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Abstract: This paper explores subjectivity of language through the entity-referring spatial demonstratives in
English and Chinese. The research methodology features analysis of natural written language data from a
parallel corpus and the analyst’'s modeling of the discourse participants’ joint endeavour to access the
realities of a projected world by means of the linguistic forms available in text and of their linguistic and
non-linguistic knowledge. The analysis shows that subjectivity via the demonstratives manifests itself at
three levels: in their semantic structure, in the structure of narrative discourse, and in face-to-face
conversation involved in the narrative discourse. A cognitive-linguistic conceptual framework is proposed
for explaining the connections between subjectivity found at the three levels. The analysis also shows that
the English and Chinese entity-referring spatial demonstratives share the same semantic structure, but
differ in their extended usages in expressing subjectivity.
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1. Introduction'

The notion of subjectivity as it is manifest in language is always associated with such
meaning as ego or self. There are grammatical and lexical categories in language into which
this meaning ingredient is encoded. A ready example is the universal grammatical/lexical
category of demonstratives, otherwise known as deictic words (Buhler 1990: 101). The
tense system in English and many other languages is another such example. We may thus
safely claim that subjectivity, to a certain extent, is encoded in language structure. In
language use, subjectivity may be defined as the locutionary agent’s self-expression. This
kind of subjectivity is the subjectivity of utterance, or locutionary subjectivity (Lyons 1995).
Locutionary subjectivity constitutes the non-propositional aspect of language, the
importance of which cannot be overemphasized. Yet it has thus far received little attention in
mainstream linguistic semantics.

This paper explores the subjectivity of language through the entity-referring spatial
demonstratives this and that in English and zhe ‘this’ and na ‘that’ in Chinese?, with a
view to (1) capturing the ways subjectivity is carried through them and (2) seeking a
unified framework in which these may be accounted for. Of the two types of subjectivity,
as encoded in language structure and as expressed in language use, locutionary
subjectivity will be of my major concern in this paper.



2. Data and methodology

A parallel corpus was set up, which consisted of a fictional children’s story in each
language and the translation versions in the other language®. Instances of the
entity-referring spatial demonstratives in the texts, i.e., this and that in English and zhe
‘this’ and na ‘that’ in Chinese, formed the data for examination. The approach to the data
featured the analyst’'s modeling of the discourse participants’ joint endeavour to access
the realities of the projected worlds, by means of the linguistic forms available in text and
of their linguistic and non-linguistic knowledge (Brown 1995). Emphasis was put on
analysing discourse production of the demonstratives, though processing need
constantly entered into consideration in justifying and supporting the analysis made from
the point of view of discourse production.

3. Subjectivity through the spatial demonstratives

As the data will show, ego or self as is carried by the spatial demonstratives under
examination can be identified at three levels: at the level of language structure, at the
level of narrative discourse structure, and at the level of on-going discourse of an
essentially interpersonal nature. | shall refer to the third level as self-expression.

3.1 Self in language structure

A componential analysis of the English and Chinese entity-referring spatial
demonstratives indicates that they incorporate the following semantic ingredients: an
[EGO] element, a [POINTING] element, and a [TARGET IN SPACE] element. The target
in space can be an entity or a person. It can be further distinguished by its relative
[DISTANCE] from the [EGO], resulting in a distinction between the proximate and
non-proximate demonstratives. Thus English and Chinese each have a proximate and
non-proximate entity-referring demonstrative pair.

As can be seen, the basic semantic ingredients of the demonstratives are all in a
sense related to the [EGO], which can be perceived as a potential speaker. The pointing
is directional with the potential speaker as the source. The relative physical distance to
the target is distance as perceived by the potential speaker and from her position at the
moment of utterance. The concept of speaker thus cannot be dispensed with in the
discussion of the basic semantics of these spatial demonstratives. All this is taken to
show that language has encoded the concept of a subjective ego or self into its structure,
through the grammatical/lexical category of spatial demonstratives, and indeed the entire
deictic category. It is this subjective as well as the pointing meaning ingredient that
makes deictic words different from description words in nature (cf. Peirce 1932: 162,
Lyons 1977: 100, Kaplan 1989, Nunberg 1993).

3.2 Self-expression in narrative discourse structure

In the corpus, there is one repeated writing device, i.e., what is known as free
indirect discourse. In such discourse, the proximate demonstratives are generally
preferred to the non-proximate for spatio-temporally events removed from the here and
now of the discourse production. Examples (1) and (2) below illustrate the point.

(1) I picked up an apple and took a big bite out of it, then munched it



carefully. Ah, it was sweet, fragrant and crisp. Could this be a make-
believe apple? ... Nonsense.

(Gourd E: 120)

In (1), this occurs in an utterance of free indirect thought, a thought the narrated “I” is
experiencing at a time and place removed from the narrating “I” at the time and place of
narrating. The utterance of this, instead of that, produces the effect of taking the narrating
“I” and receiving “you”, i.e., the reader/hearer, from the moment of narrating and
receiving to the event time and location, wherein while eating the apple, doubts about its
genuineness arise in the narrated “I”’s mind. For the narrating “I”, the locutionary agent,
what occurs is a shift from objective narrating into subjective experiencing. For the
reader/hearer, the locutionary recipient, it is a shift from receiving into subjective
experiencing. Empathy is thus created, which brings both parties to share the experience
of the narrated character. The discourse producing and interpreting process is marked by
a deictic center shift, which results in a realignment of the deictic center with that of the

character for both the locutionary agent and the recipient.
Next is an example of empathetic deixis in free indirect speech.
(2) Co-text:

“Won’t you admit the possibility that the carp in the river might change? They
might go on changing till they turned into goldfish. ...”

“That’s impossible, because ...”
“Why is it impossible?”

“It just couldn’t happen that way, because ...”

Tingting! Zhe ke zhen  zaogao, jierlia jing taigang!
listen this ADP really terrible sister brother all the time argue
Just listen! Wasn't this terrible, sister and brother going at it hammer and

tongs!® (my translation)
(Baohulu C: 40)

(ADP: adverbial particle)

As can be seen, with the utterance of (2), the narrated character sounds as if he were
directly interacting with the reader/hearer, appealing to the latter to share his feeling of
helplessness. Empathy is developed, as the locutionary agent and recipient are brought to

share his feeling.

What (1) and (2) share is that they both involve the use of the proximate
demonstrative in a context spatio-temporally removed from the narrator’s here-and-now
at the time of narration. In discussing empathetic deixis, Lyons (1977: 677) observes, “it
frequently happens that ‘this’ is selected rather than ‘that’, ‘here’ rather than ‘there’, and



‘now’ rather than ‘then’, when the speaker is personally involved with the entity, situation
or place to which he is referring” or “is identifying himself with the attitude or viewpoint of
the addressee”. In the selection of the proximate demonstratives, “there is no doubt that
the speaker’s subjective involvement and his appeal to shared experience are relevant
factors” (ibid.). We may thus claim that empathetic deixis is a conventionalised usage
inherent in the free indirect discourse of the narrative, motivated by the speaker’s
self-expression. Proximate demonstratives are a device that facilitates such speaker
self-expression.

It should be pointed out at this point that the demonstratives are among a range of
linguistic devices that can be used to create empathy in free indirect discourse, the
others being direct quotations, exclamations, fragments, repetitions, other deictics,
emotive and conative words, etc. (Adamson 1994). Further, free indirect discourse can
dispense with demonstratives, for its essential mechanism lies in the semantics of
subjectivity or intersubjectivity, the secure location of which is in the relevant context.

3.3 Self-expression as individualized subjectivity

In natural discourse of an essentially interpersonal nature, expression of the
locutionary agent’s moment-to-moment feeling filters into the on going discourse by
means of the demonstratives in both English and Chinese. This is the kind of
self-expression with which this paper is mainly concerned. If the kind of subjectivity that
enters into the fabric of language system and narrative discourse structure may be called
objectified subjectivity, in the sense that it lends itself to one uniform interpretation, we
may perhaps label the kind of self-expression marshaled at the interpersonal level
individualised subjectivity. The term “individualized” suggests not easily generalisable,
i.e., the interpretation of the particular subjective feeling or attitude involved has to be
sought in the particular context in which the demonstrative concerned occurs.

It is likely that both the objectified and the individualized subjectivities are motivated
by pragmatic strengthening®. But to distinguish the kind of pragmatic strengthening which
takes the form of individualized subjectivity from the kind which most probably results in
grammaticalisation/lexicalisation or conventional language use, it is important to note that
individualized subjectivity can only be interpreted in the context of the on-going natural
discourse, which most likely takes the form of interaction. While much similarity is found
for objectified subjectivity to be represented at the structural and discourse levels by
means of the English and Chinese entity-referring spatial demonstratives (Wu in press:
Chap. 4), individualised subjectivity, as the rest of the paper will show, makes different
inroads into the natural discourse of the two languages. We now look at examples from
the Chinese data first.

3.3.1 Deictic insertion in Chinese

The Chinese data show that individualized subjectivity is found in four types of
structural environments in which the demonstratives zhe ‘this’ and na ‘that’ are used.

First, it occurs when pronominal zhe ‘this’ or na ‘that’ occurs in the topic position of
a topic-comment construction (cf. Xu, L. & Liu 1998; Shi 2000).

(3) Co-text: “Why take it so seriously? My! They’re all plants,



anyway.
buguo shangmian lia zir shaowei hunleyihun,

only on (the label) two word slightly  mixed

na you shenme guanxi ne?”
that have what significance QS

TT (translated text): What does it matter if they’re a little mixed?”

(Baohulu C: 95)
(QS: question particle)

As is known, Chinese discourse structuring allows a referential expression, a
demonstrative pronoun in this case, in the subject and object position to appear in zero
form when the addressee is estimated to be able to arrive at the referent through
inferencing processes (Li & Thompson 1979; Chen 1986: Xu, J. 2003). In (3), na ‘that’
is structurally optional. This suggests that the use or non-use of na ‘that’ here is not
controlled by the structural properties of the Chinese language. Rather, it has its
motivation elsewhere and | suggest that it lies in discourse-pragmatics. In terms of
discourse, the use of na ‘that’ adds to the cohesiveness of the two clauses by topicalising
what is expressed in the preceding co-text, thus drawing the addressee’s attention to the
following evaluative predication. Pragmatically, the use of na ‘that’ has an effect of adding
strength to the speaker’s attitudinal stance. In this case, that of trivialising the fact that he
confused the plant names and caused trouble for the addressee. Prosodically, given a
stress, as it would normally be given, na ‘that’ reinforces the propositional attitude
expressed in the rhetorical question.

Second, individualized subijectivity finds its way into Chinese conditionals, which
may or may not be introduced by a conditional marker such as ruguo ‘if, or jiaru
‘supposing’, etc., when the discourse context makes the antecedent-consequence
relationship clear. With respect to the entity-referring demonstratives, the non-proximate
na ‘that’ has developed its conjunctive usage in conditional utterances (LU 1985). In this
usage, na ‘that’ introduces the apodosis of a conditional sentence construction with an
overt conditional marker in the protasis, as the next example shows.

(4) “Jiaru ni zhenken zuo wode zhuren,
Supposing 2sg truly willing be 1sg GEN master

“If you really want to be my master and

rangwozuo ni de nupu,
let 1sgbe 2sg GEN slave

let me be your slave,



na wo yiding ting ni de shihuan:...
then 1sgcertainly obey 2sg GEN order
I'll certainly do everything you say...”
(Baohulu C: 17)
(GEN: genitive de)

Na ‘that’ used in this way is optional in the Chinese conditionals. When it occurs, however,
it has a role to perform.

From the perspective of discourse, na ‘that’ pronominalises the antecedent in the
protasis, thus setting, for the speaker and addressee, the framework of shared
knowledge against which the consequence in the apodosis is introduced (cf. Haiman
1978; Sweetser 1990). The cohesiveness of the text concerned is therefore
strengthened.

For expressing individualised subjectivity, the role of na ‘that’ may perhaps be best
discerned in a sub-class of the conditionals, those with the protasis implied.

(5) Co-text: When the boys in my form tried to see who could grow the best
sunflower, mine came up long and thin with a miserable little flower, the

worst of the lot. The idea of a magic gourd came up again:

“‘Na, wodei yao yi kezui hao zui hao de xiangrikui,”
then, 1sg must ask for QN CL most good most good MM sunflower
“If | had a magic gourd, I'd wish for the very best sunflower,
(Gourd C: 4)

(QN: quantifier; CL: classifier; MM: modifier marker de)

In this utterance, as the English translation aptly shows, na ‘that’ is used here to stand for
“If I had a magic gourd”, an implied condition or supposition. What follows can be taken
as the apodosis of a conditional sentence whose protasis is not overtly encoded, but is
expressed by na. Notice here that the demonstrative na ‘that’ performs the function of a
conjunctive. It is obvious that this na ‘that’ is not omisable without affecting the
completeness of the proposition concerned. As a constituent of the utterance, na ‘that’
receives a stress on it. Its discourse status is rather like that of the topic of a
topic-comment construction, and its discourse function is clearly one of indexicality,
which is of a deictic nature. The very subtle individualised subjective involvement in the
utterance is taken to be a mixed feeling of resentment and non-reconciliation against the
awkward status of affairs in which he finds himself and self-satisfaction derived from the
wonderful situation in which he imagines himself to be. Notice that such mixed feelings



can only be arrived at by resorting to the particular context in which this utterance occurs.

The third and more obvious type of use of the non-proximate demonstrative na ‘that’
for self-expression is found in its interjective use.

(5) Co-text: “If you want something, just order it. You don’t have to ask me if it'll
work or not.”

“Na-na” wo tiao le qilai,

(?)-(?)-1sg jumped CRS up

“Well, then-" — | jumped up,
xingfen de  xiongtang i dou yangyang le
excited AP  chest inside even tingling CRS
fairly tingling with excitement.

(Baohulu C: 24)

(CRS: current relevant state le; AP: auxiliary particle)

In this example, the repeated nas ‘that’ can receive two readings. They can be taken
to have pronominalised a condition: “Given what you said”. In this sense, the fact that na
‘that’ is repeated and not followed up may be taken to suggest a mental search for what
to say next. As the offer must have been unexpected, the nas ‘that’ are then an
expression of the speaker’s unpreparedness or hesitation. More crucially, however, they
carry with them the speaker’s obvious emotion: his uncontrolled excitement over an offer
he has craved but has been doubtful of getting, as the context of the utterance suggests.
That interjections are indexical can be seen from the fact that they are contextually bound:
they are a response to an emerging context (Wilkins 1992, Wierzbicka 1992). They index
the speaker’s here-and-now emotion at the moment of utterance and tie the emotion to
the previously expressed proposition, which has ignited it. Na ‘that’ is thus seen as an
index, charged with the speaker’s emotion (cf. Peirce 1932 Vol. IlI). An undertone of
“‘given what you say”, however, can still be detected, which gives a trace of the
conjunctive na ‘that’.

Fourth, pragmatic strengthening can find its way into Chinese when the
demonstratives co-appear with a personal pronoun in an NP.

(7) Co-text: In the flash of an eye three more paper bags appeared, with all the
things | had been wishing for.

Binggie, wo zhege ren de sixiangting huoyue de,
actually, 1sg this person GEN mind rather active AP

As a matter of fact, I've a good imagination,

Co-text: and one thing easily makes me think of another.



(Baohulu C: 22)
(GEN: genitive de; AP: auxiliary particle)

In (7), zhege ren ‘this person’ stands in an appositive relation with wo ‘I, which
appears to render zhege ren ‘this person’ redundant. But this repeated use in the corpus
in a self-appraisal context is observed to have a pragmatic effect. Both zhege ren ‘this
person’ and ting ‘rather’ seem to soften the very positive view the speaker has about
himself: a boy with a rich imaginative power, which the utterance would carry were these
expressions suppressed. Zhege ren ‘this person’ used in this context, in addition, also
seems to imply a tinge of self-complacency. The message one gets is that the speaker is
pleased with what he considers to be a very positive quality of his, but is alert not to show
it off. But being a young teenager, he is not yet capable of completely suppressing the
feeling that he is pleased with himself. This rather complex, subtle psyche is brought out
with the aid of zhege ren ‘this person’ and ting...de ‘rather’ in this particular utterance.

These above examples show that the speaker’s self-expression, by means of the
Chinese entity-referring demonstratives zhe ‘this’ and na ‘that’, filters in where a possible
slot is and can be exploited in the structure of discourse. The corpus provides at least
four such slots: the topic (sometimes also the subject) slot of a topic-comment
construction, the initial position of the apodosis of a conditional, the initial position of an
utterance, and within an NP. As the examples indicate, zhe ‘this’ or na ‘that’ are put in
these positions, not because they contribute to the propositions concerned. Structurally,
they are not always necessary. They are used mainly for self-expression. Hence, deictic
insertion. Exactly what sort of self-expression is involved in each case, however, is
contingent on the context in which the demonstrative in question occurs. It is the
interaction of the demonstrative expression and the discourse context in which it occurs
that makes it possible to pin down the self-expressive reading of the demonstrative
involved.

3.3.2 Deictic realignment in English

English, being structurally tighter than Chinese, does not seem to allow as much
deictic insertion. Self-expression has to find alternative channels. Now an example:

(8) Co-text: Piglet had just recovered from a bad fall, which burst the big
balloon he had planned to give to Eeyore as a birthday present.

“Well, that’s funny,” he thought. “| wonder what that bang was. | couldn’t have
made such a noise just falling down. And where’s my balloon? And what's that
small piece of damp rag doing?

(Pooh: 75)
TT of the last sentence:
Zheyi xiao kuaishi de po bu shigan mayong de?

this QN small CI  wet MM ragged cloth be do what businesss NOM



(Pooh C: 66)

(QN: quantifier; CL: classifier; MM: modifier marker de; NOM: nominaliser de)

The picture (8) presents is of a bewildered Piglet finding it hard to relate facts and events
logically right after the fall. Not realising that he has burst the balloon, which has been
reduced to a small piece of rubber, he refers to it as a “damp rag”, thus alienating himself
from it. The choice of that for a physically close object (See illustration in Pooh, p. 74) is a
marked use. It adds to the sense of alienation, and perhaps dislike, and contrasts against
the lovely, big balloon which he had for Eeyore as a birthday present and had carried all
the way until he fell. Here, we have a choice of the demonstrative motivated by
self-expression of individualised subjectivity. Notice that in the Chinese translation, the
proximate zhe ‘this’, instead of na ‘that’, is used and in the given situation zhe ‘this’ is the
normal choice, which encodes physical proximity. The expression of empathy in the
English utterance gets lost in the Chinese translation.

(9) Bother!” said Pooh, as he opened it. “ All that wet for nothing. What'’s that bit
of paper doing?”

He took it out and looked.

“It's a Missage,” he said to himself, “that’'s what itis. And that letter is ‘P’,
and so is that, and so is that, and ‘P’ means ‘Pooh’ ....”

(Pooh: 123)

The five thats in (9) are all used in relation to entities very close to the speaker or to
the speaker himself. The first that directs our attention to the speaker’s own body, the
second that to the bit of paper in his hand at the moment of speaking, and the following
three thats to the words written on the paper he is holding. It is the psychological distance
that is believed to have motivated the choice. The first that seems to encode a sense of
disappointment and perhaps regret; the others a sense of alienation. Such
self-expression of feelings as it were, cannot be conveyed by na ‘that’ in Chinese in the
particular contexts involved. If demonstratives are used at all, it has to be zhe ‘this’ and
this is indeed the case for most of the thats in this excerpt. Indirect support from the
data is found in the English translation of most of the Chinese examples presented earlier.
Some of the channels through which self-expression filters into Chinese discourse are
not open to English.

4. From [EGO] to self-expression: Towards a unified framework

The polysemous feature of the demonstratives under discussion may be explained
in the cognitive-linguistic approach to meaning. In this approach, subjectivity is seen to
manifest itself, in the first place, as an encoded egocentric point of view in the basic
semantics of these demonstratives. It is this [EGO] ingredient, together with [POINTING]
in this case, which makes it possible for language to relate to the outside world with the
speaker as the anchorage point in space. In the basic, canonical speech situation, the
utterance of zhe/this or na/that has the effect of the outstretched arm or a signpost,
commanding the attention of the hearer to the entity pointed to, from the point of view of



the speaker (BUhler 1990). What makes language develop the spatial demonstratives
seems to be that “our sense perceptions of the world are mapped onto a conceptual
representation, and then this conceptual representation is mapped onto a linguistic
representation” (Bickerton 1990: 13).

The various extended usages of the demonstratives found in natural discourse are
seen to be rooted in human beings’ capacity to reconceptualise (Lakoff & Johnson 1980;
Lakoff 1987). Initially used to point to entities in real space, these demonstratives have
developed usages such as pointing to textual entities and discourse representations in
displaced discourse contexts, by a reconceptualisation process featured by mapping and
analogy. What is transformed is the [POINTING] meaning ingredient, in the sense that
physical pointing in real space is reconceptualised as mental pointing in mental space
when a referent signaled by a demonstrative is being sought in the discourse concerned
(Wu 2004).

Along the same line, the self-expression found in empathetic deixis discussed in 3.1
is seen as a result of a projected transposition of the deictic center from the narrator to
the narrated, due to a conceptualization process of mapping. This realignment of the
deictic center typically brings the narrator/speaker and reader/hearer to share the
experience of the narrated/character.

The spatial distance semantic ingredient, which distinguishes the proximate from the
non-proximate demonstrative, also lends itself to human reconceptualisation. In the two
English examples in 3.3.2, relative greater physical distance from the [EGQ] as encoded
in the non-proximate demonstrative is reconceptualised as the speaker’s emotional
distance, of alienation and dislike. In all the Chinese examples in 3.3.1, the
non-proximate demonstrative carries various shades of individual attitude or feeling of
the speaker. This is again seen as a result of the reconceptualisation process from the
physical to the emotional and attitudinal, all related to distance.

In arguing for the representational nature of language, Bulhler (1990: 94-95)
proposed three modes of deixis: the ocular, the anaphoric and the imagination-oriented,
all through the spatial demonstratives. The present study confirms the experiential and
cognitive basis of the spatial demonstratives and of language in general. It further
explores the reconceptualisation process which links the basic semantics of the
demonstratives and self-expression of various kinds in natural discourse.

5. Observations

The above discussion suggests that subjectivity underlies the representation of
language. Subjectivity, as my discussion of locutionary subjectivity suggests, is seen as a
property of language which also underlies the social, interpersonal nature and function of
language (Lyons 1995: chap. 10). For the demonstratives used in all the examples are
actually signals sent to the addressee, inviting him or her to share the empathy of the
speaker/narrator, and the emotional affinity or distancing, feelings of denigration, etc. of
the characters involved.

Subjectivity is thus seen to underlie the representational nature and
social-expressive function of language in general and all languages possess the property
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of subjectivity and have ways of expressing it. But as subjectivity penetrates language
structure and languages vary in structure, syntactic and discoursal, the ways in which
subjectivity finds expression in languages would be expected to be different. This has
been shown to hold at least with English and Chinese in terms of the subjectivity involved
in the use of the entity-referring demonstratives. What all languages share, presumably,
are the two modes of expression of subjectivity, i.e., in the structure and in the use. It
seems that where subjectivity fails to enter into the structure of a language, it tends to

work its way into language use.

Notes

1. This is a slightly modified version of the paper | presented at the international conference Listeners and

Speakers in honor of Professor Gillian Brown'’s retirement on 17 Sept. 2004 at Cambridge University, UK.

2.Spatial demonstratives are chosen to be the focus of the study because they are a language universal

(Buihler 1990 [1934], Wierzbicka 1996) and they are pervasive in natural languages.

3. The Chinese story is Baohulu de Mimi ‘The Magic Gourd’. The English story is Winnie-The-Pooh.

4. Pragmatic strengthening is a term borrowed from the grammaticalization literature, wherein it is seen as

a motivating force involved in the early stages of grammaticalization as against semantic bleaching. It

involves a strengthening of informativeness and refers to “most especially strengthening of the expression

of speaker involvement” (Traugott 1988: 407; cf. Levinson 1983: 146)
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