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Introduction

− A quotative = a word or combination of words => end part of the quoting frame (Coppen & 
Foolen, 2012). 

− Two types of quotatives:
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Traditional quotatives Innovative quotatives

• E.g. say or think. 
• Can introduce direct or indirect speech 

or thought.

• E.g. be like or go. 
• Content of the quote = broader range of 

possibilities. 
• Often contain a copular verb + a 

particle (e.g. preposition, conjunction or 
hedge) or a discourse marker (e.g. 
deictic or intensifier).
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Emergence, expansion and usage of be like 

− Emergence: Hard to say when be like appeared, but it was used long before it spread in 
the beginning of the 1990s to other countries than America (Tagliamonte & D’Arcy, 2004; 
Buchstaller & D’Arcy, 2009). 

− Expansion: Be like’s use has: 
‣ increased fivefold in less than ten years among Canadians (Tagliamonte & D’Arcy, 

2004). 
‣ tripled in ten years (1996-2006) in York, UK (Durham et al., 2012). 

− Usage: Assumptions that: 
‣ females = frontrunners in the early stages of the development of be like. 
‣ teenagers = greatest majority of speakers using be like.
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=> Ruled out since it depends on the locale as well as on out-of-school or out-of-work 
activities and acquaintances (Tagliamonte & D’Arcy, 2004; Buchstaller & D’Arcy, 2009; 
Durham et al., 2012; Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009).
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Grammaticalisation of quotative like 

− Like = first used (as a hedge) together with older quotative all in all like (Rickford et al., 
2007). 

− The core meaning of the preposition/conjunction like (‘as if’) = notion of similarity => two 
notions of comparison and approximation. 
‣ => Like gained other related meanings: focus, hedge, filler and quotative 

(Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009; Buchstaller, 2001). 
‣ => Quotative be like ≠ activate the mere notion of re-enactment (Vandelanotte & 

Davidse, 2009; Buchstaller, 2001). Similarity = comparative (‘as if’) or approximative 
(‘almost’, ‘nearly’, ‘not quite’) => lack of exactness.
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• Be like = imaginary discourse (Buchstaller, 2001). 
• Be like = non-commitment of the utterer while she quotes => like = hedge 

(Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009).
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The pragmatics of be like

Functions of quotative be like 

− Mimetic (re-)enactment (addressee-oriented). 
‣ As quote introducer, like = emphasis on the most significant part of the utterance + allows the 

utterer to dramatically (re-)enact (Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009; Buchstaller, 2001). 
‣ Paralinguistic items after be like => utterers create a mimetic (re-)enactment and perform (rather 

than tell) an event = increases the dramatic peak (Buchstaller & D’Arcy, 2009; Buchstaller, 2001). 
‣ Clark and Gerrig (1990): quotations = demonstrations used to show what it was/will be/would 

(have) be(en) like. 
‣ Utterers can quote all sorts of elements (e.g. emotions, accents, gestures,…) + choose which 

aspects they want to depict => addressees see what it was/will be/would (have) be(en) like to be 
there (Clark & Gerrig, 1990). 

− Involvement (addressee-oriented). 
‣ Be like = used to stimulate emotional reactions through expressives containing gestures (Blyth et 

al., 1990). 
‣ Those expressives = end-focus position (i.e. where new information occurs) => invites the 

addressee to visualise the situation = inevitably feels concerned (Golato, 2000). 
‣ Gestures => experience the Gestalt of the feelings that are quoted (Clark & Gerrig, 1990).
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− Non-commitment (utterer-oriented). 
‣ When an utterance is quoted, the rendering of the features of the source speech act = 

approximation => impossible for the utterer to (re)produce the exact accent, voice 
quality, facial expressions,… of the source utterance (Buchstaller, 2001). 

‣ Using be like = appropriate => permits the utterer not to commit herself to the 
exactness of what she quotes (=> like’s approximative meaning) (Buchstaller, 2001). 

‣ But utterers = responsible for the manner they choose to present the element(s). 
− Expression (utterer-oriented). 

‣ Be like = extroversion => invites vocal modulations, facial expressions and other 
gestures => affective state of the quoting utterer => (re)tell or (re-)interpret the story 
the way she wants (Golato, 2000; Sams, 2010). 

‣ Sams (2010): utterers = quote elements + comment on them through the use of 
prosody => indicates their own mental state or the mental state in which they assume 
their addressee to be.
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• Utterers express their feelings and emotions through 
gestures of all kinds by exaggerating them while quoting. 

• Like’s meaning of approximation indicates that the 
quotation = exaggerated, an overplayed mimicry.

Suggestion
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Constraints on be like 

− Composition of the quotation. 
‣ Quotations introduced by be like = expressive or mimetic content => adaptation of 

accent, nasality and tone of voice + bodily gestures (e.g. facial, head and hand 
gestures and other body movements) and/or auditory gestures (e.g. verbal vocalised 
sounds = interjections and onomatopoeias; non-verbal vocalised sounds = cries, 
sighs and laughs; non-vocalised sounds = beats, claps,…) (Buchstaller & D’Arcy, 
2009; Buchstaller, 2001; Blyth et al., 1990; Golato, 2000). 

− Nature of the quotation. 
‣ Be like = speech, thoughts, inner monologues, emotional states or attitudes => very 

vivid and real or hypothetical (Tagliamonte & D’Arcy, 2004; Buchstaller & D’Arcy, 
2009; Durham et al., 2012; Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009; Buchstaller, 2001).
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Research questions

− Blackwell et al. (2015): 
‣ Audible events = demonstrated vocally => auditory gestures. 
‣ Visible events = demonstrated visually => bodily gestures. 
‣ Multisensory events = demonstrated => combination of auditory + bodily gestures. 

− This study:
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To what extent auditory and bodily 
gestures can be used to quote other things 

than audible and visible events such as 
spoken events, thoughts or feelings?

Why would 
utterers choose to 
quote thoughts or 

feelings using 
gestures instead 

of words?
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Method

− Video analysis. 
− Gathering of data: 

‣ Episodes of MTV reality shows. 
‣ Episodes of the fourth series of talent show The Voice UK. 

− Analysis => content of the quote: 
‣ Composition: Audible and visible components of the quote => evaluate the use of 

words and auditory + bodily gestures. 
‣ Nature: Inquired into the nature (speech, thought, attitude,…) of the quotation.
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=> Purpose = determine the 
link between the two.
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Analysis

10 08/09/2020

Examples of quotations that contain gestures only
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Quotations made up of bodily gestures and auditory 
gestures (verbal vocalised sounds)

11

UK Voices, 2015, 28’00’’ 

(1)It was so feisty that I thought I’d got to be in 
the middle and be like, ‘[body and head 
movements and facial expression] whoo’.

Harajuku Barbie, 2013, 05’40’’ 

(2)When 10-9 o’clock comes, her brain just 
shuts down, she’s just like, ‘Mh mh mh [+ 
head movements]’.
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Quotation made up of just an auditory gesture (non-
verbal vocalised sound)

12

ExtraminaInDocs’s channel, 2012, 30’40’’ 

(3)And I was like, ‘[sigh]’.
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Results
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42 audio-visual examples

12 = only words 21 = words and gestures 9 = only gestures
3 = neutral 
intonation

9 = 
prosodically 
marked 
(e.g. 
stressed 
word, 
screaming 
or singing, 
raising the 
tone of 
voice or 
using a 
deep voice)

4 = auditory 
gestures 
(e.g. 
prolonged 
vowel)

8 = bodily 
gestures 
(e.g. head 
movements 
with a gaze 
shift or a 
smile, hand 
gestures 
and body 
postures to 
playact)

9 = mixture 
of bodily 
and auditory 
gestures

2 = bodily 
gestures 
and auditory 
gestures 
(verbal 
vocalised 
sounds)

7 = auditory 
gestures 
(verbal 
vocalised 
sounds or 
non-verbal 
vocalised 
sounds)

I was like, ‘[GESTURES]’



Universität Konstanz

To what extent auditory and bodily gestures can be used to quote other things than 
audible and visible events such as spoken events, thoughts or feelings? 

− Results => auditory and bodily gestures can demonstrate a variety of things whether sung, 
seen, felt, imagined,… 

− No one-to-one correspondence between the quoted utterance and the way it is quoted. => 
Any gesture of any type = able to demonstrate anything. 

− Analysis => (real + hypothetical) attitudes, feelings, perceptions, speech and thoughts can 
be quoted using words, marked prosody and intonation but also interjections, head and 
body movements, hand and facial gestures, gaze shifts, sighs, laughs as well as a 
combination of several of the above. 

− True no matter how these feelings, attitudes, etc. are conveyed in the source utterance => 
one example suggested that the feeling of surprise expressed by facial expressions can be 
quoted by interjections.

14 08/09/2020 I was like, ‘[GESTURES]’



Universität Konstanz

Why would utterers choose to quote thoughts or feelings using gestures instead of 
words? 

− Confirmation of the suggestion = gestures allow utterers to share their own feelings and 
comment on the quotation itself (by indicating some sort of overplayed mimicry through 
exaggeration) while demonstrating => rather perilous using only words.
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Conclusions and outlook

− These observations + already known functions of be like => quotative like’s functions are 
sixfold and co-occurrent.
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Be like’s specificity indeed resides in that 
(1)it can quote many things different from canonical speech and 

thoughts 
(2)without committing the utterer to the exactness of what is quoted 
(3)while involving the addressee 
(4)and allowing mimetic (re-)enactment 
(5)through lexicalized elements (words) as well as non-lexicalized 

items (auditory and bodily gestures) 
(6)that simultaneously give the utterer the opportunity to express 

herself in regard to the quotation.

I was like, ‘[GESTURES]’



Universität Konstanz

− This study concentrated on be like => left other innovative quotatives aside => be like = 
the most popular innovative quotative in English. 

− Further research: 
‣ Compare be like with other innovative quotatives in English. 
‣ Compare with innovative quotatives in other languages.
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