender of speakers

seems to have an effect on LIKE use, but as in the case of age, the coefficient does

not exceed the .05 level of significance. If we over-interpret the results, we might

say that males and older speakers use clause-medial LIKE less often than females

and younger speakers, but these inferences are tentative, not conclusive.

We validate the absence of gender and age differences by performing additional

non-parametric t-tests.

A1 A2 A3 A4
MED 0.215 (n.s.) 1.670 (p < .1) 1.426 (p < .1) 0.922 (p < .1)

Table 90: Clause-medial LIKE with respect to AGE and GENDER

The t-tests detect marginally significant gender differences among speakers

aged between 26 and 41. The rather low t-values imply, nonetheless, that the

effect of gender – if it exists – is moderate at best.

A1-A2 A1-A3 A1-A4
MED 2.037∗ 1.875∗ 2.559∗∗

Table 91: Clause-medial LIKE with respect to AGE

The t-statistics for age confirm a significant difference between age group 1 and

all other age groups. Thus, the t-tests lead to an improved understanding of the

relation between age and LIKE use: A1 > A2; A1 > A3; A1 > A4; A1 > A2 >

A4.

In summary, the only claims one can assert with confidence based on the present

analysis are that young speakers use clause-medial LIKE more than older speakers
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and that among speakers who are older than 26 years of age, females use clause-

medial LIKE more than their male peers.

7.5.1.3 Clause-final LIKE

Clause-final LIKE as in (101) is comparatively frequent in IndE (cf. Siemund et al.

2009). So far, however, there is no adequate explanation for this, as both substrate

influence and fossilization are neither sufficient nor satisfactory to explain this

phenomenon. Explanations favoring fossilization as an explanation for the elevated

frequencies of clause-marginal uses of LIKE reported by Siemund et al. (2009) are

problematic, because they fail to account for the low overall frequency of LIKE as

well as the marginal quantity of clause-initial instances. Substrate influence, on

the other hand, is unsatisfactory as it would predict regional clustering of LIKE

use as a result of systematic correlations with substrate languages. However, the

present analysis fails to confirm both regional clusters and significant interactions

with L1s other than English.

(101) a. I am not trying for any exam like. (ICE India:S1A-039$B)

b. Ah <,> I thought you have bought some ordinary thing like. (ICE

India:S1A-040$A)

c. Uhn this is the best time I tease him like you know (ICE Ireland:S1A-

041$A)

Before going into more detail, the use of clause-final LIKE among speakers of

IndE is shown in Table 92 to provide a preliminary understanding of its sociolin-

guistic distribution.

Table 92 Indicates a moderate recess of clause-final LIKE among female speak-

ers, while the overall distribution and the male rates do not follow a clearly visible

and coherent trend. Only speakers younger than 25 seem to use this type of LIKE

more than older speakers, although this tendency is tentative due to the relatively

small quantity of instances.
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (0–25) 2 0.05 11 0.26 13 0.20
2 (26–33) 0 0.00 2 0.07 2 0.03
3 (34-49) 4 0.16 1 0.03 5 0.10
4 (50+) 1 0.02 0 0.00 1 0.01
SUM 7 0.05 14 0.13 21 0.09

Table 92: Age and gender distribution of clause-final LIKE in IndE

Figure 50: Age distribution of clause-final LIKE in IndE

Figure 50 indicates that the use of clause-final LIKE is neither gendered nor

notably present among, for example, adolescents. Similar to clause-medial LIKE, it

seems to be distributed rather homogenously among IndE speakers, as no distinct

trend emerges.

The regression model reports change in apparent-time, i.e. age-grading, indi-

cated by the negative coefficients of the respective age groups. In addition, the

analysis detects a gender difference. The regression output confirms that male

286



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

FIN Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -2.49 0.482 -5.163 < .001∗∗∗

SEX:Male -1.23 0.455 -2.71 < .01∗∗

A2 -1.11 0.772 -1.43 .15
A3 -1.01 1.055 -0.96 .33
A4 -1.05 0.960 -1.09 .27
PAI 0.09 1.390 1.71 < .001∗∗∗

SEX:Male*A3 2.43 1.245 1.95 < .10

Table 93: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-final LIKE in IndE

speakers use clause-final LIKE less often than female speakers. The strongest pre-

dictor for clause-final LIKE in the present model is an interaction between the

gender and the age of speakers. This interaction implies that when clause-final

LIKE is used by males, it is used almost exclusively by males aged 34 to 41.

In addition, the multivariate statistics report a highly significant effect of the

PAI index, which indicates that clause-final LIKE clusters in certain conversations.

Considering the combined effects of age, gender and the PAI index, the results

indicate that the use of clause-final LIKE is most common among younger women

and middle-aged males. This finding is validated by non-parametric t-tests.

A1 A2 A3 A4
FIN 2.158∗ (p < .05) 1.438 (p < .1) -0.774 (n.s.) -1.000 (n.s.)

Table 94: Clause-final LIKE with respect to AGE and GENDER

The t-tests detect a significant gender difference among speakers of the youngest

age group and a marginally significant effect of gender among speakers aged be-

tween 26 and 33. The rather small t-values imply that the effect of gender is

very moderate. This result is unexpected, since the interaction between gender

and age reported by the regression model did not exceed the five percent level

of significance in the more robust t-test. This suggests that the regression model

over-estimated the gender effect as a result of the difference between the expected

value for males of this group and their actual performance. In other words, it is not
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gender which is significant, but the fact that males aged 34 to 41 use clause-final

LIKE more any other male cohort.

A1-A2 A1-A3 A1-A4
FIN 2.602∗∗ (p < .01) 1.374 (p < .1) 3.026∗∗ (p < .01)

Table 95: Clause-final LIKE with respect to AGE

With respect to age, the t-tests confirm a significant difference between age

group 1 and all other age groups. The fact that the t-values do not show a steady

increase from young to older indicates that the use of clause-final LIKE is not

systematically stratified and, therefore, does not comply with an implicational

hierarchy. In summary, based on the present analysis, it can concluded that young

IndE speakers exhibit significantly higher rates of clause-final LIKE than older

speakers and that among young speakers, it is females who use clause-final LIKE

most.

7.5.1.4 Non-clausal LIKE

In IndE, non-clausal LIKE as in (102) is by far the most frequent form of LIKE.

This over- proportionate rate of syntactically unbound LIKE validates the claim

that LIKE use in IndE is rather distinct compared to other regional varieties (cf.

Siemund et al. 2009). In addition, the high rate of non-clausal LIKE substantiates

Valentine (1991)[’s] assertions that LIKE in IndE is used predominantly as a ”place

filler” or processing time buyer. The majority of examples drawn from the Indian

component of the ICE are indeed congruent with this assertion, as they frequently

seem to function as floor-holders and indicators of planning difficulty as in (102).

(102) a. Yours is like <,> (ICE India:S1A-073$B)

b. [W]e have got seven different uh <, ,> like uh <,> departments. (ICE

India:S1A-090$B)

c. In human physiology we take the samples of the blood and then we

test the blood and then we count <,> R B C count <, ,> then W

B C count then <, ,> like uhm <, ,> after that we see <, ,> the

hemoglobin. (ICE India:S1A-090$B)
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The sociolinguistic distribution of this form is particularly interesting because

of its frequency. The analyses of the other variants of LIKE in IndE did not confirm

that they were particularly stratified. This null result may have been, however, at

least partly caused by their low frequency. In contrast, non-clausal LIKE exceeds

all other variants in terms of frequency and may, therefore, offer more intriguing

and more reliable insights.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (0–25) 27 0.93 53 1.37 80 1.25
2 (26–33) 3 0.15 20 0.89 23 0.56
3 (34-49) 3 0.09 8 0.41 11 0.25
4 (50+) 14 0.33 4 0.33 18 0.33
SUM 47 0.34 85 0.93 132 0.64

Table 96: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in IndE

Figure 51: Age distribution of non-clausal LIKE in IndE
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According to Figure 51, the use of non-clausal LIKE follows the common tra-

jectory for LIKE use: The distribution of non-clausal LIKE confirms age grading

in apparent-time and thus age-grading. The age distribution is near-linear among

females, but clearly not among males. Indeed, males seem to lag behind about one

generation. The fact that only the youngest males use LIKE could suggest that

these males have acquired its use from their mothers, which not only explains the

lag, but also conforms to Labov’s (2001) argument concerning lower rates of males

in female-dominated changes in general.

In addition, Figure 51 indicates that the use of non-clausal LIKE in IndE is

highly gender-sensitive, as females use LIKE notably more than men in all but the

youngest age group.

NON Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.79 0.216 -3.65 < .001∗∗∗

SEX:Male -0.46 0.228 -2.03 < .05∗

A2 -0.21 0.280 -0.75 .45
A3 -0.76 0.350 2.18 < .05∗

A4 -0.09 0.411 -0.23 .81
PAI 0.09 0.009 10.16 < .001∗∗∗

Table 97: Results of the multivariate regression for non-clausal LIKE in IndE

The regression output confirms both the gender difference and age-grading.

Among males, it not the oldest speakers who use it least, but the middle-aged

ones. The pattern emerging from Figure 51 and the regression model indicates

that LIKE use is extremely gendered in IndE. Again, non-parametric t-tests are

applied to confirm these findings.

A1 A2 A3 A4
NON 0.741(n.s.) 2.394∗(p < .05) 1.554 (p < .1) -0.052 (n.s.)

Table 98: Non-clausal LIKE with respect to AGE and GENDER

The t-tests detect a significant gender difference among speakers aged 26 to 33

and a marginally significant effect of gender among speakers between the ages of
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34 and 41. However, gender has neither a significant effect among very young nor

among speakers older than 42.

A1-A2 A1-A3 A1-A4
NON 2.412∗∗ (p < .01) 3.906∗∗∗ (p < .001) 3,361∗∗∗ (p < .001)

Table 99: Non-clausal LIKE with respect to AGE

In addition, the t-tests confirm that the youngest speakers in the data use non-

clausal LIKE significantly more than older speakers, which confirms the regression

analysis. However, speakers older than 26 years of age do not substantially differ

in their use of this type of LIKE (cf. Table 100).

A2-A3 A2-A4 A3-A4
NON 1.575 (n.s.) 1.009 (n.s.) -0.539 (n.s.)

Table 100: Non-clausal LIKE with respect to AGE

The fact that none of the older groups differ significantly implies that with

respect to LIKE use, IndE speakers can be divided into frequent LIKE users,

which encompasses younger speakers and moderate LIKE users, which includes all

speakers over the age of 26.

7.5.2 Evaluation of the apparent-time construct

The following section aims to unearth differences in the data correlated with the

date of data compilation. In other words, the apparent-time hypothesis is eval-

uated by means of a real-time analysis. In contrast to the real-time analysis

performed above, this analysis is confined to an even shorter time period, as the

Indian data were compiled before 2001. The short distance between the two points

in time that are compared renders a real-time analysis problematic and reduces

the probability of finding actual differences.

As predicted, the regression models for all types of LIKE returned insignificant

results and failed to outperform a model based solely on the intercept. It follows

that the present real-time analysis fails to substantiate ongoing real-time change
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with respect to LIKE use. The validity of this null-result is confirmed by both χ2-

tests and non-parametric t-tests. However, to conclude that the real-time analysis

confirms the absence of ongoing change would be premature, given the brief period

covered by the data.

In fact, the age differences and the fact that each variant is gender sensitive

is highly suggestive of ongoing real-time change in an early or mid-range stage –

despite the real-time results.

7.5.3 Summary: LIKE use in Indian English

The use of LIKE in IndE, i.e. a second-language variety, differs notably from

the use of LIKE in other varieties of English and provided rather unusual though

interesting results. The Indian setting in particular supports interpretations stat-

ing that globally available resources undergo re-interpretation and adaptation

(e.g. Buchstaller 2008; Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009; Kachru 1992; Meyerhoff and

Niedzielski 2003). The support for this behavior of linguistic innovations stems

from the remarkably high rate of non-clausal LIKE: while clause-medial LIKE

is almost unanimously the most prominent form of LIKE across varieties of En-

glish, this clearly does not apply to IndE. The dominance of non-clausal LIKE in

IndE is indicative of adaptational processes which have affected LIKE’s syntactic

properties during its implementation.

The idiosyncratic profile apparently corroborates Meyerhoff and Niedzielski’s

(2003: 558) finding that in cases where quality face-to-face contact is lacking, only

fairly superficial aspects of innovative forms are transferred. In this view, the

idiosyncratic distribution of LIKE in IndE is caused by a lack of exposure to ver-

naculars in which LIKE has been integrated and subsequently stabilized. In turn,

the lack of exposure granted a higher degree of flexibility with respect to the func-

tionality, positioning, and association attached to LIKE. However, the similarity

between CanE and IndE with respect to the constraints of clause-medial LIKE sug-

gest that this systematicity in structural constraints is caused by language-internal

or psychological factors.

A possible weakness of the results of LIKE use in IndE relates to the database

of the present study, and to the adequacy and representativeness of the IndE data
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and whether it actually reflects the socio-cultural and linguistic diversity of the

Indian population. With respect to the social status of speakers, it has to be noted

that the ICE data is biased towards the upper end of the social hierarchy, because

the ICE components aim to represent the national standard varieties of English

(cf. Greenbaum 1988). This implies, of course, that speakers towards the lower

end of the hierarchy are underrepresented. This problem is unavoidable, given that

English is considered prestigious and not readily available to lower class speakers

as a means of communication.

With respect to the representation of regional sub-varieties of IndE, the In-

dian component of the ICE provides rather balanced data; interviews have been

recorded mostly in the western and urban parts of the Indian subcontinent, how-

ever, leaving eastern varieties in particular underrepresented.

Region Location Number of
interviews

Speakers

West Bombay
(Mumbai),
Kolhapur,

Nipani, Pune,
Sankeshwar ,

Shivaji

42 91

North/North-East Chandigarh,
New Delhi,

Patna

14 30

South/ South-West Dharwad,
Madras

(Chennai),
Mysore

31 85

Centre Hyderabad 9 22
– NA 4 15

Table 101: Location of interviews in the S1A files of the Indian component

In terms of overall frequency, the analysis of the Indian data shows that LIKE

as a vernacular feature is salient, since approximately forty -five percent of speak-

ers in the data have used it at least once. The average use of LIKE in AmE, CanE

and IrE, however, vastly exceeds the frequency observed in IndE. Nonetheless,
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non-clausal LIKE is used over proportionately compared with its use in other vari-

eties while the clausal variants of LIKE are marginal at best. Indeed, non-clausal

LIKE is highly frequent in comparison to other locales. The overall distribution

of functionally distinct uses of LIKE thus challenges Valentine’s assertion, in so

far as she proposes that LIKE in IndE is similar to the colloquial American use of

this marker (Valentine 1991: 332).

Moreover, the over-propotionate use of non-clausal LIKE clearly substantiates

Valentine’s (1991) hypothesis that LIKE is not performing the whole range of

functions as it does in other regional varieties (Valentine 1991: 332–333). Hence,

the evidence at least partially corroborates Valentine’s (1991) discourse pragmatic

analysis in that LIKE predominantly serves as a floor-holding device, to introduce

phrasal specifications, or to buy processing time. However, the examples of clause-

medial LIKE provided here illustrate that LIKE performs functions other than

mere filling or introducing examples. In fact, clause-medial LIKE clearly functions

as a hedge or focusing device similar to its use in prototypical inner circle varieties.

With respect to clause-initial and non-clausal uses of LIKE, the apparent-time

distribution follows the common age stratification indicative of age-grading which,

in case of non-clausal LIKE, even co- occurs with a female lead. Age-grading

paired with a consistent female lead suggests ongoing change. However, the real-

time analysis failed to corroborate change over time but it has to be kept in mind

that the real-time results are tentative at best, as the validity of the real-time

analysis suffers from the brevity of the time span covered by the data. This

shortcoming rendered it unlikely to detect any tendencies in real-time and results

have to remain preliminary until further research probes deeper into the matter.

The final question to be addressed here concerns the linguistic diversity avail-

able in the multilingual Indian setting. It is remarkable, given the number of first

languages spoken in India, that the L1 of speakers did not significantly correlate

with the use of LIKE. This is particularly noteworthy, as previous studies on LIKE

use have suggested that the L1 can significantly impact the manner and rate of

LIKE use (cf. Kastronic 2011; Müller 2005; Sankoff et al. 1997). In particular,

Sankoff et al. hypothesized that an increase in the use of comme as a punctor,

i.e. a modifying particle, was ”influenced by their L1 use of like. [. . . ] Transfer to

the use of comme in French is thus a highly likely explanation for the patterns we
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observed.” (Sankoff et al. 1997: 208). The study by Sankoff et al. (1997) shows

that the use of certain pragmatic markers in one’s L1 can clearly interfere notably

with the use of similarly functioning elements in a speaker’s L2 (Sankoff et al.

1997: 231). In other words, the use of LIKE by Indian speakers may be affected

by their use of similar markers in their L1. It can thus be argued that the high rate

of non-causal LIKE is a product of substrate interference or shining-through ef-

fects of, for instance, Hindi, Kannada, or Punjabi. Considering the findings of the

present analysis, this account is not implausible and offers a testable hypothesis

for further research. In the present analysis, the number of speakers with different

mother tongues is too small to detect L1 interference by applying the statistical

models used here.

Sankoff et al. (1997) offer an alternative view on the matter. Consider (Sankoff

et al. 1997: 214–215):

Paradoxically, our results show that, as far as discourse markers are concerned,

the educational system alone cannot supply children with these resources. As a

vernacular feature, the appropriate use of discourse markers requires exposure to

the vernacular. If French bilingualism indeed becomes normal for Anglophone

Montrealers, we can expect vernacular competence to increase.

Applied to the present data, this means that speakers of IndE may not have

been sufficiently exposed to LIKE use to have acquired the full set of its prag-

matic functions. This is not to say that LIKE will necessarily approximate the

distributions observed in prototypical inner circle varieties. For example, its use

might be constrained by substrate interference, or it might fail to outperform ri-

valing forms. Nonetheless, the present analysis of the Indian data draws attention

to supra-varietal patterns: the age stratification emerging from its distribution

mirrors the patterning observable across varieties.

7.6 LIKE in Jamaican English

To date, the discourse marker LIKE in JamE has remained largely unnoticed

and has escaped the attention of scholars of this regional variety. Although it is

listed as a focusing device in Jamaican Creole by Kortmann et al. (2004), it is

neither illustrated nor explicitly discussed. Nonetheless, studying vernacular uses
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of LIKE in JamE is promising, as the target of teaching is still EngE while the

regional Creole-like varieties have gained ground since WWII, particularly as a

result of a growing sense of nationalism (cf. Schneider 2007: 234). The rejection

of EngE due to the increasing prestige of local identity paired with the geographic

proximity to AmE predicts that JamE speakers assimilate to the AmE or CanE

distribution rather than rejecting LIKE as EngE speakers do. Hence, JamE offers

intriguing insights about the impact of the mass media as a means of diffusion

particularly in regard to the use of clause-medial LIKE. If the global spread of

(clause-medial) LIKE in the twentieth century indeed has its epicenter in the US,

then this would predict that clause-medial LIKE exhibits a substantial degree of

age stratification as a result of its relatively recent introduction into the speech

community. Furthermore, if LIKE was introduced via the mass media, LIKE use

should follow the distributional pattern of LIKE use in AmE or CanE rather than

the pattern of EngE or IrE because the former varieties are more often represented

in the mass media.

Figure 52 indicates that the distribution of clause-medial LIKE follows the

AmE and CanE pattern rather than the EngE one. Although the age stratifica-

tion strongly suggests that clause-medial LIKE has only relatively recently spread

among the speakers of this regional variety, the quantity of LIKE examples among

speakers aged 26 to 45 strongly suggests that this spread significantly predates the

spread among British (pre-)adolescents. Furthermore, the somewhat steeper de-

cline of LIKE use with increasing age among female speakers suggests a female lead

and thus ongoing change in real-time. The interpretation of the data is, however,

only tentative as a result of a notable gender and age bias in the data.
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Figure 52: Age distribution of clause-medial LIKE in JamE

Before analyzing the data in detail, the basic characteristics of the data are

given to provide a first impression of its structure. Of the 228 speakers present in

the data, 121 make use of LIKE at least once. In other words, over half of JamE

speakers used one or another variant of LIKE. This rather high quantity of LIKE

identifies it as a salient feature of JamE vernacular despite not having received

scholarly attention yet. Table 102 provides a first rough impression of LIKE use

in this regional variety.

N (total) Mean (LIKE ptw) Median (LIKE ptw) Standard deviation (s)
LIKE 577 2.447 0.630 3.780

Table 102: Overview - LIKE use in JamE

Table 102 reports that LIKE is used with a mean frequency of 2.447 times per

1,000 words (mean) and that the median is at 0.630 instances per 1,000 words. The

difference between mean and median indicates that LIKE use clusters and is thus

not homogenous among JamE speakers, but exhibits an orderly heterogeneity.

Before turning to a more fine-grained analysis of the sociolinguistic profile of

LIKE use in JamE, the frequencies of LIKE variants are displayed to illustrate the

overall distribution of positionally and functionally distinct uses of LIKE.
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Figure 53: Rate of LIKE variants in JamE

Figure 53 immediately draws attention to the fact that JamE mimics the US

American and Canadian distributions of LIKE variants as clause-medial LIKE is

by far the most frequent variant.

MALE FEMALE
AGE SpeakersWords LIKE LIKE Total ALL

(N) (mean) (N) (mean) (N) (mean)
1 (17–25) 119 112,198 46 2.00 323 3.35 369 3.19
2 (26–45) 50 54,370 69 2.53 107 2.50 176 2.51
3 (46–65) 14 15,629 1 0.10 0 0.00 1 0.06
NA 49 28,131 15 0.10 30 1.84 31 1.27
SUM 232 210,328 131 1.18 460 1.92 577 1.76

Table 103: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in JamE

Table 103 reports that LIKE is particularly common among younger females,

and to a somewhat lesser degree among younger males, while speakers above age

46 seem not make use of LIKE at all. This pattern reflects the supra-local tendency
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for age-grading and confirms change in apparent-time. The difference between the

mean frequencies male, female and all speakers in the youngest cohorts indicates

a strong gender and age bias of the data, as female speakers age 17 to 25 seem to

be over-represented while male and older speakers appear to be under-represented

in this ICE component.

7.6.1 Statistical analysis of LIKE usage in Jamaican En-

glish

The following statistical analysis evaluates the intuitions derived from the sum-

maries and graphical displays and seeks to evaluate general tendencies of LIKE

use in JamE. Since statistical analyses are more powerful than visual inspections

of the data, they aim at uncovering correlations which have previously escaped

detection.

The independent variables included in the multivariate analyses are age (A1

= 17-25 years, A2 = 26 to 45, A3 = 46 years and older), gender, first language,

education, and occupation (OCC) of speakers. The initial saturated model is fitted

in a step-wise procedure and arrives at a minimal adequate model that contains

only main predictors. The same procedure is applied to study all other variants.

ALL Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 0.93 0.326 2.86 < .01∗∗

A2 0.79 0.298 2.65 < .01∗∗

A3 -18.23 0.480 -37.91 < .001∗∗∗

L1:ENG+ -1.01 0.273 -2.85 < .01∗∗

L1:PAT -1.01 0.385 -2.63 < .01∗∗

SML 0.86 0.335 2.58 < .01∗∗

Table 104: Results of the multivariate regression for LIKE in JamE

The final minimal adequate model used to analyze the overall frequency of

LIKE per 1,000 words significantly out-performs an intercept-based baseline model

(χ2= 1835.9, df=5, p< .001∗∗∗). Moreover, the regression output reports a rather

complex setting of influences. The values of the age coefficients indicate that -
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when other variables are taken into account – middle-aged speakers use LIKE

even more than younger speakers while the older speakers of JamE, i.e. speakers

above the age of 46, do not use it at all. The total absence of LIKE from the

vernacular of older speakers causes the extreme value of their coefficient. A second

significant influence on LIKE use is the first language of speakers. Speakers whose

first language is English only use LIKE significantly more than either speakers

with Patois as L1 or bilingual speakers. It is tempting to attribute this effect to

an underlying unknown variable, for example a socio-cultural factor, which differs

among speakers of distinct L1 settings. However, as social class is accounted for

in this multivariate analysis, the result does indeed indicate an interference effect,

for example, incomplete acquisition.

The positive coefficient of (un-)skilled manual labor, furthermore, indexes that

LIKE use is significantly socially stratified. Speakers pursuing academic and pro-

fessional careers as well as speakers with clerical and managerial occupations use

LIKE substantially less than (un-)skilled manual labors.

7.6.1.1 Clause-initial LIKE

So far, uses of the clause-initial discourse marker have not been analyzed in this

regional variety. The examples in (103) suggest that clause-initial LIKE is func-

tionally equivalent to its use in other varieties, as there discourse subsequent to

these uses of LIKE clearly specify and elaborate on previous discourse.

(103) a. Yeah I mean if if like you’re a little person then it could you know be

daunting. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-009$B)

b. I didn’t talk to them and then after a while we got through to each other

and like the whole year I kind of freaked them out (ICE Jamaica:S1A-

057$A)

c. Uh like I know I wonder who these strange people are that call him up

and say all these nice things (ICE Jamaica:S1A-031$A)

As has already been shown, the use of LIKE in JamE is similar to the American

pattern and not the British one. With respect to LIKE, the intriguing question

is whether the sociolinguistic patterning reflects the American or Canadian distri-

bution.
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (17–25) 12 0.54 66 0.69 78 0.67
2 (26–45) 20 0.62 32 0.83 52 0.75
3 (46+) 1 0.11 0 0.00 1 0.05
SUM 33 0.49 98 0.67 131 0.63

Table 105: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in JamE

Figure 54: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in JamE

Figure 54 indicates the absence of a uniform correlation of LIKE use with

age, suggesting that clause-initial LIKE has stabilized at a moderate level of use

without further increase among younger speakers. Accordingly, speakers from

post-adolescence up to the mid-forties do not seem to differ with any socially

motivated systematicity.

The regression output confirms pronounced age stratification in the form of

a drastic difference in LIKE use between the two younger cohorts and the old-

est speakers, which corroborates the impression derived from Figure 54. While
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INI Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.98 0.214 -4.60 < .001∗∗∗

A2 0.14 0.265 0.53 .59
A3 -1.89 0.956 -1.98 < .05∗

PAI 0.08 0.018 4.45 < .001∗∗∗

Table 106: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-initial LIKE in JamE

the model reports significant predictive power of the PAI index indicating prim-

ing or accommodation effects in conversations, it fails to confirm any additional

correlations between social stratification and linguistic variation.

7.6.1.2 Clause-medial LIKE

Similar to clause-initial LIKE, clause-medial LIKE in JamE has escaped scholarly

attention. As illustrated by the examples in (104), clause-medial LIKE conforms

functionally with its use in other regional varieties. The instances provided below

are representative of typical uses of clause-medial LIKE, which modify the sub-

sequent constituent. With respect to their discourse-pragmatic function, (104a)

and (104b) focus the following NP, while LIKE in (104c) hedges the subsequent

PP. The hedging use of LIKE in (104c) communicates a certain degree of vague-

ness, which allows the listener to qualify or to indicate that the ”for a gift” is a

specification.

(104) a. I hear they mark like history lectures <,> and I don’t do history cos

it’s hard (ICE Jamaica:S1A-009$B)

b. Yeah I find that understand patois I know I know people in like Upper

St Andrew who just absolutely cannot fathom what it means. (ICE

Jamaica:S1A-014$A)

c. Me not get it yet but me have it in mind like for a gift. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-

025$B)

As in the case of clause-initial LIKE, the question arises whether the distribu-

tional pattern reflects ongoing change in apparent-time and where the individuals

promoting LIKE are located.
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (17–25) 29 1.24 161 1.67 190 1.62
2 (26–45) 34 1.17 32 1.36 83 1.28
3 (46+) 0 0.00 1 0.07 1 0.03
SUM 63 0.96 211 1.50 274 1.38

Table 107: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in JamE

Figure 55: Age distribution of clause-medial LIKE in JamE

Figure 55 displays a similar distribution as in the case of clause-initial LIKE.

The use of clause-medial LIKE is extremely rare among the oldest speakers, while

speakers between 26 and 45 years of age use it almost as often as speakers between

17 and 25 do. This is particularly true of males, among whom the frequency of

clause-medial LIKE is almost identical among middle-aged and young speakers.

Women, on the other, hand show a more linear recess of LIKE use with increasing

age. This recess reflects stereotypical age-grading or change in apparent-time.
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MED Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 0.18 0.249 0.72 .46
A2 -0.06 0.170 -0.38 .70
A3 -17.34 0.38 -45.53 < .001∗∗∗

PAI 0.09 0.020 4.76 < .001∗∗∗

L1: ENG+ -0.56 0.212 -2.67 < .01∗∗

Table 108: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-medial LIKE in JamE

The Poisson regression employed to analyze the use of clause-medial LIKE

significantly out-performs the intercept-based base-line model (MED: χ2=2577.0,

df= 5, p< .001∗∗∗). The output of the regression model reports a negative corre-

lation between the age of speakers and the frequency of clause-medial LIKE. The

extreme value of the coefficient for the oldest age group implies that clause-medial

LIKE is not part of the grammar of speakers above age 42. The absence of this

non-standard feature suggests either that it has only recently entered this speech

community or that its use is covertly stigmatized among older speakers. How-

ever, the latter interpretation is not persuasive given the effect of the date of data

compilation shown in Figure 57. Furthermore, fluent bilinguals use this form sig-

nificantly less often than speaker who have been brought up as monolinguals with

L1 English. The significant PAI index suggests clustering of LIKE use and thus

that speakers who have acquired LIKE tend to use it freely, flexibly and frequently.

7.6.1.3 Clause-final LIKE

The low number of instances renders it inappropriate to using a regression model

for clause-final uses of LIKE as in (105).

(105) a. I’m just come like. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-061#B)

b. That’s wrong like (ICE Jamaica:S1A-031#B)

c. There’s nothing here that really comes out like you know <,> that I

really like to do. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-063#NA)

There are nine instances of clause-final LIKE in the Jamaican ICE data, eight

of which occur in female discourse. None of these nine instances is uttered by
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speakers younger than 26 years of age. The context in which these instances are

used is indistinguishable from equivalent uses in IrE. Based on this similarity,

it is reasonable to assume that clause-final instances of LIKE fulfill the same or

very similar discourse pragmatic functions across varieties of English, which is

to either focus or indicate a ”minor non-equivalence between what is said and

what is in mind” (Schourup 1982: 31). In other words, it appears as if clause

final LIKE modifies preceding statements or elements thereof almost irrespective

of geographical embeddedness of the discourse.

7.6.1.4 Non-clausal LIKE

In JamE, non-clausal LIKE as in (106) is substantially more often used than

clause-final LIKE, but significantly less often used than clause-initial LIKE or

clause-medial LIKE.

(106) a. You have some of them more like like for example one of my friend my

gosh she just like <,> she’s terrible uh terrible. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-

051$A)

b. The mathematical part like uhm <,> how <, ,> alright <,> Okay for

instance <,> we learn <,> the . . . (ICE Jamaica:S1A-046$B)

c. Yes she’s uh like like one of the normal<,> on it now. (ICE Jamaica:S1A-

062$C)

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (17–25) 3 0.11 39 0.39 42 0.36
2 (26–45) 14 0.54 24 0.61 38 0.58
3 (46+) 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00
SUM 17 0.29 63 0.41 80 0.38

Table 109: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in JamE
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Figure 56: Age distribution of non-clausal LIKE in JamE

The pattern emerging from Figure 56 is unusual, as it suggests that non-clausal

LIKE is used almost exclusively by speakers in their late twenties and early thirties,

while it appears to be marginal among both the young as well as the old speakers.

NON Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -1.76 0.251 -7.00 < .001∗∗∗

A2 0.52 0.293 1.80 < .1
A3 -16.58 0.345 -48.00 < .001∗∗∗

PAI 0.09 0.020 4.69 < .001∗∗∗

Table 110: Results of the multivariate regression for non-clausal LIKE in JamE

The regression output for the analysis of non-clausal LIKE mostly corroborates

the impressions derived from Figure 56: the old speakers make almost no use of this

form, while the middle aged speakers exhibit the highest rate when all variables

are taken into account. The significant coefficient of the PAI index informs us

that the overall use of LIKE is a significant predictor for the use of non-clausal
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LIKE, which is not surprising considering effects of accommodation and priming.

Otherwise, the output provides no further insights into the correlation between

social stratification and use of non-clausal LIKE.

7.6.2 Evaluation of the apparent-time construct

The following section focuses on correlations between the date of data compilation

and LIKE use to evaluate the apparent-time findings from a real-time perspective.

If the date of data compilation significantly affects the frequency of LIKE in this

within group analysis, this would shed light on the use of LIKE over time. From

the apparent-time analysis, we would predict that LIKE was less frequent from

1990 to 1994 compared with 2002 to 2005. If this increase in LIKE use over time

was the case, this would support the assumption of the apparent-time construct

that speaker age reflects different stages of the communal grammar.

Figure 57: LIKE in JamE with respect to the date of data collection

Figure 57 clearly suggests an increase in LIKE use over time, i.e. it confirms

the apparent-time hypothesis as it demonstrates that the age-grading in LIKE

reflects ongoing changes in real-time.

With the exception of those for clause-final LIKE, all mean values show a

remarkable, steady increase over time. The existence of this trend is endorsed
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ALL INI MED FIN NON
D1 0.17 0.05 0.12 0.00 0.00
D2 1.56 0.35 0.81 0.25 0.13
D3 2.56 0.65 1.40 0.01 0.42

Table 111: LIKE use per 1,000 words in JamE according to the date of data
compilation

statistically, as all return significant (ALL: χ2= 9.058, df= 1, p< .01∗∗; INI: χ2=

6.122, df= 1, p< .05∗; MED: χ2= 9.108, df= 1, p< .01∗∗). This confirms the

prediction that the frequency of LIKE and its subtypes has increased significantly

from the earliest period of data collection to the most recent.

In a next step, it is tested whether the proportion of speakers who used LIKE

has significantly increased over time.

LIKE users Non-LIKE users Ratio Percentage of
LIKE users of
all speakers

D1 4 25 0.16 13.7
D2 7 16 0.43 30.4
D3 110 66 1.66 62.5

Table 112: Mean frequencies of clause-medial LIKE use; number of non-like users;
and like users plus their ratio; and the percentage of LIKE users in JamE, according
to the date of data compilation

The increasing values of the ratios of non-LIKE users and LIKE users, as

well as the percentage of LIKE users within this community, clearly indicate that

the proportion of LIKE users has dramatically increased over time, adding fur-

ther evidence to the hypothesis that LIKE use has undergone a dramatic change

in the recent history of JamE. Accordingly, the impression derived based on an

apparent-time hypothesis – according to which LIKE has been undergoing change

in JamE in the sense that it continues to spread within this speech community –

is corroborated by this real-time analysis.

308



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

7.6.3 Summary: LIKE use in Jamaican English

Vernacular uses of LIKE have become a common phenomenon in JamE. With

respect to the distributional pattern, we observe that JamE resembles AmE: both

varieties show a pronounced preference for clause-medial and, to a lesser degree,

clause-initial LIKE, while both clause-final and non-clausal LIKE are marginal.

Functionally, uses of LIKE in JamE match the discourse-pragmatic analysis of

other regional varieties, indicating sufficient exposure to other vernaculars – very

likely AmE vernacular.

The diversity of the sociolinguistic profiles of LIKE in JamE is startling. This

is particularly true for non-clausal LIKE, which not only lacks sloping age strat-

ification, but its use seems to be more or less confined to middle-aged speakers.

Though less pronounced, similar trajectories emerge for clause-initial and clause-

medial LIKE. The patterning in JamE is thus distinct from the near linear negative

correlation of LIKE use with increasing age observed in the majority of cases dealt

with so far. Possibly, this divergence indexes a difference in LIKE’s social embed-

ding and, thereby, its social meaning. In other words, while LIKE is associated

with friendliness, cheerfulness, attractiveness, and successfulness in AmE (Dailey-

O’Cain 2000: 73), it is reasonable to assume that it carries different connotations

in JamE. As the social embedding of elements is crucial with respect to marking

in-group membership, differences in the social embedding will be reflected in dis-

tinct trajectories of social dispersion. Whatever the truth may be, this patterning

has yet to be explained by means of more elaborate analyses able to probe more

deeply into the socio-cultural embedding of this form.

Strikingly, LIKE use in JamE has drastically increased over a fairly short period

of time. The proportion of speakers using LIKE at least once during the latest

period of data compilation (i.e. 62 percent), suggests that this dramatic change

is continuing from mid-range to nearing completion (Nevalainen and Raumolin-

Brunberg 2003: 55). The rate at which LIKE has been spreading is extraordinary,

as the proportion of speakers has increased more than fourfold. Contrary to IndE,

the analysis detected significant effects of language contact with respect to clause-

medial LIKE and overall LIKE use. The effects of a speaker’s first language can

be interpreted in at least two ways: either these effects reflect social stratification,
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or they can be viewed as suggesting substrate interference. The former approach

is consistent with previous findings which show that social stratification is typical

of ongoing change, as new features do not intrude into all social strata at the same

rate. The latter view is corroborated by the fact that pragmatic markers require

substantial contact and a high proficiency in the target language to be used in

similar rates and with the same functions. Müller (2005), for instance, found that

L1 German speakers differ markedly form L1 AmE with respect to their use of

LIKE and attributes this difference to insufficient exposure of L1 German speakers

to L1 English vernacular (Müller 2005: 239).

Clause-initial LIKE and non-clausal LIKE are not affected by a speaker’s L1,

but show a similar increase over real-time (cf. Table 111), thereby suggesting that

these forms are also part of this process. It is however noteworthy that this obvious

change is not accompanied by gender differentiation or social-stratification beyond

age-grading. The rapid increase in LIKE use indicates that LIKE in JamE is

undergoing not generational but communal change, in which where the individual

and the community change together.

The profile of LIKE in JamE differs distinctly from its use in EngE, despite

the fact that EngE is still the target variety in Jamaican schools (Schneider 2007:

234). Hence, the present findings are in line with Mair’s (2009) finding that ”[o]n

the whole, present-day JamE turns out to be rather different from EngE, its his-

torical ’parent’ variety” (Mair 2009: 39). In fact, with respect to the frequency of

clause-medial LIKE particularly vernacular JamE, i.e. mesolectal Jamaican creole,

appears to be more heavily influenced by American than by EngE.

7.7 LIKE in New Zealand English

The discourse marker LIKE in NZE and AusE has only recently been discovered

as a subject for linguistic research. One study addressing in particular vernacular

uses of LIKE in NZE and AusE is Miller’s (2009) analysis of discourse markers

based on the Australian and New Zealand components of the ICE and the ART

corpus. While Miller’s (2009) analysis of LIKE use provides an extensive overview

of its functional and positional distribution in scripted and unscripted spoken

discourse, it is rather superficial with respect to its sociolinguistic distribution.
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Based on his data, Miller (2009: 317) asserts that LIKE is particularly common

among teenagers who are, however, ”not the sole users” (Miller 2009: 324), as

it is also attested in the speech of 50-year-olds (Miller 2009: 317). Regarding

social stratification, Miller (2009: 327) confirms that it is widely used by speakers

of diverse social backgrounds ”including manual workers, skilled tradesmen, and

various types of professionals” (Miller 2009: 317). Moreover, D’Arcy (2007) shows

that discourse marker uses of LIKE have a long history in NZE, as it is attested in

radio transcripts from 1946 to 1948 (D’Arcy 2007: 401). In fact, all instances occur

in the speech of NZE speakers born between 1851 and 1919. Based on the fact

that speakers using LIKE had immigrated from England, Scotland and Ireland, it

is highly plausible that this discourse marker was imported from the British Isles

rather than emerging from contact or as a parallel development.

The present analysis of LIKE use in NZE elaborates on Miller’s study and offers

a more fine-grained sociolinguistic analysis, as it covers a wide range of relevant

extra-linguistic factors. Before analyzing the data in detail, the the basic statistics

of the data are summarized in Table 113 to get a first impression of its structure.

Of the 227 speakers present in the data, 146 make use of LIKE at least once,

which amounts to nearly two-thirds of NZE speakers. This high proportion of

LIKE users is, however, not unexpected, as Miller (2009: 232) reports a frequency

of 2.78 instances of LIKE per 1,000 words in NZE and 3.41 instances per 1,000

words in AusE.

Table 113 reports the basic statistics of the NZE data and provides a first rough

impression of LIKE use in this regional variety.

N (total) Mean (LIKE
ptw)

Median (LIKE
ptw)

Standard
deviation (s)

LIKE 529 2.175 1.229 2.766

Table 113: Overview - LIKE use in NZE

On average, LIKE is used slightly more than two times per 1,000 words (mean).

The rather high median and the small standard deviation demonstrate that LIKE

use is very common and rather homogenous in NZE. Before turning to age- and

gender-specific usage patterns, we will have a brief look at the frequency of po-
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sitionally and functionally distinct types of LIKE, which serves to evaluate cross

varietal similarities, i.e. which varieties are most similar to NEW Zealand with

respect to their LIKE use.

Figure 58: Rate of LIKE variants in NZE

The distribution of LIKE variants in NZE approximates the distributions of

CanE and to a somewhat lesser extent, AmE. In contrast to CanE and AmE,

LIKE use in NZE is less common, and it is not clause-medial LIKE which is the

most frequently used variant, but clause-initial LIKE – this difference is, however,

rather small and in all likelihood insignificant.

Table 114 strongly suggests that LIKE use is significantly age-graded, as it

appears to recess with age. In addition, it indicates an interaction between age and

gender, since post-adolescent females are ahead of their male peers; the opposite

is true of older cohorts, where males are in the lead. This difference is, however,

rather subtle, so that the reality of this interaction may only be confidently verified

by means of advanced statistical procedures.
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MALE FEMALE
AGE SpeakersWords LIKE LIKE Total ALL

(N) (mean) (N) (mean) (N) (mean)
1 (16–19) 36 35,176 46 3.19 98 4.13 144 3.84
2 (20–29) 105 100,740 106 2.54 195 2.78 301 2.69
3 (30–39) 31 32,701 23 1.37 21 1.00 44 1.15
4 (40+) 55 60,576 16 0.72 24 0.66 40 0.69
SUM 227 229,193 191 1.99 338 2.29 529 2.175

Table 114: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in NZE

Figure 59: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in NZE

Figure 59 shows the common age-graded pattern, i.e. a decrease in LIKE use

with increasing age. With respect to patterns of gender- and age-related LIKE

use, Table 114 suggests a marginal female lead among speakers below age 30,

while the proximity of the trend lines indicates an absence of significant gender

effects. This similarity of trajectories indicates that if LIKE is undergoing change

in real-time, this change is not accompanied by gender-specific usage patterns and

thus is apparently not a female-dominated change.
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The negative correlation between a speaker’s age and LIKE use is ambivalent,

as it may reflect either age-grading or ongoing change in real-time. Given the am-

bivalence of this distribution, it is useful to assess the effects of socio-economic sta-

tus. In contrast to stable age-grading, real-time changes are accompanied by social

stratification in the majority of cases (Labov 2002). Hence, real-time change would

predict significant effects of social class possibly accompanied by age-grading, while

the absence of social layering of LIKE use would corroborate findings that the age

distribution reflects age-grading only.

Figure 60: LIKE use in NZE with respect to the occupation of speakers

The distribution in Figure 60 suggests a significant correlation between social

class and the use of LIKE as the rates appear to decrease towards the higher end of

the socio-economic hierarchy. In other words, that speakers pursuing professional

and academic careers use LIKE substantially less often than speakers in clerical

and managerial occupations, and skilled and unskilled manual labor. Considering

the age distribution, the notable social layering of LIKE use corroborates ongoing

change in real-time, which is counter-indicative of age-grading only, but suggestive

of a conglomerate of simultaneous processes.
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7.7.1 Statistical analysis of LIKE usage in New Zealand

English

The following statistical analysis aims to evaluate the intuitions derived from the

summaries and graphical displays of LIKE use in NZE. As this analysis is more

powerful than mere visual inspections, it may uncover correlations which have so

far escaped detection.

The multivariate analyses include age, gender, occupation, and the ethnicity

of speakers as main predictors, as well as secondary interactions between age and

gender. The saturated models are fitted in a step-wise procedure to arrive at

a minimal adequate model containing only predictors whose coefficients are sig-

nificant. The explanatory power of final minimal adequate models is tested by

comparing them to base-line models using the intercept as sole predictor variable.

The same procedure is applied to study clause-initial LIKE, clause-medial LIKE,

and syntactically unbound LIKE without scope, i.e. non-clausal LIKE.

ALL Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 1.35 0.134 10.08 < .001∗∗∗

A2 -0.37 0.172 -2.14 < .05∗

A3 -1.23 0.296 -4.17 < .001∗∗∗

A4 -1.72 0.268 -6.44 < .001∗∗∗

Table 115: Results of the multivariate regression for LIKE in NZE

The final minimal adequate model is statistically significant (χ2= 48.573, df=

3, p< .001∗∗∗) and reports that speakers older than 20 use LIKE significantly less

often than post-adolescents aged 16 to 19, i.e. the reference group. In addition,

the multivariate model confirms a near-linear negative correlation between the

frequency of LIKE and the age of speakers reflected in the steady increase in the

age coefficients. The fact that neither any other main effects nor interactions

reach the five percent level of significance implies that none of the variables other

than age is able to predict the frequency of LIKE better than chance alone. This

finding suggests that LIKE use in general is neither confined to certain social strata

nor socially layered. Accordingly, the effect of occupation indicated by Figure 60
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appears to be true only of certain types of LIKE, which underpins the importance

of complementing inferences based on visual inspections with statistical testing.

7.7.1.1 Clause-initial LIKE

After investigating factors which affect overall LIKE use, the following section will

determine whether functionally distinct uses of LIKE exhibit similar or divergent

social profiles. The first type of LIKE to be analyzed is the clause-initial discourse

link, as in (107), which, according to Miller (2009: 331), is used freely in both

public and private dialog. Functionally, this linking use of LIKE highlights the

upcoming clause (Miller 2009: 331) and serves to ”flag crucial information to the

listener” (Miller 2009: 332).

(107) a. [B]ut like i’ve mean for every year. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-015$A)

b. [A]nd like i didn’t even get out of my netball skirt till about eight o

clock (ICE New Zealand:S1A-022$B)

c. [L]ike now i’ve stopped buying nail polish and i’m using (ICE New

Zealand:S1A-022$H)

The examples in (107) corroborate Miller’s (2009) discourse-pragmatic analysis,

as they either introduce explanations of previous discourse, as in (107b) and (107c),

or specify preceding utterances as in (107a). The discourse link in NZE thus

coincides functionally with clause-initial uses in other regional varieties. We will

now turn to the sociolinguistic profile of clause-initial uses.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (16–19) 15 0.94 46 1.99 61 1.67
2 (20–19) 38 0.85 76 1.02 114 0.95
3 (30-39) 5 0.27 12 0.60 17 0.46
4 (40+) 7 0.30 10 0.28 17 0.29
SUM 65 0.64 144 0.96 209 0.84

Table 116: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in NZE
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Figure 61: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in NZE

According to Table 116 and Figure 61, clause-initial LIKE is age-graded and

gender-sensitive, as the distribution suggests a coherent female lead. But while the

difference appears insignificant among speakers older than 20, there is a substan-

tial difference between the genders among post-adolescents. This interpretation is

evaluated statistically by means of non-parametric t-tests rather than a multivari-

ate analysis as the regression model suffers from over-dispersion.

A1 A2 A3 A4
INI 1.995∗ (p < .05) 0.463 (n.s.) 1.339 (n.s.) -0.459 (n.s.)

Table 117: Clause-initial LIKE with respect to GENDER and AGE

A1-A2 A1-A3 A1-A4
INI 1.967∗ (p < .05) 3.540∗∗∗ (p < .001) 4.153∗∗∗ (p < .001)

Table 118: Clause-initial LIKE with respect AGE
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The t-statistics confirm a significant gender difference among post-adolescents

younger than 20 years of age, and a negative correlation between the use of clause-

initial LIKE and the age of speakers. The steady increase in the t-values from

young to old suggests that this negative correlation is near-linear, and thus sub-

stantiates the impressions derived from Figure 61. Indeed, the ordering of t-values

is suggestive of an implicational hierarchy of the form A1 > A2 > A3 > A4. Ad-

ditional t-statistics comparing A2 to A3 (t-statistic= 2.666∗∗; p< .01) and A3 to

A4 (t-statistic= 1.110; p=0.135) offer a more accurate understanding. Based on

these additional tests, the hierarchy is more appropriately described as A1 > A2

> (A3+A4). This patterning indicates age-grading with a general trend towards

lesser LIKE use among older speakers and higher frequencies of LIKE among the

young.

7.7.1.2 Clause-medial LIKE

Based on the functionally oriented analysis of LIKE use in NZE and AusE, Miller

(2009) concludes that clause-medial LIKE, as in (108), ”is shown to put the spot-

light on the following part of information and give it additional rhetorical and

dramatic force” (Miller 2009: 334). Although Miller (2009) validates the assump-

tion that LIKE use is cross-culturally rather similar, he does not address issues

related to systematic variation of LIKE in the New Zealand speech community. In

order to complement Miller’s pragmatic analysis, the following section will provide

a statistical analysis of sociolinguistic factors determining its use.

(108) a. [T]hey’re going to start a um a composting station which is for like

green waste which is trees and stuff rather than food. (ICE New

Zealand:S1A-014$F)

b. [A]nd there’s like a paddock on each side and there’s rows of pine trees

down the middle you know (ICE New Zealand:S1A-033$A)

c. [H]e’s like a real tall skinny little adolf < . > hitler. (ICE New

Zealand:S1A-041$J)
d.

S
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he’s got hair to about here and it’s curly and she’s like dresses a bit

different yeah (ICE New Zealand:S1A-022$H)

e.

A

re they going to like cut up the shirts (ICE New Zealand:S1A-042$J)

f.

H

e can’t even talk to her about anything eh and she just < . > like quite

mean really (ICE New Zealand:S1A-041$J)

g.

A

nd i think people are either a parent like permanently or else they’re

er a spouse a husband or wife (ICE New Zealand:S1A-040$A)

The NZE instances of clause-medial LIKE are functionally and syntactically

equivalent to uses in other varieties. Adding weight to this view is the fact that

the instances of LIKE in (108a), (108b) and (108c) have scope over a following NP;

the instances in (108d) and (108e) have scope of the following VP; and those in

(108f) and (108g) have scope over the subsequent AP. In all cases, LIKE precedes

the lexically heavy elements and occurs either at the boundaries of phrases, or,

in case of PPs, between the prepositions and the determiner, as in (108a). These

syntactic environments match the circumscribed contexts of clause-medial LIKEin

CanE (D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007; D’Arcy 2008; Tagliamonte 2005: cf.). Therefore,

focus LIKE in NZE is clearly allowed in quite distinct syntactic environments,

which points to the fact that it is syntactically bound.
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (16–19) 21 1.43 28 1.15 49 1.24
2 (20–19) 42 1.01 60 0.94 102 0.97
3 (30-39) 14 0.88 4 0.16 18 0.46
4 (40+) 7 0.33 7 0.17 14 0.24
SUM 84 0.87 99 0.70 183 0.76

Table 119: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in NZE

Figure 62: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in NZE

The near linear decrease in clause-medial LIKE with increasing age in Figure 62

indicates age-grading and a notable gender difference among speakers aged 30 to

39. What is remarkable in the present case is that it is not female speakers who

use clause-medial LIKE most, but males.

The final minimal model contains insignificant coefficients, which had to remain

in the model; dropping them would have resulted in unreliable coefficients, as they

would otherwise have been added to the reference category.
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MED Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -1.13 0.433 -2.61 < .01∗∗

SEX:Male 0.85 0.327 2.90 < .01∗∗

A2 -0.08 0.402 2.16 < .05∗

A3 -0.28 0.487 -0.59 .55
A4 -0.96 0.564 -1.70 < .1
PAI 0.16 0.023 7.02 < .001∗∗∗

ADC -073 0.277 -2.65 < .01∗∗

SML -0.26 0.247 -1.06 .28
SEX:Male:A2 -1.24 0.418 -2.97 < .01∗∗

Table 120: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-medial LIKE in NZE

The regression model reports a gender difference in the expected direction.

Given that Figure 62 indicated that the gender difference is confined to speak-

ers in their thirties, it is somewhat surprising that gender breaches the level of

significance. When taking a closer look at the effect of gender within each age

cohort using χ2-tests (cf. Table 121), the regression report is somewhat qualified.

Indeed, χ2-results support the pattern of Figure 62, i.e. that the gender difference

is indeed confined to speakers aged 30 to 39. This result is, nonetheless, reflected

in the regression model as it reports a significant interaction between gender and

age group 3.

MED χ2-value df p-value Cramér’s ϕ
A1 (16-19) 2.269 1 .13 0.008
A2 (20-29) 0.343 1 .55 0.001
A3 (30-39) 10.763 1 p < .01∗∗ 0.018
A3 (40+) 0.806 1 .36 0.003

Table 121: χ2-test results: the effect of gender on clause-medial LIKE within age
groups In NZE

The order of age coefficients suggests a monotonic decline, which typically sug-

gests age-grading. However, the significant coefficients for social class confirm sig-

nificant social layering implying that clause-medial LIKE is most common among

speakers in clerical and managerial occupations, i.e. in the central stratum. The
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social stratification adds weight the assumption that age-grading alone is insuf-

ficient to account for the variation in LIKE use. Thus, the social stratification

reported by the regression model confirms that LIKE is the subject of ongoing

real-time change (Labov 2001: 319–320).

7.7.1.3 Clause-final LIKE

With respect to the function of clause-final LIKE, Miller (2009) states that it

”marks the clinching argument in an exploratory conversation” (Miller 2009: 335).

On first sight, this may be taken to imply that clause-final LIKE in NZE differs

functionally from equivalent uses in LIKE in IrE and EngE. With respect to IrE

and EngE, Jespersen (1954) claims that clause-final LIKE is primarily used ”paren-

thetically by inferiors addressing superiors to modify the whole of one’s statement,

a word or phrase, modestly indicating that one’s choice of words was not, per-

haps, quite feliticious” (Jespersen 1954: 417). In NZE on the other hand, Miller’s

analysis suggests that it has a focusing function rather than a hedging one (cf.

(109)).

(109) a. [D]on’t make that face at me like. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-015$A)

b. [O]h we’ll set it up like. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-088$A)

c. [H]e <,> this t yeah i just came up like. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-

047$D)

In her extensive and detailed discourse-pragmatic analysis of clause-final LIKE

in IrE, Columbus (2009) finds that Jespersen’s (1954) analysis is inadequate to

account for the majority of instances occurring in the Irish component of the

ICE. In fact, Columbus (2009) concludes that clause-final LIKE functions as an

emphatic focus marker, complementing Miller’s (2009) analysis of similar uses in

NZE and Miller and Weinert’s (1995) account of clause-final LIKE in SctE. In

other words, the implied difference between regionally bound discourse functions

appears to be attributable to the superficial study of this vernacular form by

Jespersen (1954) rather than to an actual functional dissonance.
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (16–19) 1 0.10 4 0.16 5 0.14
2 (20–19) 4 0.15 10 0.13 14 0.14
3 (30-39) 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00
4 (40+) 1 0.03 0 0.00 1 0.01
SUM 6 0.09 14 0.09 20 0.09

Table 122: Age and gender distribution of clause-final LIKE in NZE

Figure 63: Age and gender distribution of clause-final LIKE in NZE

As clause-final LIKE is relatively scarce compared with clause-initial and clause-

medial uses of LIKE (Miller 2009: 334), it is not surprising that the regression

model used in the analysis of cause-final LIKE failed to outperform the baseline

model. Hence, more robust χ2-tests are used to evaluate meaningful correlations

between the predictor variables and the frequency of clause-final LIKE. The χ2-

statistics confirm a significant correlation between the use of clause-final LIKE

and age, showing that older speakers use clause-final LIKE less than expected.
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In other words, younger speakers use it more often than expected when age did

not significantly affect the use of this type of LIKE (A1 v A3: χ2= 9.79, df= 1,

p< .001∗∗∗, Cramér’s ϕ=0.01, A2v A3: χ2= 34.94, df= 1, p< .001∗∗∗, Cramér’s

ϕ=0.01). Gender, on the other hand, does not have a significant impact (χ2=

0.505, df= 1, p=.43).

7.7.1.4 Non-clausal LIKE

This section deals with the syntactically unbound, non-clausal uses of LIKE, as in

(110), which were not included in Miller’s (2009) analysis.

(110) a. [I] i i give credit for um like for for like the samoan debaters even

though we came second. (ICE New Zealand:S1A-058$T)

b. [W]hat i was going to do was photocopy it on colour paper with like

um (ICE New Zealand:S1A-096$A)

c. [T]hey like well i mean they might not know too much about it. (ICE

New Zealand:S1A-088$B)

As in other regional varieties, syntactically unbound instances of LIKE serve as

floor-holding devices and, thus, function primarily as processing time buyers. The

use of non-clausal LIKE thus conforms closely to functionally and syntactically

similar instances in other regional varieties.

The next section dedicates itself to the sociolinguistic distribution of LIKE in

NZE.

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (16–19) 9 0.71 19 0.77 28 0.75
2 (20–19) 22 0.51 49 0.67 71 0.61
3 (30-39) 3 0.15 5 0.22 8 0.19
4 (40+) 1 0.04 7 0.19 8 0.13
SUM 35 0.36 80 0.52 115 0.46

Table 123: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in NZE

324



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

Figure 64: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in NZE

As with both clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE, syntactically unbound

uses of LIKE show a near-linear negative correlation with age in apparent-time.

In contrast to clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE, the use of non-clausal LIKE

is apparently not affected by gender, as the lines Figure 64 are almost identical.

The following statistical analysis aims at confirming these tentative impressions.

NON Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -1.42 0.303 -4.70 < .001∗∗∗

A2 -0.12 0.288 1.45 .14
A3 -0.42 0.446 -0.95 .33
A4 -0.68 0.467 -1.46 .14
PAI 0.15 0.027 5.43 < .001∗∗∗

Table 124: Results of the multivariate regression for non-clausal LIKE in NZE

The age stratification resembles the common monotonic decline, implying that

the older a speakers is, the less likely it is that he or she uses non-clausal LIKE.
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The positive correlation between the use of non-clausal LIKE and the PAI index

indicates that this variant of LIKE clusters in certain conversations. Moreover, the

multivariate analysis confirms the impression derived from Figure 64, according

to which the use of non-clausal LIKE is not gendered and indicates that it is not

significantly socially stratified.

Unfortunately, the date of data compilation is not given in this ICE component,

and the apparent-time analysis cannot be validated from an additional real-time

perspective.

7.7.2 Summary: LIKE use in New Zealand English

The analysis of LIKE in NZE has shown that this non-standard feature is salient in

contemporary NZE vernacular: nearly two thirds of the speakers in the ICE data

used this non-standard feature at least once. Following Nevalainen and Raumolin-

Brunberg (2003: 55), this large quantity suggests that any changes LIKE may have

undergone are nearing completion. The absence of social stratification in the case

of clause-initial, clause-final, and non-clausal LIKE corroborates this interpreta-

tion. However, this depiction does not fully apply to clause-medial LIKE, as the

evidence shows that clause-medial LIKE is both gendered and socially stratified.

The complex social embedding of clause-medial LIKE implies ongoing change and

that the use of this form has not yet fully diffused through all social strata. Inter-

estingly, clause-medial LIKE is not more common in female but in male speech.

A likely explanation for the male lead in the present case is a combination of both

overt stigmatization and a male dominated change.

This male lead calls into doubt claims which assert that, with regard to the

spread of LIKE in ”the New Zealand context, the pivotal role of women re-

mains fundamental” (D’Arcy 2007: 391). The crucial point here is why this

male-dominated change does not disappear without a trace as in the majority

of male-dominated changes (Labov 2001: 462). One possibility relates to socio-

cultural influx and the quantity of contact. According to Labov (2001: 461–463),

male-dominated changes typically vanish as the incoming form is not transmitted

in sufficient quantities to children through the input of their primary care-takers.

In the case of LIKE, this is probably not the most relevant factor. The ascen-
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dency of LIKE is more closely linked to associations of this form with its perceived

reference group, i.e. US American adolescents (Buchstaller 2001b). Hence, it is

primarily not a matter of first language acquisition and thus generational change,

but a matter of identity marking via linguistic means and thus a case of lexical

diffusion best described as communal change. In light of these considerations,

the male lead corroborates the assumption that during its implementation into

the local system, LIKE itself – and very likely also the attitudes associated with

it – have undergone re-interpretation, which triggered the emergence of distinct

sociolinguistic profiles. This attitudinal-change hypothesis is appealing, as it can

potentially account for male instead of female preferences or even the absence of

systematic gender differences.

Taking this perspective also provides a handle on the stigmatization of this ver-

nacular feature. The problem appears to be two-fold: younger speakers probably

perceive this feature to be a progressive, anti-authoritarian, innovative feature of

American vernacular English, while among older speakers, it is more likely to be

recognized merely as a local non-standard feature on a par with clause-final LIKE.

Adding weight to this view is that a similar development is described by Hickey

(2003) with respect to the diffusion of certain phonological features in IrE. Hickey

(2003: 360) concludes that the mass media, despite being commonly neglected

as a medium of linguistic change, has substantially affected the dissemination of

a late phonological change. Applying Hickey’s (2003) argument to the spread

of LIKE in NZE would mean that it is not the primary care-takers that matter

most, but that it is sufficient exposure of the New Zealand youth to vernacular

uses of clause-medial LIKE in AmE-dominated media that has played the decisive

role. It is crucial to remember that the association of any linguistic form with a

social reference group is initially arbitrary (Labov 2001: 307), thus allowing for

male-dominated changes. Only the cultural paradigm that primary care-takers are

first and foremost females causes the vast majority of changes to be dominated by

females rather than by males.

Whatever the real motivation for this change may be, the question remains as

to why this change should be dominated by males and not by females. Figure 62

indicates that the most pronounced gender difference exists among speakers in

their thirties. In fact, the female rate of LIKE use is almost negligible and mirrors
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the rate of speakers aged 40 and older. In contrast, males show a notable apparent-

time increase in their use of clause-medial LIKE between the ages of 40 and 30

indexing that they were the first to adopt this incoming variant. Only later do the

rates of males and females converge. The apparent-time distribution thus strongly

suggests that the males adopted this form more readily than females, possibly due

to its similarity with clause-final uses. Indeed, clause-final uses of LIKE have been

attested in NZE for at least 60 or so years (D’Arcy 2007: 401):

[T]he marker is also attested in recordings of elderly speakers made by the New

Zealand National Broadcasting Service in 1946–48. These data document the

speech of native New Zealanders born in the period from 1851 to 1919. The vast

majority of these speakers’ parents had emigrated to New Zealand from England,

Ireland, and Scotland; none had come from the United States.

The variety specificity of the NZE setting should, however, not be overstated

because, despite the male lead, the distribution and functionality of LIKE conforms

rather closely to the American usage pattern. What is remarkable here is that the

similarity and stability of usage patterns challenge the assumption that exclusively

quality face-to-face contact enables complete acquisition, while media exposure

transmits only superficial aspects of the grammar of innovations. Indeed, the

instances of clause-medial LIKE in New Zealand appear indistinguishable from

equivalent uses in AmE. However, more fine-grained studies are required to confirm

this functional similarity.

With respect to age, the present study unanimously confirms a negative, ap-

proximately linear correlation between the subtypes of LIKE and the age of speak-

ers. This apparent-time distribution shows that younger speakers use LIKE signifi-

cantly more than older speakers and implies a recess in LIKE use in apparent-time.

Other than age, the extra-linguistic variables are almost negligible and fail to pre-

dict the frequency of overall LIKE use, as well as the clause-initial and non-clausal

LIKE use better than chance.

Only clause-medial LIKE is sensitive to the socio-economic status of speakers,

as those on the higher end of the socioeconomic hierarchy are less likely to use

clause-medial LIKE than speakers on the lower end. There are at least two vi-

able explanations for this finding. Firstly, this social stratification may index that

clause-medial LIKE has not as yet diffused through all social strata. Secondly
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LIKE may have undergone a transformation which triggered its use as a social

index. The first assumption is readily testable, as it predicts that the correlation

with the social status of speakers will wane as its diffusion through society contin-

ues. The second hypothesis is less readily testable, but corroborated by the fact

that the male lead is already suggestive of the fact that the associations attached

to LIKE have undergone modification, allowing it to gain new, variety-specific

connotations.

7.8 LIKE in Filipino English

Filipino or Philippine English (PhiE) is an interesting variety to look at with re-

spect to LIKE use, as it is ”not a product of British but of American colonial

expansion” (Schneider 2007: 140). Although this colonial history is limited to

the twentieth century, its linguistic impact has been intense ”with the language

having spread very rapidly” (Schneider 2007: 140). Nevertheless, PhiE ”tends to

be monostylistic and close to the written norms” (Schneider 2007: 141; Gonzales

2004: 12), while in informal settings speakers prefer Tagalog or the mixed variety

called Taglish, i.e. a blend of Tagalog and English (Schneider 2007: 141; Gonzales

2004: 12). The question at hand is whether its colonial history is reflected in

the vernacular use of LIKE, i.e. whether LIKE use in PhiE follows the Ameri-

can pattern, which uses high frequencies of clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE.

Despite the assertion that PhiE is rather close to the written standard and not

the language of choice in intimate, informal conversation, the survey of LIKE use

across varieties of English showed that LIKE use in PhiE follows the American

pattern with remarkable similarity. The following analysis will probe more deeply

into this assertion and evaluate the degree to which this analogy holds.

As before, we will have a look at the basic statistics in the data to get a first

impression of its structure before analyzing it in greater detail. Of the 200 speakers

present in the data, 121 make use of LIKE at least once, i.e. over sixty percent

of the speakers of PhiE used this marker in the present data. The rather large

proportion of speakers using this pragmatic marker shows that LIKE is common

in PhiE.

The data summarized in Table 125 provide the basic statistics of the Philippine
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data and show a first rough impression of LIKE use in this regional variety.

N (total) Mean (LIKE ptw) Median (LIKE ptw) Standard deviation (s)
LIKE 452 2.228 1.143 3.006

Table 125: Overview of LIKE use in PhiE

According to Table 125, LIKE is notably frequent in PhiE, with a mean slightly

above two instances per 1,000 words and a median above one instance per 1,000

words. Although this difference is larger than the difference between mean and

median in NZE, this rather moderate difference indicates that LIKE is not only

widely used in this regional variety, but also that it is distributed rather homoge-

nously among speakers of PhiE.

Figure 65: Rate of LIKE variants in PhiE

With the exception of a significantly lower frequency of non-clausal LIKE, the

distribution pattern of LIKE variants in PhiE mirrors the distribution of NZE. The

two most frequently used variants are doubtlessly clause-initial and clause-medial

LIKE, while the use of clause-final and non-clausal LIKE is mostly negligible.

Table 126 reports a substantial female lead across all age groups and a negative

correlation between age and LIKE use, as speakers above age 41 seem not to have
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MALE FEMALE
AGE SpeakersWords LIKE LIKE Total ALL

(N) (mean) (N) (mean) (N) (mean)
1 (16–20) 79 76,816 25 2.19 204 2.72 229 2.65
2 (21–30) 76 69,255 65 2.34 103 2.45 168 2.41
3 (31–40) 25 31,707 10 0.84 35 1.86 45 1.49
4 (41+) 15 11,897 0 0.00 2 0.41 2 0.22
NA 3 3,402 – – – – 8 2.78
SUM 198 193,077 100 1.75 352 2.42 452 2.23

Table 126: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in PhiE

acquired this pragmatic marker at all. This indicates that LIKE is highly sensitive

to age in PhiE. To evaluate the female lead, Figure 66 shows LIKE use with respect

to the age and gender of speakers.

Figure 66: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in PhiE

According to Figure 66, the gender of speakers is probably insignificant, as

all confidence intervals of parallel age groups overlap. Moreover, LIKE seems to

have entered the speech of females during the 1980s and has stabilized in terms of
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frequency, as the curve in Figure 66 appears to level. Male speakers, on the other

hand, followed an initial female lead, adopting LIKE slightly later. As Figure 66

indicates the absence of a real gender difference, male and female speakers are

collapsed in Figure 67 to provide a maximally informative depiction of the age-

grading in LIKE use.

Figure 67: Age and gender distribution of LIKE in PhiE

The distribution of LIKE use across age groups in Figure 67 suggests that

LIKE use may have rapidly droped by speakers twenty years ago, i.e. speakers

now aged 31 to 40. In the more recent past, the speed with which this incoming

form has been adopted decreased, leading to a shallower slope among the younger

cohorts. Before proceeding with the analysis of other social factors, we will briefly

look at the age distributions of the subtypes of LIKE to inform ourselves about

whether distinct types of LIKE exhibit different sociolinguistic profiles with respect

to age. According to the pattern emerging from Figure 67, it may be hypothesized

that this trend in age-grading is not uniform across all variants of LIKE, but that

clause-medial LIKE is more heavily age-graded than clause-initial LIKE.

Figure 68 corroborates the notion that the degree and pattern of age-grading

is type-specific, as clause-initial LIKE is only mildly affected by the age of speak-
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Figure 68: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE

ers, while clause-medial LIKE exhibits an almost linear negative correlation with

increasing age. The fact that these two forms differ with respect to their degree

and pattern of age-grading is suggestive of ongoing change, but again, this pattern

may also reflect stable age-grading. In order to get a more detailed impression, the

LIKE use of speakers with different occupations is plotted below to inspect possi-

ble correlations between social and linguistic stratification as additional indicators

of ongoing change.

Unfortunately, the Philippine data does not contain speakers falling into the

category ”skilled and unskilled manual labor”, which limits the validity of occu-

pation as an explanatory parameter. Figure 69 alludes to an absence of social

stratification of LIKE use.

7.8.1 Statistical analysis of LIKE usage in New Zealand

English

The following statistical analysis evaluates the intuitions derived from the sum-

maries and graphical displays, and seeks to evaluate general tendencies of LIKE use

in PhiE. As this statistical analysis is more powerful than mere visual inspections,

it may help to uncover correlations which have previously escaped detection.

Poisson regressions are used to detect possible correlations between the fre-

quencies of LIKE and the age (A1 = 16 to 20, A2 = 21 to 30, A3 = 31 to 40, A4

= 41 years and older), gender (SEX), occupation (OCC) and the first language

(L1) of speakers, as well as interactions between age and gender. As before, the

333



The discourse marker LIKE Martin Schweinberger

Figure 69: Frequency of LIKE in PhiE with respect to occupation

initial saturated models are fitted in a step-wise procedure and subsequently ar-

rive at a minimal adequate model that contains only predictors whose coefficients

are significant. The explanatory power of final minimal adequate models is tested

by comparing their predictive power to baseline models containing only the inter-

cept as predictor variable. The same procedure is applied to study the effect of

age, gender, and occupation on the frequency of clause-initial LIKE, clause-medial

LIKE, and syntactically unbound LIKE without scope, i.e. non-clausal LIKE.

ALL Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) 0.97 0.133 7.28 < .001∗∗∗

A2 -0.09 0.203 -0.46 .64
A3 -0.55 0.238 -2.32 < .05∗

A4 -2.29 0.671 -3.41 < .001∗∗∗

Table 127: Results of the multivariate regression for LIKE in PhiE

The final minimal adequate model is statistically significant (χ2= 14.376, df=
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1, p< .01∗∗), and reports negative correlations between the frequency of LIKE and

age.

The output thus confirms the existence of age-grading and the increasing neg-

ative values of the coefficients imply a negative near-linear correlation between

LIKE use and age. This implies not only the absence of interactions between the

age and the sex of speakers; it also means that none of the predictor variables

other than age are able to predict the overall frequency of LIKE use better than

chance.

7.8.1.1 Clause-initial LIKE

Although clause-initial LIKE, as in (111), is common in PhiE, the multivariate

analysis fails to detect meaningful correlations between the predictor variables

and the frequencies of this subtype of LIKE.

(111) a. Like my uncle who’s an American himself didn’t like a beach in North

Carolina I guess. (ICE Philippines:S1A-022$B)

b. Like how much is it? (ICE Philippines:S1A-041$B)

c. Like if you’re a fourth year can you just like walk through a crowd of

third years and everybody would like step aside. (ICE Philippines:S1A-

029$B)

MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (16–20) 9 0.58 54 0.78 63 0.75
2 (21–30) 23 0.78 44 1.00 67 0.91
3 (31-40) 4 0.35 15 0.95 19 0.73
4 (41+) 0 0.00 2 0.40 2 0.21
SUM 36 0.57 115 0.85 151 0.77

Table 128: Age and gender distribution of clausal-initial LIKE in PhiE

The relative frequencies in Table 128 and Figure 70 clearly indicate age strat-

ification, with a peak among speakers 21 to 30 and a consistent gender difference
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with a female lead. The age-stratification disagrees with the general trend of a

monotonic declining pattern. Indeed, the distribution follows a curvilinear pattern,

as the use of LIKE is most salient among speakers in their twenties and thirties

while there is a notable recess among teenagers.

Figure 70: Age and gender distribution of clause-initial LIKE in PhiE

Although this variant of LIKE is widespread in PhiE, the multivariate analysis

fails to detect meaningful correlations between the predictor variables and the

frequencies of this subtype of LIKE. Hence, none of the extra-linguistic variables

correlate significantly with the rate of LIKE use. Despite not being statistically

validated, Figure 70 suggests a consistent female bias across all age groups. To

probe more deeply into this aspect, this gender difference is re-evaluated using

χ2-tests.

Although the χ2-tests fail to detect a gender difference within each age group,

they are able to confirm an overall female lead, which nevertheless has only an

extremely weak effect. Hence, clause-medial LIKE is used significantly more often

by female speakers of PhiE. What is especially noteworthy is the curvilinear age

stratification. This pattern suggests not an increase in LIKE use but, the opposite:
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AGE χ2 df p-value Cramér’s ϕ
1 (16–20) 0.065 1 .79 0.00
2 (21–30) 1.392 1 .23 0.00
3 (31–40) 2.020 1 .15 0.00
ALL 5.019 1 p < .05∗ 0.00

Table 129: χ2-test results: the effect of gender on clause-medial LIKE within age
groups in PhiE

it appears that LIKE use is receding significantly among speakers below the age of

20. The question arises as to why LIKE use is waning among these young speakers.

7.8.1.2 Clause-medial LIKE

In PhiE, clause-medial LIKE, as in (112), is the most frequent variant of LIKE

with respect to its rate, but not with respect to the speakers who use it: of the 198

speakers in the present data, 73 used this form, while 79 used clause-initial LIKE.

(112) a. They were like so stupid and mindless. (ICE Philippines:S1A-041$B)

b. Uh uhm yeah unlike for us we have to like wait uh-huh. (ICE Philippines:S1A-

013$A)

c. According to my sister the the scariest part of the movie was like in the

beginning when the little boy entered the kitchen. (ICE Philippines:S1A-

012$A)

Despite being equally common, their distributional profiles differ notably: while

clause-initial LIKE appeared to wane among teenagers, this is certainly not the

situation we observe for clause-medial LIKE.
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (16–20) 10 0.99 111 1.40 121 1.35
2 (21–30) 23 0.72 41 1.06 64 0.93
3 (31-40) 3 0.27 10 0.48 13 0.40
4 (41+) 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00
SUM 36 0.61 162 1.10 198 0.96

Table 130: Age and gender distribution of clausal-medial LIKE in PhiE

Figure 71: Age and gender distribution of clause-medial LIKE in PhiE

Both Table 130 and Figure 71 indicate the use of clause-medial LIKE complies

with the typical recess of LIKE use with increasing age. Indeed, this recess is

near linear and accompanied by an increasing gender difference, which is most

pronounced among the youngest speakers and diminishes towards older cohorts.

Although the multivariate analysis confirms a gender difference in the expected

direction, its effect size is too weak to breach the common five percent level of

significance. The age stratification is also confirmed by the increasing negative
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MED Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -0.81 0.209 -3.87 < .001∗∗∗

SEX:Male -0.29 0.263 -1.10 .26
A2 -0.27 0.239 -1.14 .25
A3 -0.45 0.320 -1.43 .15
A4 -16.42 0.331 -49.543 < .001∗∗∗

PAI 0.14 0.013 10.414 < .001∗∗∗

Table 131: Results of the multivariate regression for clause-medial LIKE in PhiE

values of the coefficients. The extreme value reported for speakers above age 41,

i.e. age group 4, results from the fact that clause-medial LIKE is practically non-

existent among these speakers. What seems to have happened is that this variant

has only recently entered this speech community so that speakers over age 42 have

not been sufficiently exposed to this variant of LIKE and have, hence, not acquired

its use.

Returning to age stratification, one can observe that clause-initial and clause-

medial LIKE follow distinct patterns. As has been argued in the previous section,

clause-initial LIKE is receding among teenagers while the opposite is true of the

clause-medial form. The latter indeed is peaking among speakers between 16 to

20 years of age. First of all, the opposing trends show that LIKE is not generally

waning in PhiE, but that the decrease is confined to the clause-initial form. Sec-

ondly, not only do the age patterns reflect opposing tendencies, but the degree of

the gender difference does also: while steadily increasing with age in the case of

clause-initial LIKE, the opposite holds true for clause-medial LIKE. Indeed, the

gender difference is most salient among teenagers with respect to the latter form.

7.8.1.3 Clause-final LIKE

Due to the low number of instances, it is futile to run a regression model for

clause-final uses of LIKE as in (113).

(113) a. There was one time that you told me you missed kids like. (ICE

Philippines:S1A-066#B)
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b. Do you have do you have uniforms there like. (ICE Philippines:S1A-

029#A)

c. Yeah but I think it’s more <,> it’s more of a case to case basis like.

(ICE Philippines:S1A-040#B)

There are a total of 10 instances of clause-final LIKE in the Philippines data,

all uttered by different speakers, which indicates that the use of this variant is

not an idiosyncracy of one or two individuals. Of the ten speakers who used the

clause-final type of LIKE, eight are female and only two male, but all are below

age 34. Nine of these ten speakers also used other variants.

χ2-tests do, however, confirm a significant correlation between the use of clause-

final LIKE and age, as older speakers use clause-final LIKE less than expected, i.e.

younger speakers use it more often than expected when age did not significantly

affect the use of this type of LIKE (A1 v A3: χ2= 9.79, df= 1, p< .001∗∗∗, Cramér’s

ϕ=0.01, A2v A3: χ2= 34.94, df= 1, p < .001∗∗∗, Cramér’s ϕ=0.01).

Based on this distribution, it seems that a number of younger speakers of

PhiE have adopted LIKE into their linguistic repertoire, but failed to differentiate

between clause-medial LIKE and the clause-final form. Though this is speculative,

the scenario is not altogether implausible given that the Philippines have socio-

cultural influx from both the US and Australia. The linguistic input thus contains

both variants in sufficient proportions to trigger their adoption in this second-

language variety.

7.8.1.4 Non-clausal LIKE

Despite is low mean frequency, non-clausal LIKE (cf. (114)) is not uncommon in

this variety: nearly one quarter of the speakers in the ICE data, i.e. 48 of 198,

used it.

(114) a. In high school we like <,> we sit around watch T V second. (ICE

Philippines:S1A-033$B)

b. Uhm like he would uh he would promise like he would you know get

up on certain days . . . (ICE Philippines:S1A-010$B)

c. Agh <,> like <,> yeah don’t you think it would be better if it was

like that. (ICE Philippines:S1A-048$A)
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MALE FEMALE
AGE LIKE

(N)
LIKE

(mean)
LIKE
(N)

LIKE
(mean)

SUM (N) ALL (mean)

1 (16–20) 4 0.45 30 0.40 34 0.41
2 (21–30) 17 0.58 12 0.22 29 0.36
3 (31-40) 3 0.22 9 0.37 12 0.31
4 (41+) 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00
SUM 24 0.42 51 0.31 75 0.34

Table 132: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in PhiE

Figure 72: Age and gender distribution of non-clausal LIKE in PhiE

Figure 72 suggests a slight decrease in LIKE use with increasing age. Nonethe-

less, there is a notable recess in LIKE use between speakers in their thirties and

speakers older than 41. The gender of speakers does not systematically affect LIKE

use, as the difference between males and females is not only minute but also lacks

consistency.

The multivariate analysis indicates a significant difference between the use of

LIKE by teenagers and speakers above the age of 41. Moreover, the regression
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NON Estimate
(coefficient)

Std. Error z value Pr(> |z|)

(Intercept) -1.77 0.253 -7.01 < .001∗∗∗

A2 0.23 0.335 -0.68 .49
A3 0.14 0.379 0.37 .70
A4 -15.59 0.357 -43.64 < .001∗∗∗

PAI 0.12 0.020 6.11 < .001∗∗∗

Table 133: Results of the multivariate regression for non-clausal LIKE in PhiE

model does not report a monotonic recess of LIKE use with increasing age. Thus,

the trend observable in Figure 72 is unreliable and may well be a result of chance

rather than systematic differences among these age groups. Concerning gender, the

statistical model corroborates the impression that there is no significant difference

between the genders. With exception of the PAI index, none of the other predictor

variables are significantly correlated with the frequencies of this subtype of LIKE.

7.8.2 Evaluation of the apparent-time construct

As in the preceding analyses, I will evaluate the apparent-time hypothesis by

examining the use of LIKE in real-time. The most meaningful way to verify

whether age-grading in apparent-time reflects ongoing change in real-time is, of

course, to examine, whether the frequencies of LIKE differ with respect to the date

of data collection (cf. Figure 73).
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Figure 73: Frequency of LIKE in PhiE with respect to the date of data compilation

The results displayed in Figure 73 corroborate the assumption that LIKE is

undergoing change in real-time even though the span of time is merely ten or so

years. Unfortunately, the data compiled from 2002 to 2005 had to be excluded,

since the small numbers of speakers rendered it unreliable. Indeed, this data com-

piled between 2002 and 2005 represents a sample of only nine speakers. Including

the results of the latest period would skew the overall tendency and lead to under-

stating the actual rate of change in LIKE use. To get an additional perspective

on the data, the proportion of speakers who have used LIKE during the different

stages of data compilation are displayed in Table 134 below.

The pattern which emerges substantiates the adequacy of the apparent-time

hypothesis as Table 134 strongly suggests ongoing change. Thus, Table 134 cor-
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LIKE users Non-LIKE users Ratio LIKE users of
all speakers (%)

D1 10 16 0.62 38.4
D2 106 57 1.85 65.0

Table 134: Use of clause-medial LIKE with respect to the date of data compilation

roborates the hypothesis that LIKE is increasing in frequency over time and thus

implies that LIKE is currently spreading in PhiE. The problematic issue is whether

this increase is a general trend which applies to all forms of LIKE or whether it is

confined to certain uses.

Type χ2 df p-value
INI D1 vs D2 1.826 1 .17
MED D1 vs D2 21.812 1 < .001∗∗∗

NON D1 vs D2 4.874 1 < .05∗

Table 135: χ2-test results: the effect of the date of data compilation on the use of
types of LIKE

The χ2-statistics confirm a correlation between the date of data compilation

and the occurrence of clause-medial and non-clausal LIKE. Clause-initial LIKE,

however, does not significantly correlate with the date of data compilation. In

other words, the most notable increase is observable with respect to clause-medial

LIKE and to a lesser but still significant degree to non-clausal LIKE. The difference

between functionally distinct types of LIKE strongly suggests that the increase is

more or less confined to clause-medial LIKE. Given the fact that this increase in

the use of this variant of LIKE appears to be a global trend, there is reason to

belief that the slight increase in the rate of non-clausal LIKE is a subsequent effect

resulting from the inability of speakers to differentiate between these two forms.

Hence, one could maintain that the increase in non-clausal LIKE is dependent on

the success of clause-medial LIKE and would not have taken place independently.

Since the increase may be confined to certain age cohorts as in IrE, we need to

take age into consideration (cf. Table 136). The data are, hence, split into different

age groups, and each age group is analyzed in isolation. Subsequently, the values
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of the data that have been compiled earlier are compared with the values of data

compiled later. The values are tested for significance using non-parametric t-tests.

The oldest age group had to be excluded, as they were distributed too unevenly

to provide reliable results.

A1 (16-20) A2 (21-30) A3 (31-40)
All variants combined -3.129∗∗∗ n.s. -3.037∗∗

Clause-initial LIKE n.s. n.s. -2.138∗

Clause-medial LIKE n.s. n.s. -2.449∗

Clause-final LIKE -2.304∗ -2.180∗ N.A.
Non-clausal LIKE 4.514∗∗∗ -3.733∗∗∗ n.s.

Table 136: LIKE use with respect to AGE and the date of data compilation

The fact that the t-tests report insignificant values for all age groups confirms

change in real-time. In addition, the negative t-values confirm significant increases

and thus corroborate that the trajectory of this change points in the expected

direction. Only non-clausal LIKE has decreased among post-adolescents but shows

a notable increase among speakers in their twenties. Contrary to the Irish setting,

the real-time change is not confined to younger cohorts but affects all age groups.

In fact, speakers in their thirties exhibit a notable increase in the use of both

clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE while speakers in their twenties show an

increase in clause-final and non-clausal LIKE use. Post-adolescents do not show

a coherent trend, as they exhibit an increase in the use of non-clausal LIKE, but

a decrease in clause-final LIKE while the rates of neither clause-initial nor clause

final LIKE change significantly.

These observations are startling as they indicate that speakers beyond adoles-

cence in particular tend to accept LIKE into their grammar, while the rates of

post-adolescents and young adults do not increase considerably. The acceptance

of LIKE, particularly by speakers in their thirties, points towards a change in

perception. While LIKE commonly indexes adolescence or youth, this association

appears to be waning among PhiE speakers, suggesting variety-specific attitudinal

re-interpretation.
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7.8.3 Summary: LIKE use in Filipino English

The present analysis shows that LIKE has become a remarkably common feature

in PhiE, as both its frequency and the proportion of speakers using it have nearly

doubled in a short ten-year period. As in most varieties, the age of speakers is

the strongest predictor for this non-standard feature, suggesting that LIKE use

is most salient among adolescents and young adults. This profile is suggestive

of age-grading, which would imply that speakers adapt their rate of LIKE as

they mature. The age stratification of each form of LIKE varies to a certain

extent, but younger speakers consistently show higher rates than older speakers.

The patterning of the age distribution is not uniform across all variants, which

implies that the consistency and the effect size of age is type-specific. Clause-

initial LIKE, for instance, is only mildly affected by age and follows a curvilinear

pattern, while clause-medial LIKE shows an almost linear negative correlation and

thus a monotonic recess with increasing age.

With the exception of gender, which has a significant albeit small effect on the

use of clause-initial LIKE, none of the extra-linguistic variables are significantly

correlated with vernacular uses of LIKE. The lack of such correlations suggests

an absence of social stratification and, hence, indicates a rather homogenous dis-

tribution. This is, however, not quite accurate. It should be remembered that

clause-medial LIKE in particular has significantly increased over a very short ten-

year period. While clause-medial LIKE follows a monotonic distribution which

points to a recess in use with age, it has not significantly increased among ado-

lescents and post- adolescents in real-time. In fact, Table 136 draws attention to

the fact that clause-medial LIKE has recently entered the speech of PhiE speakers

who are in their thirties. The confinement of this increase to older cohorts suggests

that social attitudes towards LIKE have been undergoing re-evaluation. During

this re-evaluation, previous associations are overridden, allowing LIKE to perco-

late into formerly constrained environments. In view of these considerations, it is

likely that the re-interpretation of social attitudes is a key factor in LIKE’s recent

increase. The resulting process of partial communal change, nonetheless, alone

fails to fully account for the extent of the increase observable in the Philippine

data. Hence, additional processes must be taken into account to interpret this
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rather dramatic change in real-time. The age distributions indicate that we are,

in addition to communal change, dealing with a combination of age-grading and

generational change. According to this view, the increase in LIKE use stems from

an inadequate adaptation of younger speakers to the communal grammar of their

elders. In other words, younger speakers, though adapting their rate of LIKE as

they mature still maintain a level of use slightly higher than the rate of older peers.

The higher rates of LIKE are subsequently dragged along as speakers mature.

In many, though not all aspects, the use of LIKE in PhiE is remarkably similar

to its use in AmE. The most salient similarity between these two varieties is the

bias towards clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE, while clause-final and non-

clausal LIKE are rather marginal phenomena. This finding is remarkable, given

that PhiE has been described as rather formal and close to the written standard

(Schneider 2007: 140). On a related note, the assertion that PhiE targets EngE

as the prestige variety taught at school does not match the results of the present

analysis. In fact, the frequencies obtained for LIKE suggest that vernacular uses of

LIKE have ingressed PhiE significantly earlier than EngE. The result of this is that

PhiE either lacks or has lost certain socio-cultural constraints which are decisive

in EngE, or that the exposure to AmE vernacular is even stronger than commonly

presumed. The real-time analysis has provided compelling evidence for the former.

Indeed, not only as PhiE speakers seem to view LIKE as being nativized (and thus

non-foreign): they seem to regard it primarily as a functional element rather than

a social index. Whatever the case, the present analysis shows PhiE has quickly

and forcefully adopted this vernacular feature alongside its pragmatic functions.
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Chapter 8

Global synopsis and discussion

The analysis of vernacular uses of LIKE in eight geographically non-continuous va-

rieties of English has provided valuable insights which offer a refined understand-

ing of how borrowings diffuse from one speech community to another and, more

importantly, how linguistic innovations diffuse through culturally distinct speech

communities. Indeed, the analysis depicts a complex interplay of supra-locally

stable tendencies, such as the monotonic age stratification and variety-specific

idiosyncrasies of LIKE use as, for instance, the degree and direction of gender

differences. Although these findings have partly been discussed in the respective

sections, a general discussion taking a broader view of the findings has still to be

provided. The following chapter therefore systematically reviews, discusses, and

interprets the findings of the previous chapters and contextualizes them in light

of contemporary sociolinguistic theory. The discussion consists of four parts. The

first part serves as an introduction, while the second part discusses the findings

for each positonal variant separately. The third part is a general discussion and

addresses the hypotheses one by one. Finally, the chapter closes with a discussion

of additional findings that the study has unearthed but which are not directly

associated with the evaluation of the hypotheses.
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8.1 Introductory remarks: the discourse marker

LIKE in selected varieties of English

In contrast to Underhill’s claim that LIKE ”may even now be becoming ar-

chaic” (Underhill 1988: 234), the results of the present study confirm that it

has doubtlessly conquered the English-speaking world. Indeed, it represents one

of the ”dramatic ’new’ discourse-pragmatic markers in the English language which

have gained considerable high-profile attention in recent years” (Tagliamonte 2005:

1897). Contrary to popular lore, the analysis has provided ample evidence confirm-

ing that LIKE is a salient and highly functional element in contemporary English

vernacular. Its ubiquity in informal discourse confutes assertions that it is con-

fined to the speech of adolescents, that it is a typically female feature, as popular

opinion suggests (cf. the discussion in D’Arcy 2007).

The systematic analysis of LIKE use demonstrates that the overall frequency

of this non-standard feature varies substantially between regional varieties ranging

from 0.49 in EngE to 4.38 instances per 1,000 words in CanE (cf. 18). The low

frequency of occurrences of LIKE in EngE is startling particularly as it suggests

a pronounced resistance to adopting this vernacular form. The British setting

indicates that LIKE was flatly rejected by EngE speakers until fairly recently,

which complies with Britain’s (2002: 618) second scenario in cases of contact

between global innovations and the local norms of a given speech community:

outright rejection (cf. Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009: 292). The British rejection

of LIKE is quite atypical, as quite different trends are observable in AmE, CanE,

IrE, JamE, NZE, PhiE where LIKE use is frequent and a salient feature of the

respective spoken varieties (cf. also D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007; Dailey-O’Cain

2000; Schweinberger 2012; Miller 2009; Siegel 2002; Tagliamonte 2005). In the

latter varieties, LIKE appears to be primarily – although not exclusively – an

identity marker, particularly among teenagers and young adults.

The intra-varietal analyses demonstrate that a superficial survey focusing merely

on the overall frequency of LIKE insufficiently captures the variety-specific usage

patterns. Probing more deeply into the functional employment of this form has

corroborated the functionality of vernacular uses of LIKE, thereby confirming pre-

vious analyses which challenge the hypothesis that LIKE is merely a meaningless

350



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

or functionally empty realization of a single and homogenous underlying form and

thus corroborates D’Arcy (2007: 395) on this issue:

To suggest that like is no more than a linguistic crutch, signaling hesitancy and a

lack of fluency or articulation (Siegel e.g. 2002: 47; see also citations in Diamond

2000, 2 and Levey 2003, 24), trivializes the complex juxtaposition of functions

performed by this lexeme in the spoken language (cf. Levey 2003). In recognizing

that numerous functions of like are operative in vernacular usage, the myth of

meaninglessness is simultaneously demystified.

In fact, studies which focus exclusively on the overall frequency of LIKE are

misleading and insufficient to account for the observable systematic differences

between regional varieties, which can only be detected when more fine-grained

functional analyses are applied. A case in point is the difference between IrE and

CanE. Despite the fact that IrE and CanE show almost identical per 1,000 word

rates of vernacular uses of LIKE, the varieties differ dramatically: instances of

LIKE in CanE are almost exclusively confined to clause-initial and clause-medial

uses of LIKE, while IrE owes its high overall rate to a substantial amount of the so-

called traditional clause-final form (cf. 18). There is an underlying systematicity

to the cross-varietal distribution of LIKE. In all varieties, except for IndE and IrE,

clause-initial and clause-medial occurrences make up the main share of all uses of

LIKE, and the patterning of LIKE use therefore resembles the AmE pattern of

LIKE use. This patterning corroborates previous research (Siemund et al. 2009),

which suggests that LIKE use follows two rather distinct distributional patterns

resembling the distinction between IrE and IndE on the one hand, and all other

varieties on the other hand. However, the present analysis has probed more deeply

into the matter, indicating that – as for instance the intermediate distributional

profiles of NZE suggest – there are not two distinct groups, but rather a continuum

on which regional varieties can be located.

The continuum on which the varieties fall can be regarded as one representing

the influence of AmE on the use of LIKE in other varieties of English: one end

of the continuum represents varieties which are more strongly influenced by AmE,

showing a pattern which approximates the positional profile of LIKE in AmE or

CanE, i.e. instances of LIKE are most commonly cases of clause-initial or clause-

medial LIKE as in PhiE and JamE. The other end of the continuum represents
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varieties showing a preference for clause-final (IrE) or non-clausal LIKE (IndE),

i.e. a non-AmE-like pattern. The latter varieties exhibit a wider variety of position

profiles, because LIKE use is not affected only by contact, as in varieties which

LIKE has only recently entered. For instance, the difference between the positional

profiles of IrE and CanE can be explained as follows: In IrE LIKE already has a

long history and clause-final LIKE is a fully functional element in IrE which is not

heavily age-sensitive. The positional profile of LIKE in IrE is thus a mixture of

the new pattern – dominance of clause-initial and clause-medial LIKE – and the

traditional Irish pattern, with a high frequency of clause-final LIKE. The situation

in Canada is quite different: LIKE only recently entered CanE, and LIKE use is

strongly influenced by AmE: thus it follows the AmE pattern. The positional

profile of LIKE in IndE is neither Irish nor American, because the target variety

of InE is EngE in which LIKE is very infrequent. The over-proportional use of

non-clausal LIKE shows that in IndE, speakers use LIKE not at all, or only partly

according to the AmE pattern, but have established their own way of using LIKE.

The differences in the varieties are therefore considered to spring from historical

sources (as in IrE where LIKE has a long-standing history), contact (with AmE) as

in CanE, which generally seems to follow the AmE pattern (despite some deviations

form the AmE pattern), and mechanisms of change (adaptation) in which different

social groups adopt LIKE as an identity marker (IndE).

To adequately capture the processes and mechanisms underlying the use of

non-standard occurrences of LIKE, it is necessary to review the specific variants

of LIKE in isolation. Thus, before turning to the discussion of the major findings

and an evaluation of the hypotheses, the following section will review the regional

differences of the respective types of LIKE.

8.1.1 Clause-initial LIKE

The analysis of instances of clause-initial LIKE has substantiated previous analy-

ses, which found that clause-initial LIKE introduces clausal specifications or elab-

orations of previous propositions or elements thereof (Miller 2009: 330). Such

instances of LIKE are a common and salient discourse element in all regional va-

rieties analyzed in the present study. The order of regional varieties based on the
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frequency of clause-initial LIKE is similar to the ranking based on overall LIKE

use (cf. Figure 13) – with only AmE falling two levels. On average, clause-initial

instances of LIKE constitute roughly a third ( 31 percent) of all vernacular uses

of LIKE (cf. Table 20). Indeed, their share ranges from a little over 23 percent of

all occurrences in AmE to over 40 percent in CanE (cf. Table 20). In addition to

other differences, this disparity between CanE and AmE draws attention to the

fact that despite their geographical proximity and having been regarded as one

supra-regional variety, i.e. North American English, (cf. e.g. D’Arcy 2007), they

exhibit some noteworthy differences in their usage patterns of LIKE. For instance,

CanE also exhibits a higher degree of social stratification of LIKE use than AmE.

8.1.2 Clause-medial LIKE

Clause-medial LIKE, the so-called innovative discourse particle (cf. Andersen 2001;

D’Arcy 2005; D’Arcy 2007), is probably the most intriguing variant among ver-

nacular uses of LIKE. Indeed, it is this form that has received most scholarly

attention and is ”possibly the most familiar” (Miller 2009: 332) and prototypical

form of discourse marker LIKE. As has become apparent in this study, clause-

medial LIKE has, and still is, undergoing a rather dramatic change. Indeed, it

appears as if the changes we observe among other forms of LIKE are secondary

phenomena. The increase in the use of other variants of LIKE is best portrayed

as a consequence of the rapid diffusion of clause-medial LIKE, which caused not

only the frequency of clause-medial LIKE itself to increase dramatically, but also

the frequencies of other, positionally distinct uses of LIKE. In essence, this is a

consequence of speakers failing to differentiate between clause-medial LIKE and

related though distinct forms of LIKE. In this view, the global diffusion of the

virulent clause-medial variant during the latter half of the twentieth century has

triggered an increase in the frequency of all variants of LIKE.

Clause-medial LIKE is well attested in all varieties investigated in this study

and, with the exception of IndE, IrE, and NZE, the most frequently used variant.

Remarkably, it is not AmE in which clause-medial LIKE is most frequent, but

CanE. This is particularly striking for two reasons. Firstly this form has been

described as an American borrowing (Andersen 2001: 287); and secondly, the
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belief that LIKE is a typical American or more specifically a Californian feature

is very widespread, as it is not only part of popular lore (D’Arcy 2007), but it has

also been propagated in the media (cf. e.g. Johnson 1998; Mehren 1999; Osmers-

Gordon 2008) and in scholarly linguistics (cf. Andersen 2001: 216).

8.1.3 Clause-final LIKE

Despite being attested almost exclusively in Celtic varieties of English (cf. Miller

2009), clause-final LIKE is present in all regional varieties analysed in the present

study. Although it is generally used rather infrequently, clause-final LIKE is ex-

tremely common in IrE which supports the hypothesis that it is a typically ’north-

ern’ phenomenon (Miller and Weinert 1995: 368). The present analysis therefore

substantiates previous claims according to which this traditional element has been

associated mainly with the British Isles. The ICE data are not fully congruent

with D’Arcy’s (2007: 413) finding that the use of clause-final LIKE is confined to

the oldest members of the Toronto English speech community: the ICE data not

only show that 25 of 245 Canadian speakers used this form at least once, but also

that it is not confined to speakers above the age of 60, being distributed rather

evenly among age cohorts.

Although being attested in AmE (Schourup 1982: 47), the use of clause-final

LIKE is negligible in this variety. The American data contained only a single

instance which draws attention to another difference between AmE and CanE re-

garding LIKE use. With respect to its functional employment, Jespersen’s claim

that clause-final LIKE is used parenthetically ”to modify the whole of one’s state-

ment, a word or phrase” (Jespersen 1954: 417) requires qualification, because the

ICE data show that it is predominantly used to focus preceding utterances or

constituents (cf. also Columbus 2009). This implies that the clause-final vari-

ant is functionally equivalent to clause-medial LIKE, despite a difference in its

directionality of scope.

8.1.4 Non-clausal LIKE

Syntactically unbound instances of LIKE introduce phrasal specifications, indicate

repairs, and buy processing time. Such instances of LIKE have been met with de-
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rision by prescriptivists and have been described as meaningless and considered

symptomatic of careless speech (Newman 1974: 15). Although syntactically un-

bound uses of LIKE are most adequately described as filler items, they are not

merely parenthetical, but serve as floor-holding devices indicating that the speaker

wants to continue the turn.

Non-clausal LIKE is common in all regional varieties, and their average fre-

quency amounts to 0.45 instances per 1,000 words which translates into a fifth of

all LIKE uses. With the exception of its high rate in IndE, syntactically unbound

LIKE is rather inconspicuous. However, the high rate in IndE offers intriguing

insights into the adaptive processes at work during localized implementation of

globally available features (cf. section 8.3.2). Over 40 percent of all instances of

LIKE in IndE are syntactically unbound which is about twice the quantity of the

cross-varietal average. The high proportion of non-clausal LIKE shows that LIKE

use in IndE differs markedly from its use in other varieties (cf. Siemund et al.

2009). This finding corroborates Valentine’s (1991) observation that ”[a]lthough

like does not appear as extensively nor perform as many functions as in AmE, [. . . ]

such instances of this element occur frequently and freely in the Indian English

discourse” (Valentine 1991: 332). Contrary to Valentine’s (1991) claim that LIKE

use in IndE is functionally limited, the present analysis shows that this under-

standing is too simplistic. Considering the finding that basically all functionally

distinct subtypes of LIKE are more or less part of each communal grammar in-

vestigated here, Valentine (1991: 332) misinterprets a quantitative difference as

a qualitative difference. The present analysis of the ICE data suggests that the

specificity of the Indian profile is caused by differences in the relative frequencies

of functionally distinct variants but not the absence of functional variants.

8.2 Discussion of the hypotheses

After having reviewed the most important findings from a perspective that fo-

cuses specifically on individual types of LIKE (section 8.1), the following sections

evaluate the hypotheses this study set out to test.
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8.2.1 Discussion of hypothesis 1: LIKE is a marker of

teenage speech

The first hypothesis (cf. section 5.4), which proposes that LIKE is most common

among adolescents and young adults, addresses LIKE’s function as a marker of

identity. The evidence supports hypothesis 1, because a monotonic recess of LIKE

with age in apparent-time is the most consistent correlation between LIKE use and

social factors emerging from the data is a monotonic recess of LIKE with age in

apparent-time. Furthermore, the results of the study confirm that this trend is not

locally confined, but corroborate D’Arcy’s tentative assertion that ”the association

of like with younger speakers seems to hold across the English-speaking world”

(D’Arcy 2007: 391).

In all but four cases (cf. Table 137) the multivariate analyses have confirmed

that age represents the best predictor for the use of this vernacular feature. Ac-

cording to Labov (2001), the consistently declining rates with increasing age reflect

either age-grading or generational change. In a case similar to the one analysed

here, Tagliamonte (2005: 1904) argues that

. . . [t]his trajectory resembles the classic pattern for age-grading — a change corre-

lated with ’a particular time of life’ (Chambers 1995: 164), rather than a change

that is percolating successively through the generations, as would be expected with

an incoming grammatical change.

The monotone recess with increasing age is the most common pattern of LIKE

use, but it is not universal. Clause-initial LIKE in IrE, JamE, and PhiE, for in-

stance, peak not among the youngest speakers, but among speakers in their late

twenties and early thirties. Interestingly, this pattern is gender-specific in IrE as it

applies only to females while males show the more common linear trajectory. The

existence of a late peak is suggestive, because it may indicate that LIKE is be-

coming unfashionable and rejected by adolescents due to its association with older

cohorts. The late peak is, in this interpretation, the product of the adolescent’s

extrication from the family circle and as an externalization of rebellion against

authority, as proposed by Chambers (1995: 170–171):

356



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

Rebellion can be expressed superficially in distinctive outer markings such as green-

dyed hair, nose-rings and purposely torn jeans. It is also marked in a linguistically

superficial way, by the use of a distinctive vocabulary called slang, in which terms

become fashionable and serve as markers of in-group membership, and then quickly

become outmoded in order to mark their users as outsiders.

In contrast to younger speakers, older speakers unanimously exhibit the low-

est rates of this pragmatic marker feature. Hence, LIKE, although not limited to

younger speakers, is significantly less likely to be used by older speakers. This even

applies to clause-final uses, which are, despite my own expectation, not most com-

mon among non-mobile, older rural males (NORMs), but among younger speakers.

It is safe to assume that the higher rates of clause-final LIKE are not a result of

acts of identity (cf. Le Page 1968), but reflect a parasitic effect linked to the in-

crease in clause-medial LIKE. In this view, the increase in clause-final LIKE is

not caused by its association with a specific reference category, but the inability

of speakers to differentiate between functionally distinct uses of LIKE.

The correlation between LIKE use and age leads to the question of ”whether

these linguistic items really represent linguistic change or whether they are sim-

ply items that distinguish teen-talk from the language of both younger and older

speakers” (Tagliamonte 2005: 1897). The answer to this question is more complex

than it may superficially appear. At first sight, the monotonic decline in apparent-

time adds support to the assumption that LIKE use ”is presumed ephemeral and

temporally banded, appropriate for a certain stage of life and then shrugged off

when its suitability wanes” (D’Arcy 2007: 398). However, while it is true that

we observe a highly stable and consistent association of LIKE use with young

adults and adolescents, the data also show that clause-initial LIKE is, as discussed

above, most prevalent among speakers in their late twenties and early thirties in

IrE, JamE and PhiE. This late peak is inconsistent with the hypothesis that LIKE

functions universally as an identity marker among adolescents.

In addition, the rate of real-time change in IrE, which is most pronounced

among speakers in their late twenties and early thirties, suggests that this age

group continues to use LIKE as they grow older, while unintentionally introducing

this virus-like element into formerly constrained registers and styles. Based on

this finding, it is not implausible to hypothesize that LIKE may be undergoing
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a change with respect to its primary function: a loss of social meaning and a

simultaneous increase in pragmatic weight. In other words, LIKE seems to lose its

status as an index of youth culture and appears to become a fully functional part of

IrE grammar without a distinct sociolinguistic profile. Indeed, this incipient trend

is not confined to IrE, but similar observations apply to JamE and PhiE. The

remarkable increase in LIKE in IrE, JamE, and PhiE over less than fifteen years,

confirms that it is not only adolescents who have adopted this form, but that it is

already a functional element among speakers up to their forties. This observation

implies that LIKE has transgressed teen-talk and become a widespread and salient

feature of contemporary vernacular more generally.

An additional point which contradicts LIKE’ being solely a marker of teen-talk

relates to the linearity of the recess: a steady decline suggests that the functionality

of LIKE is not limited to its use as a social index among adolescents, but that it

diffuses into older cohorts due to its pragmatic versatility. If LIKE was used only

as a social index, then we should observe a marked decline in the frequency of

LIKE around age twenty to twenty-five. Contrary to this expectation, there is not

a steep decline, but a steady and monotone recess.

Hence, asserting that LIKE is simply a feature used solely by teenagers is too

simplistic and can neither account for the existence of several late peaks nor rapid

real-time changes affecting speakers beyond adolescence. The notable increase over

a brief ten- to fifteen-year period also rules out both age-grading and generational

change as the only types of change at work. In other words, the evidence sug-

gests additional communal change. Communal change refers to situations ”when

individuals themselves shift the frequency of linguistic features over their lifetimes

alongside incremental change from one age group to another” (Tagliamonte and

D’Arcy 2007: 202).

In fact, this is exactly what recent analyses suggest: However, many recent studies

have shown that adults do have the capacity to change their linguistic systems to

a significant degree after this critical period (Sankoff 2004). Real-time replications

consistently show some adult movement in the direction of the change (Labov

1994: Ch. 4). A real-time restudy of Montreal French (Sankoff et al. 2001) found

a shift from apical to uvular showed the total conversion to uvular /r/ that was

characteristic of many preadolescents. citep[349–350]labov2007transmission
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Tagliamonte and D’Arcy (2007: 202) elaborate on this aspect and suggest that

. . . young adults continue to advance ongoing linguistic changes well into adult-

hood (Nordberg and Sundgren 1998; Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg 2003).

In other words, the most recent research on linguistic change suggests that gener-

ational change and communal change can progress simultaneously. (Tagliamonte

and D’Arcy 2007: 202)

If the grammar of individual speakers is thus more flexible than previously

assumed (cf. also Labov 2011: 311), the drastic increase observed in the case of

LIKE is best attributed to (partial) communal rather than generational change.

Adding weight to this proposition is the fact that apparent-time studies have

systematically underestimated the degree of change when comparing apparent-

time analyses to the results of real-time studies re-visiting the original location

(Cedergren cf. e.g. 1984, 1987; Sankoff et al. cf. e.g. 2001; Sankoff cf. e.g. 2004

and particularly Trudgill 1988).

The complex relationship between apparent-time and real-time, therefore, poses

serious issues concerning the validity of premature extrapolations and attestations

of change from apparent-time data alone. One approach addressing this issue is

offered by Labov (2001), attesting that age stratification alone is insufficient to

distinguish stable age-grading from generation change. As a consequence, Labov

(2001) proposes that age stratification in apparent-time requires either additional

information of social class distributions (Labov 2001: 77), knowledge of gender

differences, or complementary real-time analyses.

In the present case, the additional real-time analyses have validated the apparent-

time trajectories and provided a more detailed understanding of the processes

shaping ongoing change. However, the analysis of LIKE use in real-time indicates

that the global diffusion of LIKE progresses at different rates in geographically

noncontinuous populations. Indeed, the relation between linguistic variation in

apparent-time and in real-time has emphasized the variety-specificity of the trajec-

tories of change. For example, varieties with rather similar sociolinguistic profiles

like CanE and JamE differ markedly with respect to the rate of change in real-

time. While LIKE use did not significantly change over time in CanE, it increased

notably over a brief fifteen-year period in JamE. A still different trajectory appears

to apply for the IrE data. Here, LIKE use increased significantly, but this increase
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is limited to speakers younger than 34 years of age.

With respect to future developments, the substantial frequency of LIKE use

among adults and even older speakers of CanE suggests that its use will stabi-

lize and slowly diffuse through older cohorts by means of generational change.

This trajectory is indeed congruent with findings from analyses on the institution-

alization of lexical innovations (cf. Fischer 1998: 174), which show that lexical

innovations settle at a lower rate after having diffused through all social starta,

i.e. after they are institutionalized. Further support for this interpretation can be

seen in the significant degree of social stratification among CanE speakers, which

indicates that LIKE has not as yet diffused into more conservative social strata

and registers.

At least two alternative, or perhaps complementary, explanations seem vi-

able here. During its implementation in CanE, LIKE could have undergone re-

evaluation as well as re-interpretation, thereby gaining an additional function, i.e.

indexing socio-economic status, which LIKE did not possess previously in AmE.

This perspective is in line with authors (e.g. Kachru 1992; Buchstaller 2008; Buch-

staller and D’Arcy 2009; Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003), who emphasize the fact

that the adoption of globally available variants is not merely a passive act of re-

ception or borrowing, but a proactive process during which the social meaning of

forms undergoes modification and is adapted to the local norms and practices.

Another viable approach draws attention to the fact that social stratification

is suggestive of incomplete diffusion, thereby indicating that the incoming form

has not yet intruded into all social groups. This latter perspective assumes a

conflict model of social organization which focuses particularly on class-specific

language use as, for example, William (1966); Labov (1972). Both views are

coherent and offer valid accounts of the subject matter. Hence, they are taken to

be complementary, and not exclusive in their explanatory power.

8.2.2 Discussion of hypothesis 2: LIKE as a marker of fe-

male speech

The second hypothesis (cf. section 5.4), which proposes that LIKE is typically a

female feature and thus gendered, also addresses LIKE’s function as a marker of
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identity. The evidence only partially supports or even challenges hypothesis 2 in

a narrow reading.

The multivariate analyses have shown that the interplay between LIKE use and

gender is rather complex and sensitive to culturally shaped gender roles: the results

challenge the notion of a uniformly consistent effect and instead reveal variety-

specific gender differences. For instance, in AmE none of the uses of LIKE are

correlated with gender, while the opposite holds true for IndE. But, the association

of LIKE with gender is not random: once a functional variant of LIKE is perceived

as being typical for female speech, this perception appears to become increasingly

associated with other variants as well. Thereby the gender distributions of LIKE

corroborate the assertion that it is not the specific linguistic element or behavior

which is typical for either males or females, but that these gendered practices

are culture-specific and ”differ considerably from culture to culture, from place

to place, from group to group, living at the intersection of all other aspects of

social identity” (Eckert 1998: 66). In other words, ”[s]ociolinguistic variation is

parasitic upon linguistic variation. It is an opportunistic process that reinforces

social distinctions by associating them with particular linguistic variants” (Labov

2002).

However, it is reasonable to assume, given the assertions by various scholars

(e.g. Siegel 2002; Dailey-O’Cain 2000), that LIKE may have been preferred by

females during earlier stages of change. Hence, it cannot be ruled out that LIKE

lost its gender sensitivity once it had diffused through most social strata and

emerged as the widely used pragmatically functional element it is today. The

situation in CanE appears to be reminiscent of this process. In contrast to AmE,

LIKE use in CanE indicates gender sensitivity. The use of clause-initial LIKE, for

example, is strongly correlated with females, while other variants are not notably

associated with gender. This loss of gender marking can be interpreted as the final

stage of a process in which uses of LIKE have lost their association with females

as the social reference group which was initially responsible for its promotion and

spread. EngE, on the other hand, offers a quite distinct setting. Here, LIKE use

is associated with females, although the frequency of this form suggests that the

change is nearing completion. It appears that LIKE is only in the initial stage

of change, and female speakers have only recently begun to take the lead in this
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process. Although this reasoning is altogether plausible, it should be kept in mind

that the findings of the present study are tentative in this respect and require

further research.

Regarding the variety-specificity of gender differences, an intriguing explana-

tion is offered by Tagliamonte (2005: 1912–1913), who proposes that gender dif-

ferences are developmental rather than inherent. In other words, differences in the

linguistic behavior of males and females exist neither due to the feature itself nor

to the underlying mechanisms of change, but as a result of dynamics within the

social network:

These trends show that sex differences — at least with respect to these discourse/pragmatic

features — are developmental, and are learned. They do not appear to be endemic

to the features themselves, but are created in the speech community, within the

peer group. (Tagliamonte 2005: 1912–1913)

Tagliamonte’s (2005) hypothesis matches the findings of the present study

which corroborates that the degree and direction of gender differences are variety-

specific, but they also suggest that the impact of gender depends crucially on the

phase of change (cf. Labov 2001: 320–322).

In addition to their culture-specificity, gender effects are dependent on the

specific type of LIKE: where gender effects emerge, they are most likely to surface

in the use of clause-medial LIKE. In five of the eight regional varieties, it is clause-

medial LIKE which is gendered – none of the other forms exhibits such a consistent

pattern.

In his study on LIKE use in IrE, Schweinberger (2012) argues that the simi-

larity between males and females may be linked to the overt stigmatization of this

form. LIKE is almost universally described as a non-standard, vernacular feature

and often viewed overtly negatively (Dailey-O’Cain 2000: 69–70; Schourup 1982:

29), ”highly stigmatized by normative grammarians” (Buchstaller 2001b: 2) and

drawing ”overt attention and commentary” (D’Arcy 2007: 411). This is not sur-

prising, as innovations are frequently met with derision (D’Arcy 2007: 387). It

could be the case that the stigmatization of LIKE interacts with general trends

observed in the linguistic behavior of women. For example, women conform more

closely to sociolinguistic norms when these are overtly prescribed, but conform

less than men do when they are not (Labov 2001: 272, 292). In other words,
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women are more likely to adopt incoming and innovative forms as long as they

are not overtly stigmatized. This implies that the differences between women and

men, or the lack thereof, might well be accounted for by different degrees of overt

prestige or stigmatization. If LIKE is overtly stigmatized, then we do not observe

the expected female lead, while we will observe a female lead where LIKE is not

(yet) marked by overt stigma.

8.2.3 Discussion of hypothesis 3: The universality of the

Labovian model

The third hypothesis (cf. section 5.4), which proposes that the Labovian model of

the social motivation for linguistic change is valid with regard to pragmatic change,

addresses the issue of how appropriate the Labovian model of change from below is

in cases where one is not dealing with phonological transmission, but the diffusion

of pragmatic innovations such as the spread of LIKE. The evidence only partially

supports or even challenges hypothesis 3 in that the analyses show that the spread

of LIKE progessed more quickly and is accompanied by substantially less social

stratification than Labov’s model would predict.

Labov (1994, 2001, 2011) focused on language change through contact be-

tween continuous varieties, while the contact scenarios investigated here represent

geographically noncontinuous contact scenarios. Thus, the contact situations in-

vestigated by Labov (2011) do not exhibit the degree of cultural diversity we are

dealing with here. In contrast to the changes analyzed by Labov (2011), culturally

determined social meanings of linguistic innovations represent key aspects of the

underlying sociolinguistic motivation for social diffusion of lexical elements.

In addition, mechanisms which apply in cases of sound change are not neces-

sarily involved in cases of lexical diffusion and in particular when innovations are

being disseminated globally. For instance, Thomason and Kaufman (1988) show

that lexical borrowing, as in the present case, is distinct from phonological and

structural borrowing in terms of both the rapidity of diffusion and the necessary

amount and quality of contact: ”[a]s is usual in borrowing situations, words are

borrowed first and structural features later, if at all” (Thomason and Kaufman

1988: 40).
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Another inadequacy relates to the systematic over-estimation of social strati-

fication and gender differentiation. While theories of society as a compartmental-

ized, layered entity are appropriate when dealing with unconscious changes such

as sound changes, they overestimate class differences in cases of pragmatic diffu-

sion. Contrary to such ”conflict models” of society, more recent approaches in

contemporary sociolinguistic theory have shown a bias towards treating ”social

stratification as a product of shared values and broad social consensus” (Milroy

and Gordon 2003: 95). In the latter understanding, social classes are considered

”as forming a continuum rather than sharply divided, and [. . . ] the basis of so-

cial hierarchy is not different relations to the market (as both Marx and Weber

proposed), but different status values assigned to different occupations” (Milroy

and Gordon 2003: 95). Social class is thus better grasped as a ”group of persons

sharing similar occupations and incomes, life-styles and beliefs” (Milroy and Gor-

don 2003: 95). The minor role of socio-economic status in the present analysis

adds to the empirical support for the inadequacy of conflict models. The absence

of social stratification suggests that the class boundaries are not insurmountable,

but readily crossed by socially mobile speakers. These socially mobile speakers are

decisive in spearheading local diffusion, during which the predictive power of social

class lessens rather swiftly in cases of lexical borrowing. Like syntactic variability,

lexical variables are less likely to be socially indexical (Milroy and Gordon 2003:

171). In other words, in cases of lexical diffusion, variants are less prone to exhibit

significant degrees of gender differentiation and social stratification.

Moreover, the impact of mass media, which is negligible in cases of phonological

transmission (cf. Labov 2001: 228) since it reflects ”change rather than generating

it” (Labov 2011: 195), appears to be a crucial factor contributing to pragmatic

diffusion (Muhr 2003: 123). Based on the similarities of the (age) distributions, the

functional employment and the syntagmatic positioning, it is highly plausible that

the media, rather than face-to-face contact, served as a means of diffusion. This

finding runs counter to the interactive principle put forth by Labov (cf. Labov 2001:

229) which presumes a marked dominance of the effect of face-to-face transmission

as opposed to diffusion via the mass media (Labov cf. 2001: 228–229, 362–363,

385, Labov 2011: 195).

Despite the issues addressed above, both the distributional patterns of extra-

364



Martin Schweinberger The discourse marker LIKE

linguistic variables in apparent-time and the relationship between apparent-time

and real-time are very well accounted for in a Labovian framework. In addition,

variationist approaches have proven to be adequate, particularly in cases of change

from below. Complementary perspectives such as, for instance, Eckert (2001)[’s]

analysis of prestige and identity, contribute greatly to a more detailed understand-

ing of mechanisms underlying ongoing change. In view of these considerations, the

evidence only partially corroborates Hypothesis I, stating that the sociolinguistic

mechanisms of phonological change can be applied to the study of the discourse

marker LIKE and other morpho-syntactic and lexical features.

8.2.4 Discussion of hypothesis 4: Diffusion and social strat-

ification

The fourth hypothesis (cf. section 5.4), which proposes that LIKE is socially

stratified particularly in locales where it has only recently been introduced addresses

the issue of how socially stratified the use of pragmatic innovations is and how

social stratification relates to the degree of diffusion of speech communities. The

evidence challenges hypothesis 4 because (a) LIKE is either only insignificantly

stratified or, if it is, not as the Labovian model would predict; and (b) the analyses

show that the most substantial social stratification is observable in locales where

LIKE is well established.

The fact that occupation – as an approximate index of the socio-economic

status of speakers – more often than not fails to significantly affect LIKE use is

unexpected. This absence of sharp social stratification is particularly remarkable

considering Labov’s assertion that ”most of the linguistic changes in progress stud-

ied in the 2nd half of the 20th century show a high degree of social stratification”

(Labov 2002).

Considering this intimate relation between social stratification and linguistic

variation, we expected LIKE to be distributed rather heterogeneously among so-

cial strata. Based on the curvilinear hypothesis described by Labov (1994, 2001),

the group using LIKE most was expected to be located in the centre of the socio-

economic scale, i.e. speakers in clerical and managerial positions. Consider Labov’s

curvilinear hypothesis: ”[W]hile stable sociolinguistic variables showed a mono-
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tonic social class distribution, a monotonic distribution in age groups was asso-

ciated with a curvilinear pattern in the socioeconomic hierarchy” (Labov 2001:

32).

However, this is not what the analysis showed – at least in the majority of cases

and for most forms of LIKE. Despite the fact that age predominantly followed the

monotonic distribution, the prevalent scenario is that LIKE does not show any

sign of social stratification such as a curvilinear pattern. This absence of social

layering is, however, in line with research on syntactic changes which proposes that

syntactic variables are less likely to be socially marked (Hudson 1992: 45).

Despite the hypothesis that social stratification is most salient in locales in

which LIKE has only recently been introduced, the most consistent effect of social

class has not been detected in IndE or PhiE, but in NZE and CanE. Furthermore,

only in NZE was clause-medial LIKE socially stratified, while it was the use of

clause-initial and non-clausal LIKE in CanE.

There are several possible explanations for why the occupation of speakers

appears to be a negligible factor in the present investigation. For instance, we

may ask whether the current occupation of speakers accurately reflects the socio-

economic status of speakers. Although this objection is plausible, there are some

issues which need to be addressed. Students have not been considered in the anal-

ysis of the social stratification of LIKE use, as the occupations of their parents

were not available. Neglecting the predominantly younger cohort not only sub-

stantially reduced the data set but also cut off the most relevant speakers, since

LIKE use is particularly salient among younger speakers. Unfortunately, this was

unavoidable given that the information on socio-economic status is not accessible

to researchers.

8.2.5 Discussion of hypothesis 5: LIKE use is modified

during local implementation

The fifth hypothesis (cf. section 5.4), which proposes that the regional locale and

the cultural norms and practices shape the local implementation of LIKE addressed

processes taking place during the diffusion of globally available elements through

geographically discontinuous and culturally diverse speech communities. The find-
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ings support Buchstaller and D’Arcy’s (2009) hypothesis that innovations are not

passively borrowed, but that, on entering new speech communities, the pragmatic

functions of linguistic innovations are re-negotiated.

A case in point is the remarkably high proportion of non-clausal LIKE use

in IndE. The frequency with which non-clausal LIKE is used in IndE suggests

not only that LIKE has undergone adaptation to the local system, because the

positional profile of IndE and thus the functional employment of LIKE in IndE

differs markedly from the positional profiles of other varieties. There are several

aspects which may help shed light on why IndE exhibits such an idiosyncratic

profile. It is likely that the unusual Indian pattern suggests incomplete acquisition

of the functional diversity of LIKE among adult speakers due to limited contact

with LIKE use resulting from the absence of LIKE in EngE - the target variety

of standard IndE particularly among graduate students and university staff (cf.

Schneider 2003: 171). Subsequently, these adults transmit their functionally lim-

ited use of LIKE to L1 learners, thereby perpetuating functionally limited use of

LIKE throughout generations (cf. Labov 2011: 333). Functionally limited refers

to an over-representation of non-clausal LIKE while other variants are underrep-

resented due to avoidance strategies, or simply due to a lack of knowledge about

possible functions and constraints of LIKE in other varieties.

Whatever the exact causes for the idiosyncratic use of LIKE in IndE, it is safe

to assume that the variation across varieties of English is confined to differences

in frequency of certain forms and their association with specific social reference

groups, while the functions and syntactic constraints are mostly invariant. This

finding complies with Thomason and Kaufman’s hypothesis that it is not language-

internal factors which condition linguistic inference but social ones (Thomason and

Kaufman 1988: 35). According to this view, ”it is the sociolinguistic history of

speakers, and not the structure of their language, that is the primary determinant

of the linguistic outcome of language contact” (Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 35).

8.3 Discussion of other findings

In addition to testing the aforementioned hypotheses, this study has brought to

light several other intruiging findings that have so far not been addressed. The
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following section addresses additional findings that the study has unearthed.

8.3.1 Priming, accommodation and language change

The most consistent correlation in the present study is that between LIKE use and

the PAI index. This moderate but highly stable correlation suggests that LIKE

use is significantly affected by priming and accommodation. The consistency of

the size and direction of this measure suggests that priming may affect language

change more than commonly assumed.

It should be kept in mind, however, that the PAI index is only a rough and ap-

proximate measure. The correlation between the PAI index and the use of LIKE is

tentative but not conclusive, because further studies using more precise measures

would be required to confirm a consistent effect of priming on language change.

The rather weak effect of the PAI index indicates that its effect on proccesess of

language change is negative overall, despite being highly significant. The results

encourage a more elaborate investigation of this issue. Indeed, the consistency of

the effect indicates that LIKE may well serve as a promising direction for future

research which could probe more deeply into the potential of integrating psycholin-

guistic concepts into models of language change and variation. This may turn out

to be particularly relevant as the ”think-piece” by Jäger and Rosenbach (2008a)

has been met with profound skepticism (cf. e.g. Traugott 2008).

8.3.2 The global diffusion of LIKE and the media

We are now in a position to re-consider the startling observation that LIKE use

was locally confined to the British Isles for at least a century before starting to

spread and becoming the globally available and abundant feature it is today. In

spite of the fact that the mass media has been neglected as a means of transmission

of phonological innovations (Hickey 2003: 341; Labov 2001: 228), the timeline of

LIKE’s global diffusion is suggestive. Indeed, the timeline lends plausibility to the

hypothesis that the rise of LIKE relates to an increase in transnational mass me-

dia. A study explicitly addressing media-induced language change is Muhr (2003).

Although this study addresses the language contact between Austrian German

and German German, its implications appear viable for the present analysis. In-
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deed, the contact scenario between Austrian German and German German shows

that ”the impact of this language contact is increasing and that it can be directly

linked to the amount of TV-viewing time” (Muhr 2003: 103). Muhr (2003: 123)

furthermore concludes

that mass media, and particularly satellite television broadcasting, is creating an

intensified situation of language contact that is resulting in accelerated language

shift on the part of a smaller national variety of German, Austrian German, in the

direction of a dominant national variety, German German. As such, it supports

the sociolinguistic principle that contact leads to convergence (Weinreich 1953),

and adds to the literature an illustration of how a mass medium can create new

kinds of contact situations.

In a similar vein, Açikalin (2004) confirmed that television played an important

role in the adoption of non-standard forms by adolescents. In this comparative

longitudinal study between 1989 and 1999, Açikalin (2004) investigated the impact

of television on the spread of non-standard elements among Turkish adolescents.

Tagliamonte (2011: 41–42) also provides examples of changes where innovations

spread through media contact rather than direct face-to-face contact and con-

cludes:

The results from these studies are puzzlingly equivocal, perhaps because the precise

nature of media influence is difficult to define or measure. This is a tantalizing new

horizon for development in future research. Further, it remains to be discovered

what type of linguistic feature - lexical, morphology, syntax. pragmatic - can arise

from contact with the media. (Tagliamonte 2011: 42)

The analysis of LIKE suggests that the mass media appear to have affected the

diffusion of LIKE. This interpretation is supported by the fact that the most visible

extra-linguistic features of speakers (age) are the most constant across English-

speaking speech communities around the globe. Despite Labov’s claim that the

media reflects change rather than generating it (Labov 2011: 195), it seems that

the media have been a crucial factor in facilitating the global diffusion of LIKE

during the latter half of the twentieth century.

The effect of the media in this process is at least twofold. Firstly, the media has

rendered the diffusion of LIKE possible by facilitating contact between geograph-

ically noncontinuous locales. In this sense, the media have made LIKE globally
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available to smaller, regionally-defined speech communities and familiarized speak-

ers with this innovation. As a consequence of becoming increasingly acquainted

with this new feature, speakers stopped perceiving it as a foreign feature and have

integrated this innovation into their local system.

Secondly, the media have been driving the spread of LIKE by promoting its

perception as a prestige variant due to its association with the United States as a

culturally and economically dominant group. This is a crucial factor, in particular

with respect to the important role that adolescents play in the diffusion of LIKE.

Consider Muhr (2003: 123):

Young people are especially susceptible to this perception, as they pass through a

stage of restlessness and seek to define themselves in contrast to the local values

represented by their parents’ generation. To this we may add the prestige of new

media themselves, which frequently symbolise modernity and worldliness. Thus the

informal standard of dubbed films has become a reference point for the informal

speech behaviour of youth between the ages of twelve and 20, who use GG swear

words, slang expressions and colloquial terms to index values outside those of their

regional culture.

However, the British and Indian patterns strongly suggest that even cultural

and economic dominance, a shared language, and the availability of innovations

due to mass media are insufficient to account for the global diffusion of LIKE.

At least one factor has additionally affected this process: the refusal by EngE

speakers to adopt the variant despite being available due to sufficient high-quality

contact indicates that LIKE continued to be perceived as foreign. In this sense,

LIKE was associated with a geographic - in this case US American - rather than

social identity among the British speech community. Only when this association

of LIKE with AmE waned did adolescent EngE speakers claim it as a marker

of social identity. Nonetheless, the media quite probably influenced this process

by familiarizing young speakers of EngE with LIKE, and they then endorsed its

perception as a prestige variant. This argument is congruent with Britain (2002:

618), who describes the rejection of innovations as one of three possible outcomes

in cases of contact between global (or supra-local) innovations and local norms (cf.

Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009: 292).

Although LIKE almost certainly did not originate in AmE (D’Arcy 2007: 400),

it seems that the increase in exposure to American vernacular triggered the global
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spread, starting in AmE and subsequently affecting the rest of the English-speaking

world. Hence, the diffusion of this form is temporally and spatially distinct from

its origins. We can assume that LIKE initially crossed the Atlantic through emi-

gration to the United States and prolonged language contact.

The question arising is why LIKE started to spread. There are at least two

reasons for LIKEs success: firstly, its ability for clause-internal modification (focus-

ing and hedging of constituents) and, secondly, covert prestige, i.e. its association

with esteemed social reference groups and social categories as well as with desirable

personality traits such as attractiveness, friendliness and successfulness (Dailey-

O’Cain 2000: cf.), that triggered its dramatic spread across the English-speaking

world (Tagliamonte 2005: 1898).

Hence, it is likely that the epicenter of the twentieth-century spread of LIKE

around the English-speaking world is the United States and it probably took the

same path already described by Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009) in their study of

be like in AmE, EngE, and NZE. Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009) argue that this

quotative complementizer developed in AmE and subsequently spread to EngE and

NZE, but was re-interpreted and adapted during its implementation into the local

system. In a study of be like in Glasgow, Macaulay (2001) similarly observed that,

when entering the local speech community, be like has ”clearly been reanalysed and

indigenised by speakers” (Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003: 545). More importantly,

however, is the fact that the social distribution of LIKE differs across locales

indicating that the associations attached to LIKE are subject to change during

indigenization. This flexibility and modification allow new social categories to

claim this form as a marker of covert prestige. As Buchstaller (2008: 19) points

out:

[R]esearch on linguistic leveling corroborates findings from cultural studies and

economics that, while participating in global (supra-local) trends, localized com-

munities develop new and idiosyncratic routines for doing so.

In this view, I take the complex setting of distributional patterns to reflect the

homogenizing and simultaneously diversifying effect of globalization as described

by Hjarvard (2004: 95):
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In this sense the media are a homogenizing factor. On the other hand, the media

have considerable potential for a new kind of linguistic diversity that transcends

the various national languages in that innovation is attached to use of the media,

not the individual user.

The changes in the social meaning of LIKE are not random and they do not

affect all aspects to the same degree. For instance, the stability of the age distri-

bution resembling the classic pattern of age-grading suggests that ”only superficial

aspects of the innovation are transferred” (Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003: 538).

The stability of the age distribution on the one hand and the inconsistent patterns

of gender and social class on the other indicate a moderate degree of quality face-

to-face contact between individuals: if speakers of geographically noncontinuous

varieties have a high degree of face-to-face contact, i.e. exposure to the vernacular

of different regional varieties, we would observe the same distributions worldwide.

As this is not the case, we can conclude that only the most salient associations

or functions of linguistic features are preserved, while more intricate details are

reinvented. Applied to the present case, this translates into the preservation of

its association with youth and of its function as a clause-internal modifier, while

associations with gender and social status have been subject to re-negotiation.

The idiosyncratic behavior of LIKE in IndE is possibly the most perplexing case

in terms of substantiating Kachru’s (1992) assertion that ”when a linguistic re-

source is adopted by new speakers, there is always some kind of transformation

in meaning and form” (cited in Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003: 528). What is

remarkable here is that the way LIKE is used matches exactly what is expected

when supra-local features are not simply borrowed wholesale, but adapted to the

local norms and practices of the speech community.

Meyerhoff and Niedzielski’s (2003) framework represents a meaningful contri-

bution to the phenomenon and offers a valuable handle on the seemingly contra-

dictory effect of simultaneous homogenization and diversification in globalization.

According to their analysis, the emergence of similarities in linguistic behavior,

i.e. borrowing, requires substantial quality face-to-face contact. In short: the

more contact, the more similar the performance. Conversely, less quality contact

leads to a higher degree of diversity, as the innovative form is affected more strongly

by modification, i.e. re-analysis and re-interpretation.
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However, the discrepancy between the consistency in the pattern of age distri-

butions on the one hand and the variety-specific effects of gender and social class

on the other cannot be fully accounted for by differences in quality and salience of

contact. There are at least two additional aspects to be considered.

Firstly, the attitudes toward and covert prestige attached to the donor variety

by speakers of the receptor variety is a main factor determining to what degree

an innovative form is indigenized. In other words, the acceptance of an innovation

depends crucially on the attitudes attached to it and how speech communities per-

ceive it. The rejection of LIKE by post-adolescent speakers of EngE, for example,

contradicts the assertion that there is a simple correlation between the amount

and quantity of contact on the one side, and the acceptance of a new variant on

the other. Given the results of Buchstaller’s (2006) attitudinal study of be like

in the United Kingdom, it is more plausible, that national or local identity is-

sues are major contributing factors for the success of incoming forms. Secondly,

lexical bleaching of pragmatically functional elements allows for variety-specific

re-interpretation and thus greater flexibility. Consider cases of ’true’ lexical bor-

rowings. In such cases, it is lexically heavy elements which are borrowed. Although

such elements may indeed adapt to the local system – for example, Anglicisms in

German (cf. Onysko 2007) – their semantic content is less flexible than in cases

of lexically empty or light elements such as pragmatic markers. Flexibility in use

and pragmatic meaning allows innovations to fill pragmatic niches that less flexible

forms may be constrained from filling. Hence, pragmatic flexibility increases the

probability of successful incrementation of global innovations into local systems.

8.3.3 The ICE as a sociolinguistic data source

With respect to the innovative employment of the ICE, the present study illustrates

how the ICE components can be used to match the requirements of fine-grained

sociolinguistic research. The increase in versatility, achieved by splitting the ICE

components into individual speaker corpora, offers a highly accurate depiction of

regionally distinct usage patterns. In this sense, the ICE components represent

ideal resources for cross-varietal analyses and satisfy the need for comparative data

sets and comparable methods expressed by Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009: 298):
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What is needed, therefore, are reliable and comparable methods applied rigor-

ously and uniformly across datasets to uncover which constraints hold both across

and within varieties of English worldwide.

The present analysis serves as a case in point for how ICE components may

serve as a resource for future sociolinguistic research: they contain not only a wide

variety of extra-linguistic variables, but they also represent various registers and

share a common design.

Although the processed ICE version is interesting for linguists, particularly

with respect to the analysis of the sociolinguistic distribution of certain forms in

regionally and culturally diverse settings, there are some deficiencies. The primary

deficiency relates to the moderate number of informants in each subset. However,

even this modest number of informants outperforms previous data sets, which

frequently suffer from a lack of comparability and represent even fewer informants

in each sub-cohort.

Another shortcoming relates to the inaccessibility of the original audio files

which limits the analysis to morpho-syntactic features, since phonetic or phono-

logical mark-up is missing. The ICE components can therefore only serve as data

sets for studies which focus on lexical or morphological variation but not for studies

which would require fine-grained phonetic mark-up.

Despite these shortcomings, the present study has demonstrated that the edited

ICE components represent a valuable resource for sociolinguistic research, partic-

ularly when the focus is placed simultaneously on regional and social variation.

Although I acknowledge that this view is too simplistic to accurately account

for the complexity of the globalized, multifaceted nature of the linguistic processes

involved in global diffusion and transmission, I nonetheless hope that this discus-

sion serves as a valid starting point for further, more fine-grained analyses of how

the globalized setting influences on local speech communities.
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Conclusion and outlook

The analysis of vernacular uses of LIKE in selected varieties of English presented

in the preceding chapters has shown a complex interaction of globally stable so-

ciolinguistic tendencies and culturally motivated variety-specific usage patterns.

As some recent studies suggest that linguistic innovations undergo transformation

and are adapted during their implementation in culturally diverse settings, the

study of vernacular variants offers a wealth of information about the mechanisms

underlying global diffusion. The present study intends to add one small piece to

this line of inquiry.

In theoretical terms, the variety-specificity of LIKE use substantiates previous

claims, according to which the social meaning of innovative forms are not merely

borrowed wholesale, but adapted and re-interpreted to local systems during the

process of implementation (cf. Buchstaller 2008; Kachru 1992). The difference

between CanE and EngE, for example, implies that neither the mere existence

of (high-quality) contact nor the language-internal processes, are sufficient to ac-

count for linguistic diversity. Thus, the present analysis exemplifies the necessity

for considering cultural diversity and local identities when analyzing variation of

linguistic behavior on a global scale. Hence, my study confirms the need for ”cau-

tion in offering global interpretations of effects of locally embedded variables such

as status and gender” (Milroy and Gordon 2003: 178).

The findings of the present analysis add weight to the hypothesis that the

discourse marker LIKE is currently undergoing change and its analysis has con-

375



The discourse marker LIKE Martin Schweinberger

tributed to a more detailed account of the exact trajectory of this process on the

global as well as regional level. The evidence confirms that the global diffusion of

LIKE affects all varieties of English included in the present sample. In contrast to

phonological changes, the spread of the discourse marker LIKE, i.e. a pragmatic

innovation, is neither necessarily accompanied by gender differentiation nor social

stratification. This observation is in line with previous research suggesting that

lexical change, similar to syntactic variation, is ”less likely to be socially indexical”

(Milroy and Gordon 2003: 171; cf. also Hudson 1992). Hence, my study corrobo-

rates research asserting ”that many contextual factors over and above gender can

determine the language of men and women” (Palomares 2008: 263). The evidence

shows moreover that the strength and direction of gender effects and social class

differences are not only variety-specific, but are also sensitive to the age of speak-

ers. Methodologically, the present analysis illustrates how the ICE components

can be used as valuable resources for sociolinguistic studies of ongoing change.

The computationally edited version of the ICE used here may offer intriguing

opportunities for studying the local implementation of globally available forms,

in line with studies such as Meyerhoff and Niedzielski (2003), Buchstaller (2008)

and Buchstaller and D’Arcy 2009. The increase in versatility, achieved by split-

ting the ICE components into individual speaker corpora, offers a highly accurate

depiction of regionally distinct usage patterns. Indeed, the present investigation

rests upon the analysis of 1,925 speakers from eight geographically noncontinuous

speech communities and 4,661 instances of LIKE which in terms of sheer quantity

vastly overshadows previous studies of similar discourse phenomena. In this sense,

the ICE components represent ideal resources for cross-varietal analyses and sat-

isfy the need for both matching data sets and comparable methods, as expressed

by Buchstaller and D’Arcy (2009: 298):

What is needed, therefore, are reliable and comparable methods applied rigorously

and uniformly across datasets to uncover which constraints hold both across and

within varieties of English worldwide.

Hence, the analysis of LIKE serves as a case in point for how ICE components

may serve as resources for future research in sociolinguistics. Indeed, they repre-

sent ideal databases, as they offer a wide variety of extra-linguistic variables and

represent various registers paired with a matching design.
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The fact that we observe both highly stable tendencies – the negative correla-

tion between LIKE use and the age of speakers – and variety-specific differences –

the degree and direction of gander differences - raises the question of whether the

patterns emerging for LIKE are isolated phenomena, or whether similar trajecto-

ries can be observed for other innovations. Research addressing this issue could,

for example, focus on quite distinct innovations and test the degree to which their

implementation matches the trajectory observed for LIKE. Ideally, these analyses

use comparable methods to the speaker-based sub-corpora of the ICE components.

The consistent albeit weak correlation between the use of LIKE and the con-

glomerate measure for priming, accommodation, and idiosyncratic overuse is par-

ticularly intriguing. Although the PAI index was included as a measure to prevent

over-estimating the effect of traditional extra-linguistic variables such as the age

and gender of speakers, the consistency of the effect indicates a weak but significant

effect of the psychological underpinning on mechanisms of change and variation.

The effect of the PAI index suggests that the sociolinguistic analysis of language

change might benefit greatly from integrating psycholinguistic concepts. Nonethe-

less, the impact of priming has until recently been ignored in studies of ongoing

change (cf. e.g. Jäger and Rosenbach 2008a, Jäger and Rosenbach 2008b). In this

view, future research may profit from including psychological factors, as this allows

for a more detailed account of mechanisms underlying orderly heterogeneity.

Moreover, this study focused on the diffusion of a linguistic innovation in ge-

ographically noncontinuous varieties, which necessarily relates to media induced-

contact rather than face-to-face contact; it thereby draws attention to the impact

of media on language change. Although difficult to quantify and reliably test

for the exact impact of media effects on language change, the rapidity of LIKE’s

global diffusion suggests that the media represent a significant factor in similar

scenarios. This implication is meaningful given that most sociolinguistic analyses

assume face-to-face contact as the prototypical scenario in cases of diffusion (cf.

e.g. Labov 2001: 228):

A uniform increase in contact with other dialects may also be an effect of the mass

media. But all of the evidence generated in this volume and elsewhere points to

the conclusion that language is not systematically affected by the mass media, and

is influenced primarily in face-to-face interaction with peers.
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However, more recent accounts put stronger emphasis on the mass media as a

means of diffusion (cf. Tagliamonte 2011: 41–42). In her study on the diffusion of

lexical elements, Fischer (1998), for instance, makes a compelling point that the

media are particularly relevant with respect to the spread of lexical innovations

such as neologisms or blends (other studies which supstantiate this claim are e.g.

Muhr 2003 and Açikalin 2004).

In some cases, the present study did not arrive at definitive answers. This is

not surprising, given that sociolinguistic work on both regional and global diffu-

sion, even of a language as well documented as English, is always an exceedingly

difficult enterprise. In the present case, the existence of matching, easily available

data sources, gives the researcher a relatively privileged position. The ICE com-

ponents, which formed the empirical basis for most of this work, offer a wealth

of extra-linguistic information about speakers in geographically distinct locales.

While the use of the ICE components for comparative analyses is by no means

a recent approach, the edited version created for the present purpose allows for

fine-grained sociolinguistic analyses from a global perspective. The edited ICE

version used here has reached a size and systematicity which, in terms of detail

and comparability, was not available to previous researchers in the field. This is

true not only for studies based on the apparent-time construct, but also for work

analyzing changes in real-time.

In addition, the ICE lends itself to more fine-grained sociolinguistic investi-

gations of regional and sociolinguistic variation even more now, due to improved

comparability of findings with respect to applying a standardized methodology.

Further systematic analyses of the mechanisms of global diffusion could both

enrich our understanding of the local actuation and incrementation of innovations,

and also help to comprehend more fully the sociolinguistic factors responsible for

the spread of forms across Englishes world-wide.
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