TWENTY

The Nature of Pronouns

IN THE STILL OPEN DEBATE on the nature of pronouns, it is usual to consider
these linguistic forms as constituting a class both formal and functional, in
the manner of nominal or verbal forms, for example. Now all languages
possess pronouns, and in all of them they are defined as referring to the same
categories of expression (personal pronouns, demonstratives, etc.). The
universality of these forms and these notions leads to the thought that the
problem of pronouns is both a problem of language in general and a problem
of individual languages; or better, that it is a problem of individual languages
only because it is primarily a problem of language in general. It is as

phenomenon of language that we pose the problem here, in order to show
that pronouns do not constitute a unitary class but are of different types
depending on the miode of language of which they are the signs. Some belong
to the syntax of a language, others are characteristics of what we shall call
“instances of discourse,” that is, the discrete and always unique acts by
which the language is actualized in speech by 2 speaker. .

The situation of the personal pronouns should be considered ﬁrst It. 1
not enough to distinguish them from the other pronouns by a denomination
that separates them. It must be seen that the ordinary definition of the per-
sonal pronouns as containing the three terms, I, yot, and ke, sxmply destroys
the notion of “person.” *“Person” belongs only to I/yos and is lacking 1n
he. This basic difference will be evident from an analysis of 1.

Between I and a noun referring to a lexical notion, there are not ?nly the
greatly varying formal differences that the morphological and syntactic sti::ruc-
ture of particular languages imposes; there are also others that result ror:
the very process of linguistic utterance and W ich are of a more general ‘“‘f
more basic nature. The utterance containing I belongs t0 that le\'rel or type 9
language which Charles Morris calls pra; atic, which includes, with the slg%sé
those who make use of them. A linguistic text of great length—a scien
treatise, for example—can be imagined in which I and ¥

ou would not appear
a single time; conversely, it would be difficult to conceive of a short spoken
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text in which they were not employed. But the other signs of a language are
distributed indifferently between these two types of texts. Besides this con-
dition of use, which is itself distinctive, we shall call attention to a fundamental
and moreover obvious property of I and you in the referential organization
of linguistic signs. Each instance of use of a noun is referred to a fixed and
“objective” notion, capable of remaining potential or of being actualized in
a particular object and always identical with the mental image it awakens. But
the instances of the use of I do not constitute a class of reference since there
is no “object” definable as I to which these instances can refer in identical
fashion. Each I has its own reference and corresponds each time to a unique
being who is set up as such.

What then is the reality to which I or you refery It is solely a ”;eality of dis-
course,’) and this is a very strange thing. I cannot be defined except in terms
of “locution,” not in terms of objects as a nominal sign is. I signifies “the
person who is uttering the present instance of the discourse containing I.”
This instance is unique by definition and has validity only in its uniqueness.
If T perceive two successive instances of discourse containing I, uttered in
tl}e same voice, nothing guarantees to me that one of them is not a reported
discourse, a quotation in which I could be imputed to another. It is thus
necessary to stress this point: I can only be identified by the instance of dis-
course that contains it and by that alone. It has no value except in the instance
in which it is produced. But in the same way it is also as an instance of form
that I must be taken; the form of ] has no linguistic existence except in the
act of speaking in which it is uttered. There is thus a combined double
instance in this process: the instance of I as referent and the instance of
discourse containing I as the referee, The definition can now be stated pre-
01331)’_ = I is “the individual who utters the present instance of discourse
Ofmtm.mng the linguistic instance 1.” Consequently, by introducing the
Situation of “address,” we obtain a symmetrical definition for you as the
_md‘_"i‘f‘“? spoken to in the present instance of discourse containing the
linguistic instance You.” These definitions refer to I and you as a category
?f language and are related to their position in language. We are not consider-
ing the specific forms of this category within given languages, and it matters
llttle‘whether these forms must figure explicitly in the discourse or may
remain implicit in jt,

.Thxs constant and necessary reference to the instance of discourse con-
sm}‘t&‘ the feature that unites to I/you a series of “indicators” which, from
their form and their systematic capacity, belong to different classes, some

g pronouns, others adverbs, and still others, adverbial locutions. _
Th? d.em Onstratives, this, etc., are such indicators inasmuch as their
Organization correlates with that of the indicators of person, as in Lat.
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hic/iste. Here there is a new and distinctive feature in this series: it.is the
identification of the object by an indicator of ostension concomitant with the
instance of discourse containing the indicator of person. By simtﬂtaneo.us
ostension, this will be the object designated in the present instance of dis-
course and the reference implicit in the form (for example, hic as opposed
to iste), which associates it with I and you. Outside this class, but on the same
plane and associated in the same frame of reference, we find the adverbs here
and now. Their relationship with I will be shown by defining them: here and
now delimit the spatial and temporal instance coextensive an'd c'ontempol"ary
with the present instance of discourse containing I. This series is not limited
to here and now; it is increased by a great number of simple or complex
terms that proceed from the same relationship: foday, yesterday, tomorrow,
in three days, etc. It is pointless to define these terms and the demonstr.at.wi.s
in general by deixis, as is generally done, unless one adfis that 'fhe .deuus 1;
contemporary with the instance of discourse that carries th-e indicator of
person; it is from this reference that the demonstrative take§ its property 0

being unique and particular each time, which is the uniqueness C A
instance of discourse to which it refers. .

The essential thing, then, is the relation between the 1nd1cat(.)r (of persFt‘):;
time, place, object shown, etc.) and the present instance o.f dt?course. o
from the moment that one no longer refers, by the expression itself, to 3
relation of the indicator to the unique instance that manifests it, the lagguag
has recourse to a series of distinct terms that have a one-to-one COrrespo ..;!:1"5
with the first and which refer, not to the instance of disc'ourse, but toI' ol
ObjectS, to ““historical”’ times and places Hence correlations such asbe. -
here: there—moy - then—today : the very day—yester day : the day o{ot'hree
tomorrow : the day after—next week : the following week—three days a{)etween
days before, etc. The language itself reveals the PrOfound difference
these two planes. i

The reftlb)rence to the “speaker”’ implicit in thi% whole groufl; gf::::ﬁ:
has been treated too lightly and as being self-evident. V_Ve o distinguished
of its inherent meaning if we do not see the feature‘b.y which it xsd engt:llsthat
from other linguistic signs. Yet it is a fact both original a'?d .fun. o itions
these “pronominal”’ forms do not refer to “reality” or o ObJemvetaill)lg81 them,
in space or time but to the utterance, unique each time, tht;t ‘mfl'lunction will
and thus they reflect their proper use. The importance of , e hich is none
be measured by the nature of the problem they serve to s ve.h:s colved this
other than that of intersubjective Comm“nicatim?' Languses nonreferentia.
Problem by creating an ensemble of “‘empty” signs thla X ars become “full”
with respect to “reality.” These signs are always available anf his discourse,
3 soon as a speaker introduces them into each instance O
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Since they IE.ICk material reference, they cannot be misused; since they do not
assert anything, they are not subject to the condition of truth and escape all
denial. Their role is to provide the instrument of a conversion that one could
call t-he conversion of language into discourse, It is by identifying himself as
2 unique person pronouncing I that each speaker sets himself up in turn as
the “subject.” The use thus has as a condition the situation of discourse and
no ?ther. If. each speaker, in order to express the feeling he has of his irre-
fluclb!e subJCCﬁviFy, made use of a distinct identifying signal (in the sense
blne :shlch each radio transmxttmg station has its own call letters), there would
IUtdyn'l_ngSSible ]e:nasglm,a;le“dufl; a.nf;i xﬁmrgaunicati;m would become abso-
o T R RIS O danger by instituting a unique
Ehmtl;:obﬂe e L—Vf!hu;le be assumed by each speaker on the condition
that he n‘afers each time only to the instance of his own discourse. THis sign
is thus hnl.{ed to the exercise of language and announces the ?Re aker 28
f‘Pea.kt?r. It is this property that establishes the basis for individual discourse,
l;l;vall;lc}ﬁ:;f:h sp.%ker takes over all the resources of language for his own
lailguz; i it easily makes us unaware of this profound difference between
Wi & 45 2 systemm of signs and language assumed into use by the individual.
discourse, ::mwa;;un%w it, language is turned into instances of
the key ;nd defini ed b.y dm system of internal references of which I is
he makes us (;ﬁmng the individual by the particular linguistic construction
tors I and i h? announces himself as the speaker. Thus the indica-
Stisiod] y;:‘ tcleinn-ot exist as pot:.entialities; they exist only insofar as they are
instances, the 1: 1;18:;11 ce of discourse, in which, by each of their own
The sy’stc mi b ark the process of appropriation by the speaker.

signal t. C.nature.of language causes the appropriation these indicators
"B eei: iPtPear in the instance of discourse in all the elements capable of
a:grding tootr;::ally, espet.:u}lly in the verb, by means of processes that vary
form” is an in type of idiom, We must emphasize this point: the “ver})
always and ne ex::;able part of the individual instance of discourse: it is
on that act. It :&s ) act.uahud by the act of discourse and in dependence
i8 usually p r:: iy admu‘ of any potential and “objective” form. If the verb
hoages tés sented by its infinitive as the lexical entry in a number of
thing COn;pletelm g;&rely by convention; the infinitive in language is some-
guage. All the y difterent from the infinitive in the lexicographic metalan-
e _re::lﬂ?tlom In the verbal paradigm—aspect, tense, gendf:r,
r&pect, to ti‘le msta:x e t.hat actualization and from that dependence w_xth
is always relati e t.hscom-sc,' especially the “tense” of the verb, Wh1f=h
personal utteranve e the instance. in which the verb form figures. A finite
tive function fce]anlsglth1 us C_OI‘StltUted on a double plane: it puts the denomina-
? e into operation for references to the object, which
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language establishes as distinctive lexical signs, and arranges these references
to the object with the aid of self-referential indicators corresponding to each
of the formal classes that the idiom recognizes.

But is this always true? If language, as it is exercised, is by necessity pro-
duced in discrete instances, does not this necessity oblige it to consist only of
“personal” instances? We know empirically that this is not the case. There
are utterances in discourse that escape the condition of person in spite of
their individual nature; that is, they refer not to themselves but to an “object-
ive” situation. This is the domain that we call the *third person.”

The “third person” in fact represents the unmarked member of the corre-
lation of person. That is why it is not a truism to affirm that the non-person
is the only mode of utterance possible for the instances of discourse not
meant to refer to themselves but to predicate the process of someone or some-
thing outside the instance itself, and this someone or something can always
be provided with an objective reference.

Thus, in the formal class of pronouns, those said to be of the “third person”
are, by their function and by their nature, completely different from I and
you. As has long been seen, forms like ke, him, that, etc. only serve as abbre-
viated substitutes (Pierre is sick; ke has a “fever”); they replace or 'rela_y ong
or another of the material elements of the utterance. But this function is not
attached only to pronouns; it can be served by elements of ot:her classes—in
French, on occasion by certain verbs (*‘cet enfant écrit ma.mtemfnt mieux
qu'il ne faisait 'année derniére” [similarly in English: thaf child writes b?tte'l"
now than he did last year]). This is a function of syntactic “representation
which extends to terms taken from different “‘parts of speech” and which
answers to a need for economy by replacing one segment of the utterance,
or even an entire utterance, with 2 more manageable substitute. el LT
function of these substitutes has nothing in common with that of the indicators
of person. o . “

Certain languages show that the “third person” is indeed literally a “non-
person.”! To take just one example among many, here m.how_the_P@e“;:;e
pronominal prefixes are presented in two series (something like inalienable
and alienable) in Yuma (California): first person, ?-, #an”-; second person,
m-, man?-; third person, zero, n*.* The personal reference 1s a zero refel:ence
outside the I/you relationship. In other languages (Indo-European Ch“fﬂy)
the regularity of the formal structure and a symmetry of chondar?' °“;h‘m
produce the impression of three coordinated persons. This is especially the
case with modern languages with an obligatory pronoun 18 which he seems to
be a member of a paradigm with three terms, on a par with I and yt;“ Orthm
the inflection of the present in Indo-European with -ms, -5, -, I:lh a?‘t;hir;
symmetry is only formal. What must be considered distinctive of the
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person” is its property of (1) combining with any object reference, (2) never
being reflective of the instance of discourse, (3) admitting of a sometimes
rather large number of pronominal or demonstrative variants, and (4) not
being compatible with the paradigm of referential terms like kere, now, etc.

Even a brief analysis of the forms that are imprecisely classed as pro-
nominal leads thus to the recognition among them of classes of entirely dif-
ferent natures and, consequently, to the distinction between, on the one
hand, language as a repertory of signs and a system for combining them and,
on the other, language as an activity manifested in instances of discourse
which are characterized as such by particular signs.

From For Roman Jakobson, Morris Halle, Horace G. Lunt, Hugh McLean, and
Cornelis H. van Schooneveld, eds. (The Hague, 1956), pp. 34-37
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