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Abstract 
The literature on innovative quotative be like is not extensive 
in the field of pragmatics. In fact, this phenomenon was 
mainly studied in other subfields of linguistics, such as 
sociolinguistics and historical linguistics. This paper sheds 
some more light on the pragmatic features of be like with the 
help of video analysis. Contrary to what one could think, there 
is no one-to-one correspondence between what is quoted and 
the way it is quoted. That is, attitudes can be demonstrated by 
facial expressions, feelings can be rendered in sounds, and 
thoughts can be expressed in hand gestures, to name but a few 
examples. On top of the already known pragmatic features of 
be like (i.e. mimetic (re-)enactment of an event, involvement 
of the addressee, non-commitment of the utterer and 
expression of the utterer’s own feelings), the results indeed 
show that be like enables the utterer to quote and express an 
infinity of things through endless means. I further conclude 
that all these features are co-occurrent, and that is precisely 
what makes quotative like so innovative. 
Index Terms: auditory and bodily gestures, be like, innovative 
quotatives 

1.   Introduction 
A quotative is, in very general terms, a word or combination 
of words which constitutes the end part of the quoting frame, 
that is the phrase used to introduce a quotation. Its syntactical 
structure is thus as follows: quoting frame with quotative 
marker/introducer + quoted element [1]. There are two types 
of quotatives: traditional quotatives (e.g. say or think, which 
can introduce direct or indirect speech or thought) and so-
called innovative quotatives. An innovative quotative is a 
quotative such as be like or go that offers a broader range of 
possibilities, as far as the content of the quote is concerned. 
Innovative quotatives often contain a copular verb – or a verb 
that has gained a copular sense – and a particle (e.g. 
preposition, conjunction or hedge) or a discourse marker (e.g. 
deictic or intensifier). So far, the literature was interested in 
this type of quotatives mainly in terms of their emergence and 
usage, on the one hand, and in terms of their evolution, on the 
other. The former issue is of concern to sociolinguists, while 
the latter belongs to the domain of historical linguistics. This 
introductory section offers a brief review of what is known so 
far on quotative be like in the two subfields aforementioned. 

1.1.  Emergence, expansion and usage of be like 

Sociolinguists have studied innovative quotative be like 
according to its emergence in different locales as well as its 
development and usage among the population in terms of sex 
effect, age bias and socio-economic status. 

It is hard to say when be like really appeared since, even if 
it has attracted a lot of attention in the sociolinguistics field for 

over twenty years now, it seems that be like was already used 
long before that and spread only in the beginning of the 1990s 
to other countries than America, its locale of origin [2–4]. Be 
like’s expansion has been rapid since then. In the early 2000s, 
it was reported that the use of be like has increased nearly 
fivefold in less than ten years among Canadians [2]. Further 
proof of the expansion of be like is the fact that its use has 
tripled in ten years (1996-2006) in York, UK [5]. 

Many researchers tried to give a canonical portrait of 
typical users by first assuming that females were the 
frontrunners in the early stages of the development of be like, 
which turned out to be inaccurate since it actually depends on 
the locale [2–7]. Age bias as well as socio-economic status 
also proved to be unreliable constants. The initially postulated 
premise that teenagers are the greatest majority of speakers 
using quotative be like, while older speakers and speakers with 
more academic interests generally prefer the use of traditional 
quotatives is indeed ruled out since, after transfer from one 
variety to another, the supra-local users adapt the quotatives to 
their socio-economic values as well as the local constraints 
[2–6]. The use of quotatives further depends on out-of-school 
or out-of-work activities and acquaintances [6]. 

1.2.  Grammaticalisation of quotative like 

Historical linguists, for their part, are interested in the 
evolution of innovative quotatives that were first used as 
particles or discourse markers, that is they trace their usage 
from their semantic meaning to their pragmatic meaning and 
thence to their present use as quote introducers. 

For a particle to gain a quotative usage, there needs to be a 
process of grammaticalisation by which the quote introducer 
develops out of a conventionalised particle that is semantically 
related to it [8]. The new linguistic item like did not lose its 
older uses and in fact its newest function as a quotative keeps 
the underlying meanings of the grammaticalising form [2, 9]. 

As is the case for every innovation, it is difficult to exactly 
determine what was the first usage of be like. However, what 
can be traced back is its first attested function. Quotative like 
first appeared together with older quotative all in all like – like 
being first considered an approximative [10]. The core 
meaning of the preposition/conjunction like (meaning ‘as if’) 
is the notion of similarity, which contains the two notions of 
comparison and approximation. This allowed like to easily 
gain other more or less related meanings such as focus, hedge, 
filler and eventually quotative [7, 9, 11]. It also means that 
quotative be like does not just activate the mere notion of re-
enactment, i.e. the enactment of something previously said 
and/or done [7, 9, 12]. Similarity means in fact that it is 
comparative (‘as if’) or approximative (‘almost’, ‘nearly’, ‘not 
quite’) and that there is a lack of exactness. Be like thus also 
has the ability to present ‘imaginary discourse as if it took 
place’ [9, p. 4]. Since like is normally not expected to render 
the notion of exactness, it also allows for the non-commitment 



of the utterer while she quotes using like as a hedge [7]. The 
next section discusses these characteristics in more detail, as it 
offers a review of the main pragmatic features of be like. 

2.   The pragmatics of be like 
This section brings out the different pragmatic functions of 
and constraints on be like that are discussed in the literature. 

2.1.  Functions of quotative be like 

Mimetic (re-)enactment of an event, involvement of the 
addressee, non-commitment of the utterer and expression of 
the utterer’s own feelings are the four main pragmatic 
functions of be like. Each is discussed in turn hereafter. 

2.1.1.   Mimetic (re-)enactment (addressee-oriented) 

As quote introducer, like has the ability to put the emphasis on 
the most significant part of the utterance and allows the utterer 
to dramatically (re-)enact the quoted element [7, 9, 13]. By 
including paralinguistic items (i.e. non-lexicalized elements) 
after be like, utterers create a mimetic (re-)enactment and 
perform rather than just tell an event, which increases the 
dramatic peak [3, 4, 9, 13]. Direct quotation is in fact a 
multimodal phenomenon since utterers usually use both voice 
and body to demonstrate a variety of things [14]. 

Clark and Gerrig [15] claim that quotations are 
demonstrations (as opposed to indications or descriptions) 
that, according to the demonstration theory, are used to show 
what it was/will be/would (have) be(en) like. Utterers can 
quote all sorts of elements such as hypothetical utterances, 
thoughts, emotions, sarcasm in tone of voice, accents, words 
in other languages, all kinds of gestures, and they choose 
which aspects they want to depict in order for the addressees 
to see for themselves what it was/will be/would (have) be(en) 
like to be there [15–17]. More specifically, be like introduces 
quotations made up of performances in which the utterer acts 
‘“in character” rather than as situated self’ [18, p. 581]. 

2.1.2.   Involvement (addressee-oriented) 

Be like is used to stimulate emotional reactions through 
expressives containing bodily gestures and other non-
lexicalized elements [19]. Those quotations consisting of 
expressives appear in the end-focus position, that is where 
new information occurs, which invites the addressee to 
visualise the situation. Thus, it focusses the addressee’s 
attention on the quoted element, since the addressee is forced 
to visualise the (re-)enacted scene and inevitably feels 
concerned [20]. As mentioned above, using gestures indeed 
enables the addressee to have an idea of what it was/will be/
would (have) be(en) like to be there and therefore to 
experience the Gestalt of the feelings that are quoted [15]. 

2.1.3.   Non-commitment (utterer-oriented) 

When an utterance is quoted, the rendering of the features of 
the source speech act can only be an approximation since it is 
impossible for the utterer to (re)produce the exact accent, 
voice quality, pitch, style, facial expressions or other gestures 
used in the source utterance [9, 13]. Using be like seems 
therefore most appropriate since, thanks to like’s 
approximative meaning, be like permits the utterer not to 
commit herself to the exactness of what she quotes [9, 13]. 
That is, be like permits the utterer to stand back from the 
quoted utterance. Interestingly enough, utterers are conscious 
of their inaccuracy and use be like purposefully to indicate that 

their words and/or gestures are not the exact wording and/or 
gesturing that was/will be/would (have) be(en) produced [16]. 

Although utterers are not to be held responsible for the 
core idea that they are quoting, it should none the less be 
noted that they take responsibility for the manner they choose 
to present the element(s), i.e. their own tone of voice, facial 
expressions and other gestures used to communicate their own 
feelings and opinion about the quotation. 

2.1.4.   Expression (utterer-oriented) 

Quotative be like spurs the utterer into extroversion since it 
invites vocal modulations, facial expressions and other 
gestures, which all show the affective state of the quoting 
utterer, who can thus focus on her own experience and (re)tell 
or (re-)interpret the story the way she wants [12, 18, 20–22]. 
In fact, as is well known, utterers use intonation and bodily 
gestures to express their attitudes, emotions and feelings, such 
as anger, annoyance, (dis)agreement, perplexity, sarcasm and 
so forth [16, 23]. Sams [21] further argues that utterers can at 
the same time quote elements and comment on them through 
the use of prosody, which indicates their own mental state or 
the mental state in which they assume their addressee to be. 

In light of the above-given observations, I suggest that 
utterers can express their feelings and emotions – not only 
through prosody – but through gestures of all kinds by 
exaggerating them while quoting. Recall that be like contains 
the core meaning of approximation. I argue that this meaning 
does not only render the idea that the quoted elements are not 
a perfect copy of what was/will be/would (have) be(en) said 
and/or gestured but that be like is also – and perhaps mainly – 
used to indicate to the addressee that the quotation is 
exaggerated, some sort of overplayed mimicry. 

2.2.  Constraints on be like 

This subsection discusses the content of the quotation with 
regard to both its composition and its nature. 

2.2.1.   Composition of the quotation 

As discussed in the previous subsection, quotations introduced 
by be like are very likely to contain expressive or mimetic 
content that imply an adaptation of accent, nasality and tone of 
voice and which can encode bodily gestures (e.g. facial, head 
and hand gestures and other body movements) and/or auditory 
gestures (e.g. verbal vocalised sounds, such as interjections 
and onomatopoeias; non-verbal vocalised sounds, such as 
cries, sighs and laughs as well as non-vocalised sounds, such 
as beats, claps and the like) [3, 9, 15, 18–20, 22, 24]. 

2.2.2.   Nature of the quotation 

As any quotative introducing direct quotations, be like can 
quote speech, thoughts, inner monologues, emotional states or 
attitudes [2, 3, 5–7, 9, 12, 18, 19, 25], all of which can be very 
vivid and real [19] or, as explained earlier, hypothetical [9]. 

3.   Research questions 
It has been shown that (1) audible events can be demonstrated 
vocally by auditory gestures, (2) visible events can be 
demonstrated visually by bodily gestures and (3) multisensory 
events can be demonstrated by a combination of auditory and 
bodily gestures [14]. Based on all that has been discussed so 
far, this paper investigates to what extent auditory and bodily 
gestures can in fact be used to quote other things such as 
spoken events, thoughts or feelings. A second and related issue 



that will be tackled is the reason why utterers would choose to 
quote thoughts or feelings using gestures instead or words. 

4.   Method 
A video analysis was carried out in an attempt to answer the 
aforesaid research questions. The gathering of data consisted 
in watching several episodes of MTV reality shows as well as 
some episodes of the fourth series of talent show The Voice 
UK. The analysis was made in terms of the content of the 
quote regarding two aspects, namely composition and nature. 
That is, I considered the audible and visible components of the 
quote to evaluate the use of words and auditory and bodily 
gestures. Whenever feasible, I also inquired into the very 
nature (speech, thought, attitude and so forth) of the quotation. 
The purpose being to determine the link between the two. 

5.   Analysis 
This section has two subsections: one illustrates utterances 
that contain words and – most of the time – also gestures, 
while the other discusses utterances that contain gestures only. 

5.1.  Examples of utterances that contain words 

(1)And I was like, ‘How to talk to somebody?’. [26, 
08’45’’] 

(2)He came over and he was like, ‘You audition for a 
show?’ [laugh]. [27, 03’10’’] 

(3)And he was like, ‘Where are you right now?’, and I was 
like, ‘I’m coming out of Colorado’, and he was like, 
‘You need to come straight from the airport to the high 
school’ (smiling). [27, 04’08’’] 

Examples (1)-(3) are pretty neutral in terms of intonation and 
actually do not contain any non-lexicalized elements. Example 
(1) illustrates a quotation of the utterer’s previous thoughts. In 
(2), the utterer laughs at the end of her utterance, but it is not 
part of the quotation itself. Rather, the utterer is recounting a 
previous conversation she finds funny and laughs at the end so 
as to punctuate. Example (3) is a report of a whole dialogue 
sequence for which the current utterer was previously the 
addressee. There is a smile that is incidental since the utterer is 
smiling during the whole dialogue report. 

(4)He was like, ‘No way, man. There’s no way it’s gonna 
happen. You’ll never gonna get me to do this’. [27, 
08’46’’] 

(5)I actually had this thought that like I may not make it. 
And then I was like, ‘We may not make it’. [28, 18’52’’] 

(6)I looked in the back and I’m like, ‘Where’s his family?’. 
That’s the reason I ask like, ‘Where’s your people?’. So 
it seems you -- I don’t really know your story, but you 
seem like, ‘I love music so much I don’t care what 
anybody thinks, and I’m gonna get there and I’m gonna 
show the world, even if I have to come here alone’. [29, 
13’17’’] 

(7)You’ve got to be like, ‘That was amazing!’. [29, 25’32’’] 
(8)Emily will probably be watching it and be like, ‘Go on 

girls!’ (encouraging). [29, 1h43’52’’] 
(9)And they’re screaming and they’re like, ‘Shut it off! 

Shut it off!’ (screaming). [27, 03’06’’] 
(10)Yeah it was like, ‘I want it! - No I want it! - I want it! - 

I want it! - I want it!’ (raising the tone of voice). [29, 
32’20’’] 

(11)You wake up once and it was like, ‘Hey baby, what’s 
up?’ (using a deep voice). [29, 1h35’57’’] 

(12)It’s almost like, ‘That soon your face will fade away / 
And every time I try to fly I fall / Without my wings / I 
feel so small’ (singing). [30, 1h10’39’’] 

Examples (4)-(12) do not contain any bodily gestures, but they 
are all prosodically marked. In examples (4)-(6), the utterer 
stresses a specific word (in italics) in order to draw the 
addressee’s attention on that part of the quotation. Example (4) 
is a speech quotation of a previous conversation during which 
the current utterer was the addressee. In (5) and in the first two 
parts of (6), the utterer quotes her own thoughts, while she 
demonstrates the attitude she thinks the addressee has in the 
third part introduced by ‘you seem like’. In example (7), the 
utterer changes her intonation to imitate the attitude of 
someone happy and excited, that is the attitude that anybody 
in that situation has to have in the utterer’s eyes. In (8), the 
utterer modulates her speech so as to create an encouraging 
intonation. The variation in prosody between the quoting 
frame and the quoted frame is clearly audible, so much so that 
it feels exaggerated, but this is a means for the utterer to share 
the attitude (excitement and enthusiasm) she thinks the utterer 
of the quoted utterance will have. The utterer in (9) raises her 
intonation to imitate people screaming. The quotations in (10) 
and (11) more specifically illustrate a change in voice quality 
used to demonstrate attitudes. In the case of (10), there is a 
rising tone of voice that mimics two people bickering, when in 
(11) the utterer uses a deep voice to imitate a man’s attitude. 
Example (12) is a little bit particular in that the words are not 
literally spoken but sung. In this case, the utterer, who is a 
vocal coach, demonstrates how the contestant should sing the 
song, that is with more intensity in the voice. 

(13)It’s like, ‘I can’t be all those things at once. -- I am a 
human beiiiiiiiiiiiing’. [31, 37’52’’] 

(14)When I first found out I was singing against Letitia, I 
was like, ‘Okay, this shouldn’t be too bad’, and then she 
opened that glorious mouth of hers and I was like, 
‘Wow, I I can’t do this’ [laugh]. [29, 04’55’’] 

(15)Coming on stage, I was like, ‘Boom, just do it!’. [29, 
09’47’’] 

(16)And you’re like, ‘Boom, I’m gonna break this to my 
extent’. [30, 1h44’33’’] 

Examples (13)-(16) are a bit similar to the examples discussed 
hereabove in that there is also a change in intonation, which is 
– in the cases of examples (14)-(16) – however mainly due to 
the interjection or onomatopoeia at the beginning of the 
quotation. In example (13), the utterer stresses a specific word 
by prolonging a vowel to demonstrate her feelings towards 
people’s attitude. This is another example of a verbal 
vocalised sound, which is – as said earlier – a type of auditory 
gesture. Apart from those sounds, there is no other gesture in 
these examples. The laugh in (14) is indeed incidental and 
used to punctuate the quotation, which is the expression of a 
previous thought. The onomatopoeia in (15) is issued louder to 
express the excitement felt before. The interjection in (16) 
mimics the addressee’s attitude as felt by the utterer. 

(17)And my mother was like, ‘No [+ head movements]’. 
[31, 35’22’’] 

(18)I was like, ‘Oh you should probably use that one ‘cos 
this one is kind of boring [+ gaze shift and head 
movement]’ (smiling). [32, 01’20’’] 

(19)And I’m like, ‘I understand. That’s why -- that’s why 
I’m here [+ gaze shift, head movement and smile]’. [31, 
30’29’’] 



(20)I just kind of, I was like, ‘Screw you! [+ head 
movements]’. [26, 08’23’’] 

(21)And I’m like, ‘Peace out [+ emblem and head 
movements]’. [33, 00’59’’] 

(22)I was just like, ‘Yes, she knows us [+ hand gestures]’. 
[29, 1h14’22’’] 

(23)He called me, he was like, ‘Erm yeah you gonna have 
to cancel everything erm me and Sharon [+ hand 
gesture]’ – which is one of my bridesmaids – ‘we’re 
gonna go hang out’. [33, 01’13’’] 

(24)His points would have been like, ‘Roe, listen if you 
could just call me back? I’m sorry that I’ve left you 
thirteen messages, but I just really wanna talk to you [+ 
hand gestures]’. [27, 10’06’’] 

Examples (17)-(24) all contain bodily movements. More 
specifically, the quotations in (17)-(21) are made up of at least 
words and head movements, while (22)-(24) contain words 
and hand gestures. In (17), in which the utterer quotes an 
answer to a question, the utterer moves her head from right to 
left as is conventionally known to mean no. In (18) and (19), 
the head movement is accompanied by a slight shift of gaze to 
reinforce the deictic. (18) is accompanied by an incidental 
smile that started before the quotation. As for the quotation in 
(19), it contains a smile that could indicate some irony. Indeed, 
the gestures the utterer uses in the quotation allow her to react 
to others’ comments while quoting her thought. The head 
movements in (20) convey the meaning that the utterer no 
longer cares. They thus allow her to share her attitude towards 
a past event. The quotation in (21) contains head movements 
and an emblem. Together, these gestures indicate withdrawal, 
that is the utterer’s attitude at the time of the event she is 
recounting. In (22), the utterer reports her own thoughts 
through words and deictic hand gestures to reinforce the 
deictic expressions as if she was in a spontaneous 
communicative situation. Example (23), which demonstrates a 
phone call, contains an iconic gesture that represents a mobile 
phone. The utterer also places her body in the right position to 
playact. But, as soon as the utterer issues the parenthetical, she 
is back to a rest position, in which she stays even when she 
resumes the quotation since there is no need to set the scene 
again. In (24), the utterer also places her body in the right 
position to playact. One hand is in withdrawal with the palm 
towards the utterer’s body as if insisting on ‘just’, while the 
other hand is open, palm up, towards the imaginary addressee 
(who actually represents the current utterer) as an offer to talk. 

(25)He’s like, ‘Someone’s pretending to be me [+ facial 
expressions]’ (complaining). [26, 08’14’’] 

(26)Everyone’s like, ‘What is going on? Andrea likes 
Justin! [+ head movements and smile]’ (gossiping). [27, 
08’22’’] 

(27)Jake is like, ‘You’re pretty cool, yeah, let’s hang out 
l a t e r [ + b o d y a n d h e a d m o v e m e n t s a n d 
smile]’ (mocking). [29, 17’52’’] 

(28)When I heard them singing at the piano, even though I 
was happy and delighted, I’m like, ‘Ohohohoh they’re 
both strong! [+ facial expression]’ – you know – ‘What 
do I do now? [+ hand gestures]’. [30, 49’17’’] 

(29)I’m like, ‘You’re a crazy little lamb chop. What do you 
doing here? [+ head and shoulder movements and 
smile]’. [31, 39’27’’] 

(30)He basically just asked, he was like, ‘I think it would 
really mean a lot to the fans of the show and dadada [+ 
hand gestures and head and shoulder movements]’. [32, 
01’01’’] 

(31)And on the night you’re gonna be like, ‘Yeah okay, 
man’, and you’re gonna be like, ‘Ah ah ah [+ body 
movements]’. [30, 1h39’16’’] 

(32)They were like, ‘Shaouhahaha shaouhahaha [+ body 
movements and hand gesture]’ like, ‘No no no no, that 
ain’t the song, honey. What are you doing? [+ gaze 
shifts and head movements]’. [30, 04’59’’] 

(33)But every time I -- every time I ain’t put my step down 
and stand up for myself, it’s like, ‘We’ve heard about 
Nicki Minaj huhuhuhuh! Nicki Minaj shut down a photo 
shoot! Oh my god! No one wants to work with Nicki 
Minaj! [+ body and head movements, facial expressions 
and hand gestures]’. [31, 20’17’’] 

Examples (25)-(33) instantiate quotations made up of a 
mixture of words, auditory and bodily gestures. In example 
(25), the utterer uses facial expressions and intonation to 
mimic someone’s attitude. By exaggerating the gestures she is 
attributing to the person she is mimicking, the utterer indicates 
to her addressee that she finds that person’s attitude ridiculous. 
In fact, she did not see that person’s reaction since the 
conversation did not take place face to face. Thus, the gestures 
the utterer is quoting are to be seen as her attempt to share her 
own feelings towards the event. Both (26) and (27) contain 
words, a change of intonation, a smile and head movements. 
In (26), these elements are used to imitate a gossiping attitude. 
For its part, (27) further contains body movements and 
imitates the attitude a person would have towards another 
person. The gestures used in both examples are exaggerated 
by the utterer to indicate disagreement with these attitudes. In 
(28), the utterer quotes a thought she previously had. The 
quotation is interrupted by a parenthetical. The first part is 
composed of words preceded by interjections that are 
accompanied by a facial expression with the eyes widely open, 
which indicates some level of surprise. In the second part, the 
words are accompanied by hand movements: the utterer makes 
a palm up open hand gesture with both hands to show 
openness to a piece of advice. The utterer in (29) moves her 
hand and shoulders very slightly, smiles and modulates her 
voice as if she was speaking to a child in a spontaneous 
communicative situation. (30) consists of hand, head and 
shoulder movements, all of which are beat gestures. There’s 
also a rising intonation that indicates some sort of excitement 
and a succession of elements. The body movements and 
interjections in (31) allow the utterer to properly demonstrate 
what she thinks her addressee’s reaction will be later on. 
Example (32) is also a demonstration of attitude and contains 
two parts. The first quotation does not contain any words and 
is made up of verbal vocalised sounds, a hand gesture and 
body movements that follow the rhythm of the sounds. In the 
second quotation, there are head movements and gaze shifts 
from right to left to reinforce the noes. In example (33), there 
are words, interjections, facial expressions and head, hand and 
body movements as well as a highly affected intonation that 
allows the utterer to imitate people. She also expresses her 
feelings and opinion about people’s attitude through a certain 
degree of mockery transcribed by these exaggerated gestures. 

5.2.  Examples of utterances that contain gestures only 

(34)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’. [29, 27’56’’] 

(35)When 10-9 o’clock comes, her brain just shuts down, 
she’s just like, ‘Mh mh mh [+ head movements]’. [31, 
05’34’’] 



Examples (34) and (35) both exemplify quotations made up of 
bodily gestures and interjections only. In (34), the utterer’s 
arms are parallel to the ground as if she had to keep two 
people apart, and she moves her head from one side to the 
other as if looking at these two people with her wide open 
eyes like she needed to be convincing to prevent them from 
fighting against each other. The utterer then produces an 
interjection to express her relief after the pretended separation. 
She uses very expressive gestures when quoting her own 
thoughts to indicate how strong her feelings were at the time. 
The utterer in (35) uses interjections and head movements to 
imitate someone falling asleep. The gestures composing this 
quotation are a bit exaggerated, as when one falls asleep one 
does not exactly produce these sounds and certainly not so 
loud. Also, the head does not usually fall downwards the way 
the utterer demonstrates it. The utterer uses these gestures in a 
somewhat exaggerated way in order to share her own 
understanding of the person’s tiredness, that is she shows how 
much she thinks the person is exhausted. 

(36)He came back to his apartment, and I was there and I 
was just like, ‘Hey’. [32, 01’50’’] 

(37)I was like, ‘Yes!’. [29, 1h15’52’’] 
(38)When you said, ‘I left my husband’, I’m like, ‘Wow!’. 

[29, 44’45’’] 
(39)Your voice is so powerful, it’s like, ‘Waaaaaa’. [29, 

1h09’51’’] 
Examples (36)-(39) instantiate quotations made up of 
interjections. The utterer in (36) quotes herself in an 
unconcerned way as if she did not care at all. By comparison, 
the interjection in (37) expresses the happiness the utterer felt 
previously. (38) demonstrates a facial expression indicating 
surprise that is now rendered through an interjection. The 
dialogue sequence is indeed a report of an event that occurred 
a few seconds before, so much so that the viewers were able to 
see the utterer’s facial expression. As far as example (39) is 
concerned, the quotation contains a prolonged interjection that 
demonstrates how the utterer perceives the addressee’s voice. 

(40)And I was like, ‘[sigh]’. [28, 30’38’’] 
(41)I was like, ‘[laugh]’. [33, 02’13’’] 

Examples (40) and (41) illustrate quotations made up of non-
verbal vocalised sounds. In (40), the utterer produces a sigh to 
illustrate how she was afraid. Example (41), for its part, 
contains a laugh, which demonstrates the utterer’s attitude by 
indicating that she thinks the situation is hilarious. 

(42)When I heard ‘next’, I was kind of like, ‘[laugh] aw’. 
[33, 03’20’’] 

Example (42) presents two kinds of auditory gestures: a non-
verbal vocalised sound (laugh) plus a verbal vocalised sound 
(interjection). The utterer uses these two sounds to express her 
feelings, i.e. surprise. By exaggerating her own reaction, she 
also shares her attitude towards a past event. 

6.   Results 
Out of the 42 audio-visual examples of quotations introduced 
by be like that were analysed, 12 were made up of words only, 
9 contained only gestures, while the remaining 21 were varied 
in terms of their composition. All 21 were multimodal 
quotations made up of lexicalized elements (i.e. words) and 
non-lexicalized elements, namely auditory gestures (e.g. 
interjections) and/or bodily gestures (e.g. facial expressions, 
body movements, hand gestures,…). 

As to the question whether gestures can be used to quote 
other things than other gestures, the results reveal that auditory 

and bodily gestures can demonstrate a variety of things 
whether sung, seen, felt, imagined,… The results thus suggest 
that there is no one-to-one correspondence between the quoted 
utterance and the way it is quoted. That is, any gesture of any 
type is able to demonstrate anything. The analysis indeed 
showed that (real as well as 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. This 
seems to be true no matter how these feelings, attitudes, etc. 
are conveyed in the source utterance, as one example 
suggested that the feeling of surprise expressed by facial 
expressions can be quoted by interjections. 

Regarding the reason why utterers choose to use gestures 
to quote thoughts, attitudes and the like, the analysis confirms 
the suggestion made in the second section that 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, which 
would be rather perilous using only words. 

7.   Conclusions and outlook 
The first section briefly reviewed the literature to trace back 
the evolution of be like in terms of origin, usage and meaning. 
The second section, for its part, tackled the pragmatics of be 
like, discussing its four main functions as well as its 
constraints. Even though be like is now a well-known 
innovation, and as is the case for its blurry starting point, it 
seems difficult to give a precise prognosis of how it is going to 
evolve in time. There still is a process of evolution for which 
the endpoint is unknown. The analysis section aimed none the 
less at answering the question whether, for instance, feelings 
can be quoted by body movements or non-verbal sounds. Its 
purpose was also to shed some light onto the reason why 
people use gestures at all while quoting since, especially with 
be like, they can choose whatever means they want. 

The analysis revealed that be like allows the utterer to 
make use of any kind of gestures she finds relevant or 
necessary to demonstrate attitudes, thoughts or anything else 
while sharing her own feelings towards the quotation at the 
very same time. Adding these observations to the already 
known functions of be like, it can be concluded that quotative 
like’s functions are sixfold and co-occurrent. 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. 

This paper concentrated on be like and left other 
innovative quotatives aside because be like is the most popular 
innovative quotative in English. Further research should be 
conducted in order to offer a comparison of be like with other 
innovative quotatives in English as well as a comparative 
analysis of innovative quotatives in other languages. 

8.   Acknowledgments 
Thank you to Philippe De Brabanter, who supervised my first 
MA thesis on which this paper is based. My thanks also go to 
two anonymous reviewers for giving feedback. I take 
responsibility for any remaining errors. 



9.   References 
[1] P.-A. Coppen and A. Foolen, “Dutch quotative van: Past and 

present,” in I. Buchstaller and I. Van Alphen (eds), Quotatives: 
Cross-linguistic and Cross-disciplinary Perspectives. 
Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 
pp. 259–280, 2012. 

[2] S. Tagliamonte and A. D’Arcy, “He’s like, she’s like: The 
quotat ive system in Canadian youth,” Journal of 
Sociolinguistics, vol. 8, no. 4, pp. 493–514, 2004. 

[3] I. Buchstaller and A. D’Arcy, “Localized globalization: A multi-
local, multivariate investigation of quotative be like,” Journal of 
Sociolinguistics, vol. 13, no. 3, pp. 291–331, 2009. 

[4] S. Fox, “Performed narrative: The pragmatic function of this is 
+ speaker and other quotatives in London adolescent speech,” in 
I. Buchstaller and I. Van Alphen (eds), Quotatives: Cross-
linguistic and Cross-disciplinary Perspectives. Amsterdam, 
Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, pp. 231–
258, 2012. 

[5] M. Durham, B. Haddican, E. Zweig, D. E. Johnson, Z. Baker, D. 
Cockeram, E. Danks, and L. Tyler, “Constant linguistic effects in 
the diffusion of be like,” Journal of English Linguistics, vol. 40, 
no. 4, pp. 316–337, 2012. 

[6] H. Hansen-Thomas, “An investigation of innovative quotatives 
in adolescent Chicana English in Texas,” Intercultural 
Pragmatics, vol. 5, no. 1, pp. 19–39, 2008. 

[7] L. Vandelanotte and K. Davidse, “The emergence and structure 
of be like and related quotatives: A constructional account,” 
Cognitive Linguistics, vol. 20, no. 4, pp. 777–807, 2009. 

[8] M. Leonetti and V. Escandell-Vidal, “On the quotative readings 
of Spanish imperfecto,” Cuadernos de Lingüística, vol. 10, pp. 
135–154, 2003. 

[9] I. Buchstaller, “He goes and I’m like: The new quotatives re-
visited,” Paper Presented at NWAVE 30, University of North 
Carolina, 2001. 

[10] J. R. Rickford, T. Wasow, A. Zwicky, and I. Buchstaller, 
“Intensive and quotative all: Something old, something new,” 
American Speech, vol. 82, no. 1, pp. 3–31, 2007. 

[11] L. Vandelanotte, “Quotative go and be like: Grammar and 
grammaticalization,” in I. Buchstaller and I. Van Alphen (eds), 
Quotatives: Cross-linguistic and Cross-disciplinary 
Perspectives. Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins 
Publishing Company, pp. 173–202, 2012. 

[12] E. Pascual, “‘It’s like, Why fictive interaction?’: On the 
multifunctionality of direct speech in the jury room,” Cognitive 
Linguistics & Interactional Discourse, special issue of Language 
& Cognition, 2013. 

[13] I. K. Hasund, T. Opsahl, and J. Svennevig, “By three means: The 
pragmatic functions of three Norwegian quotatives,” in I. 
Buchstaller and I. Van Alphen (eds), Quotatives: Cross-linguistic 
and Cross-disciplinary Perspectives. Amsterdam, Philadelphia: 
John Benjamins Publishing Company, pp. 37–68, 2012. 

[14] N. L. Blackwell, M. Perlman, and J. E. Fox Tree, “Quotation as 
a multimodal construction,” Journal of Pragmatics, vol. 81, pp. 
1–7, 2015. 

[15] H. H. Clark and R. J. Gerrig, “Quotations as demonstrations,” 
Language, vol. 66, no. 4, pp. 764–805, 1990. 

[16] E. Wade and H. H. Clark, “Reproduction and demonstration in 
quotations,” Journal of Memory and Language, vol. 32, pp. 
805–819, 1993. 

[17] H. H. Clark, “Dogmas of understanding,” Discourse Processes, 
vol. 23, pp. 567–598, 1997. 

[18] J. Streeck, “Grammars, words, and embodied meanings: On the 
uses and evolution of so and like,” Journal of Communication, 
vol. 52, no. 3, pp. 581–596, 2002. 

[19] C. Blyth Jr, S. Recktenwald, and J. Wang, “I’m like, ‘Say 
what?!’: A new quotative in American oral narrative,” American 
Speech, vol. 65, no. 3, pp. 215–227, 1990. 

[20] A. Golato, “An innovative German quotative for reporting on 
embodied actions: Und ich so/und er so ‘and I’m like/and he’s 
like’,” Journal of Pragmatics, vol. 32, pp. 29–54, 2000. 

[21] J. Sams, “Quoting the unspoken: An analysis of quotations in 
spoken discourse,” Journal of Pragmatics, vol. 42, pp. 3147–
3160, 2010. 

[22] M. Lampert, “Say, be like, quote (unquote), and the air-quotes: 
Interactive quotatives and their multimodal implications,” 
English Today, vol. 29, no. 4, pp. 45–56, 2013. 

[23] D. Wilson, “Metarepresentation in linguistic communication,” 
UCL Working Papers in Linguistics (UCLWPL) 11, pp. 127–162, 
1999. 

[24] H. H. Clark, “Signalling,” in Using Language. Cambridge, New 
York: Cambridge University Press, pp. 155–188, 1996. 

[25] W. Haddican and E. Zweig, “The syntax of manner quotative 
constructions in English and Dutch,” Linguistic Variation, vol. 
12, no. 1, pp. 1–26, 2012. 

[26] MTV, “Catfish: The TV Show | Dream Guy (Season 3) | MTV,” 
YouTube, 19 June 2014. 

[27] Chris Burke, “MTV The Hills Revealed (Part 1/2),” YouTube, 1 
Apr. 2011. 

[28] E x t r a m i n a I n D o c s ’ s c h a n n e l , “ F e a r : 
S01xE01.West.Virginia.State.Penitentiary.avi,” YouTube, 22 
Mar. 2012. 

[29] UK Voices, “The Voice UK Series 4 Episode 9 | Battle Rounds 2 
(UK 2015),” YouTube, 12 Mar. 2015. 

[30] The Voice Uk, “The Voice UK Season 4 Episode 8 Battles 1,” 
YouTube, 5 Mar. 2015. 

[31] Harajuku Barbie, “Nicki Minaj - My Time Now (MTV 
Documentary) (Full),” YouTube, 20 May 2013. 

[32] Ryan Seacrest Presents, “Lauren Conrad Coming Back to MTV 
for New Reality Show | Interview | On Air with Ryan Seacrest,” 
YouTube, 24 Sept. 2010. 

[33] Phillipe Mur, “Next MTV 2,” YouTube, 8 Feb. 2009.


	I was like, ‘[GESTURES]’
	1.   Introduction
	1.1.  Emergence, expansion and usage of be like
	1.2.  Grammaticalisation of quotative like

	2.   The pragmatics of be like
	2.1.  Functions of quotative be like
	2.1.1.   Mimetic (re-)enactment (addressee-oriented)
	2.1.2.   Involvement (addressee-oriented)
	2.1.3.   Non-commitment (utterer-oriented)
	2.1.4.   Expression (utterer-oriented)

	2.2.  Constraints on be like
	2.2.1.   Composition of the quotation
	2.2.2.   Nature of the quotation


	3.   Research questions
	4.   Method
	5.   Analysis
	5.1.  Examples of utterances that contain words
	5.2.  Examples of utterances that contain gestures only

	6.   Results
	7.   Conclusions and outlook
	8.   Acknowledgments
	9.   References

