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ON THE REFERENTIAL AMBIGUITY OF PERSONAL 

PRONOUNS AND ITS PRAGMATIC CONSEQUENCES 

Barbara De Cock and Bettina Kluge 

Canonical linguistic theory postulates a one-on-one referential link between linguistic 

elements and agents, experiencers, cognizers or patients of certain actions, beliefs, states 

etc. in the world. Likewise, personal pronouns and person marking through verb 

morphology have often been described as having a one-on-one referential link with an 

(interaction) participant. As with all deictic expressions, interpretation of personal 

pronouns is crucially dependent on the context (e.g. I referring to the speaker, you to the 

hearer). However, Bühler’s well-known concept of Deixis am Phantasma (1934) 

already shows that reference can be established to items beyond the immediate 

discourse situation, with interlocutors jointly constructing reference even to 

hypothetical, future-oriented or counterfactual discourse scenarios. Reference, 

especially pronominal reference, is not always established easily, as the vast literature 

on referentiality in several linguistic and philosophical disciplines attests (to name but a 

few recent contributions: Abbott 2010 for an overview of mostly semantic 

conceptualizations of reference, Kibrik 2011 for a recent study on reference in discourse, 

and of course Siewierska 2004 for an in-depth discussion of person reference). Most 

contributions either focus on third person references (singular or plural, henceforth, 3sg 

and 3pl; e.g. Borthen 2010, Cabredo Hofherr 2003, and most articles in Enfield/Stivers 

2007), or they discuss the inclusion and/or exclusion of the speaker in a group referred 

to using 1st person plural forms (henceforth, 1pl). Helmbrecht (2015) does offer a more 

general typology of non-prototypical readings of various persons. In languages without 

a morphological inclusive/exclusive distinction, the pragmatics of inclusive or exclusive 

readings have been analyzed as well (e.g. Temmerman 2008; Scheibman 2002 & 2004). 

On the other hand, reference to singular speaker and hearer (1sg and 2sg) is typically 

portrayed as unproblematic from a referential point of view, though attention has been 

drawn to the existence of different participant statuses (Goffman 1979; Ducrot’s 1984 

polyphony analysis; Halliday 1994). 

In order to complete our view of the use of speaker and hearer reference, this 

volume focuses on some uses of the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 person (singular as well as plural) where 

the canonical adscription of pronominal reference is ‘violated’ by the speaker for 

pragmatic reasons. This results in referential ambiguity of personal pronouns, which is 

understood in this volume as uses where the person being referred to cannot be pinned 

down unequivocally. Such uses can be exploited by interlocutors to their conversational 

advantage, but an important drawback of referentially ambiguous forms is, of course, 

the danger of being misunderstood. We want to discuss which linguistic strategies are 

employed by interlocutors to ensure conversational success and to avoid 

misunderstandings caused by referential ambiguity. 
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 At the core of many referentially ambiguous uses is the pragmatic effect of agent 

defocusing and/or agent extension (cf. Myhill 1997; Sansò 2006). This is the case, for 

instance, in the use of 1pl we, when the speaker wants his/her addressee to perform an 

action, e.g. the ‘condescending we’ used by nurses and doctors:  

 

 Have we taken our medicine? (Brown/Levinson 1987: 119). 

 

Agent defocusing or extension is also at stake when the speaker wants to downgrade his 

or her own responsibility, portraying an action as something anyone in this particular 

situation would do, including the interlocutor. This is the case, for instance, of generic 

uses of 2sg you, where the personal pronoun can even extend its reference to encompass 

‘anyone’. 

 In the case of speaker-referring uses of the 2sg, we observe the opposite effect: 

The speaker appeals to the interlocutor to shift into the speaker’s position, reversing the 

‘classic’ deictic conception of you and I (Rubba 1996). Thus, personal pronouns play an 

important role in maintaining and managing the rapport and empathy between 

interlocutors or, conversely, in creating conversational distance with respect to other 

persons (see Bravo’s 1999 concept of autonomy and affiliation). Indeed, by narrating a 

personal experience in a 2sg form, the speaker very explicitly puts the interlocutor in 

his/her position, thus asking for empathy (in the broad sense of the word). Such uses 

may be understood, from the perspective of intersubjectivity, as attention towards the 

interlocutor’s attitudes and beliefs (Benveniste 1966; Lyons 1982; Traugott 2003).  

 The wide array of terminology employed to refer to some of these phenomena 

shows that the purely referring function attributed to personal pronouns in most 

reference grammars is just one among several functions personal pronouns carry out. 

Moreover, the variety of terms reveals the difficulty to pin down the exact meaning: 

Non-deictic, non-specific, indefinite, indeterminate, or impersonal (e.g. Jensen 2002; 

Ardila 2003; Devís Márquez 2003; Siewierska 2004; Langacker 2009: 127). With the 

exception of ‘arbitrary’ in the generative framework (Cabredo Hofherr 2003; Gruber 

2014), these terms are often defined “ex negativo”, by means of the prefix im-/in-. 

Indeed, these ‘other’ functions appear to pose serious definition problems to 

grammarians, since these uses go against the traditional orderliness ‘prescribed’ for 

personal pronouns. This motivates a definition in terms of what they do not correspond 

to (e.g. deictic vs. non-deictic or personal vs. impersonal). The pragmatic effect of 

ambiguous personal pronoun use, however, has proven to be too important to be omitted 

from grammar (see among other the quantitative data concerning non-prototypical 2sg 

forms in Dutch in de Hoop & Tarenskeen 2014, with non-deictic readings ascending to 

45.1% of the analyzed data). Indeed, modern grammars have started to mention several 

of these so-to-speak non-prototypical uses, cf. Quirk et al. 1985 for English, 

Dudenredaktion 2005 for German, Brumme 2007 for Catalan or RAE 2009 for Spanish. 

 In the last years, there has been an upshot of investigations on ambiguous uses of 

person reference in many approaches, building on previous findings in politeness theory 

(Stewart 1992), mental space theory (Rubba 1996; Lakoff 1996; Dancygier/Sweetser 

2005; Kluge 2012), interactional sociolinguistics (Lavandera 1984; Boutet 1986), and 

the cognitive linguistics concepts of subjectivity and grounding (the volume edited by 

Brisard 2002). Other approaches that have produced important insights include typology 

(to name only a few: Helmbrecht 1999, 2015; Cysouw 2003; Siewierska 2004; 
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Malchukov/Siewierska 2011), and formal semantics research (e.g., Cabredo Hofherr 

2003; Gruber 2014; Malamud 2007, 2012; as well as Wechsler’s 2010 connection to a 

general Theory of Mind). Referential ambiguity phenomena have been claimed to be 

widespread – possibly universal – (Kitagawa/Lehrer 1990; Siewierska 2004), yet 

language-specific properties have also been documented, e.g. the impact of subject 

pronouns on hearer-dominant readings of 1pl forms in Spanish (Gelabert-Desnoyer 

2006: 11), or the more general claim that strong pronouns only allow for a deictic 

reading, not for a generic one (Malamud 2006: 48, but see DeMello 2000 for 

counterevidence). However, truly cross-linguistic research is still in its infancy (but see 

Tarenskeen’s 2010 comparison of impersonal and speaker-referring Dutch 2sg je to 

other European languages, Linthe 2010 on German data with a glance at other Germanic 

languages, and the special issue ‘The flexibility of pronoun reference in context’, edited 

by Lotte Hogeweg and Helen de Hoop, which was published in October 2015 by the 

Journal of Pragmatics. In this respect, Siewierska’s 2011 comparison of 3pl and man-

impersonals in a translational corpus is truly groundbreaking and an important 

inspiration for future cross-linguistic research on impersonal constructions, of which the 

use of personal pronouns such as I, you, we, they with generic or impersonal reference 

form an integral part (e.g. Gast/van der Auwera (2013)’s proposal of a semantic map of 

human impersonal pronouns of Dutch, English and German). 

 Not all of these studies, however, place a strong emphasis on naturally occurring 

data. Given that these phenomena are precisely outside the realm of traditional 

descriptions, we consider a data-based approach to be crucial for an accurate description. 

All studies in this volume are, then, data-based and take into account the basic dialogic 

nature of language-in-interaction. While putting emphasis primarily on the thorough 

micro-analytic description of contextualized personal pronouns, their referential 

ambiguity and the pragmatic consequences of their use, all authors include at least some 

information on the frequency of their respective phenomenon. Furthermore, they either 

take an explicitly cross-linguistic perspective or contribute to a further cross-linguistic 

understanding of the phenomena involved. We will now develop each of these features 

in more detail. 

 In the first place, we assume that data-based studies can contribute decisively to 

pinning down the position of referentially ambiguous uses in the person reference 

system, both from a quantitative and from a qualitative perspective. Indeed, whereas 

some uses are much more common than assumed, others tend to be more marginal than 

what is claimed on the basis of native speaker intuitions. The phenomena discussed in 

this volume vary greatly as to frequency and saliency and, thus, can offer us a clearer 

view of this interplay. Indeed, some phenomena are very frequent (such as generic 

seconds), others less frequent than thought, but maybe more salient (such as hearer-

dominant 1pl forms). In any case, the frequency is of course also a matter of corpus 

building, and coding. On the one hand, referential ambiguity is a feature that is rarely 

coded for. On the other hand, corpora composition may already influence the presence 

or not of certain phenomena in linguistic corpora. For example, medical contexts are 

typically associated with a hearer-dominant use of the 1pl (of the Are we awake? Have 

we taken our medicine? type). The use of the 1pl by doctors and nurses is in fact so 

stereotyped that examples of its use can easily be found in TV series, which in turn 

indicates that script writers perceive the 1pl to be salient and easily recognizable by 

viewers as forming part of medical contexts. However, this use is hard to document in 
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corpus-based studies, since actual data from medical contexts are rarely included in 

general language corpora.  

 Eventually, in a usage-based perspective this shift of attention to referentially 

ambiguous personal pronouns might lead to a revision of the entire pronominal 

reference system, in the sense that a theory of reference needs to propose solutions not 

only for the ‘prototypical’ uses but also for the observed ‘non-prototypical’ uses.  

 From a qualitative perspective, we believe it important to study personal 

pronouns in context, which is especially true for the analysis of series of pronouns with 

a slightly changing reference (e.g. you as referring to the direct interlocutor at the 

beginning, then broadening reference to a larger entity of persons). Indeed, the low 

frequency of misunderstandings of referentially ambiguous uses seems to confirm 

Garrido’s claim that words are not ambiguous when the context is taken into account 

(Garrido 1998). In this sense, it is important to consider the role of the interactional 

context, which has received far less attention than it merits. Indeed, it is striking to see 

that the majority of studies published so far present examples of non-prototypical 

personal pronoun use at the utterance level, without much attention to the interactional 

context. 

 In addition, we need to gain more insight into how different levels of linguistic 

analysis, such as syntax, semantics, and pragmatics, influence on referential ambiguity, 

crucially contributing to a better understanding of the pragmatic strategies involved. 

 Finally, the majority of previous studies so far only considered findings for one 

specific language in question. For example, the rather well-researched case of generic 

use of the 2sg is often portrayed as a language-specific particularity, if not to say oddity 

(e.g. Laberge 1977 for Canadian French, Bolinger 1979, and Hyman 2004 for English, 

Biq 1991 for Mandarin). In this respect, and despite some very valuable research 

undertaken, we still lack much concrete data on the geographical variation, frequency 

and functionality of the non-deictic, ambiguous use of personal pronouns. At most, a 

binary contrastive analysis is carried out (Stewart 1992 for French and Spanish), but not 

a truly cross-linguistic comparison. This is why we want to combine studies from 

different languages, some of which cross-linguistic (in this volume, the articles by De 

Cock and by Kluge). 

 This volume very consciously includes various perspectives. Indeed, the 

combination of papers from different theoretical paradigms and the search for 

crosslinguistic and onomasiological interconnections of the uses involved, offers a 

much broader view and a deeper understanding of referential ambiguity of personal 

pronouns.  

 

 

Structure of the volume 

 

Referential ambiguity is approached from a cross-linguistic point of view in the paper 

by De Cock. This contribution considers the assumed register-specificity of some non-

canonical uses of personal pronouns, such as generic readings of the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 person 

singular and the condescending ‘we’. These have been documented and are typically 

attributed to certain registers both by academia and the media. However, there has been 

almost no data-based research on this assumed register-specificity of referentially 

ambiguous uses. Corpus-based research on various languages (De Cock 2011, 2014, 
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2015) suggests, however, that the relation between these uses and certain genres is 

much more complex. De Cock proposes to look into the relationship between person 

deixis and intersubjectivity, in order to better understand (presumed) genre preferences. 

Her analysis is mainly based on Spanish-language examples, but also considers English, 

French and Dutch ones.  

 This more general paper is followed by two papers that offer fine-grained 

language-specific analyses whose focus is on speaker strategies to achieve a higher 

degree of hearer involvement. Zobel’s contribution deals with the impersonal 

construction of the 1sg (ich) with generalizing effect in German, showing how the first 

person is used to create emotional involvement. Besides a comparison with generic use 

of the 2sg (du), her paper also discusses the limits to quantification attempts, in the 

sense that the impersonal reference of 1sg is a rather rare phenomenon not usually 

annotated in existing corpora. Several query strategies are introduced and discussed for 

their advantages and disadvantages. 

 In a similar vein, Gregersen/Jensen treat the generic use of the 2sg, possibly the 

most prominent, and most researched, non-deictic use treated here. They look into the 

assumption that in Danish, generic use of the 2sg is spreading (an assumption that is 

also stated for many other European languages, often adduced to an influence of 

English). Their longitudinal analysis of data recorded since the 1970s shows that 

generic du has spread beyond the Copenhagen area to smaller locations throughout the 

country. In Copenhagen, generic du seems to have peaked and is now even declining 

somewhat in frequency. Gregersen/Jensen also take into account genre and register-

specific factors, as well as intraspeaker variation of use of generic du in relation to other 

impersonal or generalizing constructions. 

 The following three papers strongly focus on the interactional functions of 

referential ambiguity. 

 The first person, singular as well as plural, is at the core of Meluzzi’s paper on 

Ancient Greek. Using two comedies by the playwright Aristophanes, she identifies two 

communicative frameworks that show a gender-based distribution that can be related to 

the concepts of autonomía/afiliación, proposed by Bravo (1999). Personal pronouns 

here function as an important group-forming device, as the creation or maintenance of a 

feeling of togetherness among interactants can also be exploited to distance oneself 

from others. While this has already been shown convincingly for modern languages, to 

our knowledge Meluzzi’s paper is the first one to point out this mechanism for Ancient 

Greek. 

 A somewhat related non-prototypical use of personal pronouns in interjections is 

explored by Bladas/Nogué, with regard to the Catalan interjection tu. Tu maintains part 

of its referential function in many contexts, due to its former prototypical deictic use 

(e.g. a vocative in order to appeal to the addressee), but in many other contexts it 

behaves as an interjection rather than as a prototypical second person singular pronoun, 

as is clearly shown by its prosody and syntactic position. Bladas/Nogué’s analysis takes 

into account the interlocutor’s response to show that tu is employed for emphasis, 

evaluation, and as an argumentative intensifier. 

 Bladas/Nogué and Meluzzi already emphasized the interactional character 

necessary for a fine-grained pragmatic analysis of referential ambiguity of personal 

pronouns; this is also at the core of the paper by Kluge, who analyzes the ambiguity of 

2sg reference between form of address and generic interpretation; here, the concept of 
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mental spaces (Fauconnier 1985; Fauconnier/Turner 2002) plays a pivotal role for 

disambiguation of reference. Furthermore, she posits that reference is negotiated by 

interactants during the ongoing conversation. Interestingly, corpus data show very few 

misunderstandings of reference, as opposed to speakers’ beliefs that the generic use of 

the 2sg causes many conversational misunderstandings. Kluge’s contribution includes 

an analysis how interlocutors attempt to anticipate, signal and/or jointly resolve such 

misunderstandings during conversation. Languages treated here are Spanish, French, 

English and German, thus returning to a cross-linguistic perspective that was present in 

the first paper of this volume. 

 By its diversity, the volume aims to foster the academic dialogue between 

different linguistic traditions and research traditions, including a reflection on the varied 

terminology used to describe these phenomena. By combining papers on different 

personal pronouns, different ambiguity phenomena and different types of pragmatic 

effects, the volume enhances the hitherto less explored connections between phenomena 

that have so far mainly been studied separately. On the one hand, this allows for a 

further reflection on the universality of these phenomena (or lack of it). On the other 

hand, more abstract underlying mechanisms come to the surface, such as the role played 

by intersubjectivity and the existence of mental spaces.  
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