
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 

cat.egories or expression (personal pronouns, demonstratives, etc.). The 

umversality of these forms and these notions leads tothe thought that the 

pr~bl~m 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 a{ 

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 mode of language of which they are the signs. S9me belong 

to the syntax of a language others are characteristics of what we shall call 

C(• 
' 

Instances of discourse " that is the discrete and always unique acts by 

which the language is a~tualized in speech by a speaker. 

The situation of the personal pronouns should be considered first. It is 

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

:onal p:onouns as containing the three terms, !,you, and he, simply d~tro~s 

he notion of "person." "Person" belongs only to I /you and is lacking m 

he. This basic difference will be evident from an analysis of I. 

Between I and a noun referring to a lexical notion, there are not ?nly the 

greatly varying formal differences that the morphological and syntactic struc

ture of particular languages imposes; there are also others that result from 

the very process of linguistic utterance and which are of a more general and 

more basic nature. The utterance containing I belongs to that level or type of 

language which Charles Morris calls pragmatic which includes, with the signs, 

thos~ who make use of them. A linguistic te~t of great length-a scientific 

tre~ttse, for example-can be imagined in which I and you would not appear 

a smgle 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 pa:ticular object and always identical with the mental image it awakens. But 
the mstances 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 refers? It is solely a 1 reality of dis-
. 1 course " d th' · / \/ • an is 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 
per~o~ who is uttering the present instance of the discourse containing I." 
This mstance is unique by definition and has validity only in its uniqueness. 
If I perceive two successive instances of discourse containing I uttered in th . . , 

. e same vmce, 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 th t t · · d . . ~ ~on ams tt an by that alone. It has no value except in the instance 
m 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 I has no linguistic existence except in the 
~ct of speaking in which it is uttered. There is thus a combined double 
i~stance in this process: the instance of I as referent and the instance of 
d.iscourse containing I as the referee. The definition can now be stated pre-
cisely as· I is "th · d' 'd al . . . · . e 1Il iv1 u who utters the present instance of discourse 
c?nta~nmg the linguistic instance I." Consequently, by introducing the 
situation of "addre · " b · · · · th ... . . ss, we o tam a symmetncal defimtion for you as e 

.mdi."1~u~ spoken to in the present instance of discourse containing the 
hngUIStic mstance " Th · · f you. ese definitions refer to I and you as a category 
? language ~nd are related to their position in language. We are not consider
i~g the specific forms of this category within given languages, and it matters 
little whether these f fi . . . . . . orms must gure explicitly m the discourse or may 
remam unplicit in it. 

This constant and r · · -. necessary re1erence to the rnstance of discourse con 
stitutes the feature th t · I/ . . . , h' h f m 
h 

. a umtes to you a senes of "md1cators' w 1c , ro 
t eir form and the· · . . 
b 

. ir systematic capacity, belong to different classes, some 
eing pronouns oth d b . . . Th ' . ers a ver s, and still others, adverbial locut10ns. . 

~ d~monstratives, this, etc., are such indicators inasmuch as their 
orgaruzat1on correlat · h h · L t es w1t t at of the indicators of person, as m a · 
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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 simultaneous 
ostension, this will be the object designated in the present instance of dis
course and the reference implicit in the form (for example, hie 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 and contemporary 
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: today, yesterday, tomor~ow, 
in three days, etc. It is pointless to define these terms and the demonstr.a~v~s 
in general by deixis, as is generally done, unless one adds that the de1XIS is 
contemporary with the instance of discourse that carries the indicator of 
person; it is from this reference that the demonstrative takes its property of 
being unique and particular each time, which is the uniqueness of the 
instance of discourse to which it refers. 

The essential thing, then, is the relation between the indicat~r (of person, 
time, place, obJ'ect shown, etc.) and the present instance of discourse. F~r 
f · · If to this rom the moment that one no longer refers, by the express10n itse • 
relation of the indicator to the unique instance that manifests it, the language 
has recourse to a series of distinct terms that have a one-to-one correspondenc~ 

· h · f di but to "real wit the first and which refer not to the mstance o scourse, 
objects, to "historical" times ~nd places. Hence correlations such as 1 : he
here : there-now : then-today : the very day-yesterday : the day before
tomorrow : the day after-next week : the following week-three days ago : three 
d . h r d difference between ays before, etc. The language itself reveals t e proioun 
these two planes. . 

Th . . . . h' h I group of expressions e reference to the "speaker" implicit m t is w o e . 
h b . If 'd t w ob this reference as een treated too lightly and as bemg se -evi en · e ~ . . . . h d 
of its inherent meaning if we do not see the feature by which it is distmgutalis he 
f · · 1 d fundamen t at rom other linguistic signs. Yet it is a fact both ongma an . . ,, .. 
th " " ali " t "ob1ective positions ese pronominal" forms do not refer to re ty or 0 

J • h 
· . h f e that contains t em, m space or time but to the utterance, umque eac im ' . . ill 

d h . e of their function w 
an t us they reflect their proper use. The 1mportanc h' h . e 
b t olve w ic is non 

e measured by the nature of the problem they serve 0 s ' 1 d thi 
h . · Language has so ve 5 

ot er than that of intersubjective commumcatwn. f · 
" . that are nonre erentJa. 

problem by creating an ensemble of "empty signs "full" 
· h ail ble and become wit respect to "reality." These signs are always av a . d' e . h . tance of his iscours , 

as soon as a speaker introduces them mto eac ms 
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Since they l~ck material reference, they cannot be misused; since they do not 
assert anythmg, 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 ~he conversion of language into discourse. It is by identifying himself as 

a uruque person pronouncing I that each speaker sets himself up in turn as 
th " b. " Th h e su Ject. e use t us has as a condition the situation of discourse and 
no ~ther. If. ea~h speaker, in order to express the feeling he has of his irre
~ucib~e subjectivi~y, made use of a distinct identifying signal (in the sense 
m which each radio transmitting station has its own call letters), there would 
be as many languages as individuals and communication would become abso
lutely _impossible. Language wards off this danger by in.stituti.ng_ a unique 
but m b ·1 · · - - -0 1 e sign, I, which can be asimmed by each speaker on the condiaon 
~hat he refers each time only to the instance of his own discoi..irse. Tills sign 
IS thus lin~ed ~O the exercise of language and anno~CeJ; the speaker as 
~peak~r. It is this property that establishes the basis for individual discourse, 
m which ea~h sp~aker takes over all the resources of langµ11ge for hls own 

(

behalf. Habit easily makes us unaware of this profound difference bet\veen 
/ language as .a s~s~em of signs and language assumed into use by the individual. 
~en the mdiVIdu~ppropriates it, language is turned into instances of 
discourse charact · d b th. -- · · I · ' enze Y is system of mtemal references of which is 
the key, and defining the individual by the particular linguistic construction 
he makes use of when he announces himself as the speaker. Thus the indica-
tors I and you cannot e · t · 1· · · • h . . xis as potentia 1t1es; they exist only IDsofar as t ey are 
actualized ID the i'nst f d. . . . . ance o iscourse, m which, by each of their own 
mstances they mark th f . . ' . e process o appropnatton by the speaker. 

The systematic nature of I th · · · di . anguage causes e appropnat10n these m cators 
~gnal ~o ~ppear in the instance of discourse in all the elements capable of 

agreemg formally · 11 · h . • espec1a Y tn t e verb, by means of processes that vary 
accordmg to the type f · d · W . . · " b £ ,, . . o I 10m. e must emphasize this pomt: the ver 
~rm is an mextricable part of the individual instance of discourse: it is 

ways and necessarily actualized by the act of discourse and in dependence 
on that act It can t elm. f . b . · no a It o any potential and "objective" form. If the ver 
Is usually represented b · · fi · · f 
1 . . Y its m: mtive as the lexical entry in a number o 
anguages this is purely b . . . . . . thi ' Y convention; the mfimt1ve rn language 1s some-

ng completely different f th · fin. · · · hi 1 rom e ID 1t1ve m the lexicograp c meta an-
guage. All the v · · · h anations m t e verbal paradigm-aspect, tense, gender, 
person, etc.-result f th · · · h . rom at actualization and from that dependence wit 
respect to the mstan f d' hi h . 

1 
. ce 0 1scourse, especially the "tense" of the verb, w c 

is a ways relative to th · · fi · e mstance. m which the verb form :figures. A n1te 
personal utterance is th . . · fu . us constituted on a double plane: it puts the denonuna-
t1ve nction of Ian . . h guage mto operation for references to the object, whic 
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langliage 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 he, him, that, etc. only serve as abbre
viated substitutes (Pierre is sick; he has a "fever"); they replace or .rela! one 
or another of the material elements of the utterance. But this function is n~t 
attached only to pronouns; it can be served by elements of other classes~m 
French, on occasion by certain verbs ("cet enfant ecrit ma~nten~nt rrueux 
qu'il nefaisait l'annee derniere" [similarly in English: tha~ c~1ld writes b~tte,: 
now than he did last year]). This is a function of syntactic representat10.n 

. diff " arts of speech" and wluch which extends to terms taken from erent P 
b 1 · segment of the utterance answers to a need for economy y rep acmg one ' 

. . h ble substitute. Hence the or even an entire utterance, wit a more managea . . 
. . h. · with that of the indicators function of these substitutes has not mg m common 

of person. . all " . h " h' d n" is indeed hter y a non-Certam languages show that t e t tr perso . 
. here is how the possessive person."1 To take JUSt one example among many, . . . 

· · ( metbing hke mahenable pronominal prefixes are presented m two series so 
and alienable) in Yuma (California): first person,?-, ?anv-; second person, 
m-, manY-; third person, zero, n11.2 The personal reference is a zero refe~ence 

. . . I th 1 ges (Indo-European chiefly) outside the I/you relat10nship. n o er angua .. 
the regularity of the formal structure and a symmetry 0~ s~onda1?'allongihn 

. . din t d persons This is espec1 Y t e produce the impression of three coor a e · . . 
. bli onoun m which he seems to case with modern languages with an o gatory pr d . 

. . hr n a par with I an you, or m be a member of a paradigm with t ee terms, 0 . . . th 
. . . I d E ean with -mt -si -ti. In fact, e the mflection of the present m n o- urop . ; ; f h " h' d 

b ·d ed distmctive o t e t u symmetry is only formal. What must e cons1 er 



222 PROBLEMS IN GENERAL LINGUISTICS 

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 here, 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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