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Demonstratives 

 

1. Introduction 

Our discussion in this unit is on demonstratives, which are deictic expressions that indicate the 

relative distance of a referent in the speech situation. We lay out the issues and components of 

the proper description of demonstratives, illustrating the patterns through South Asian languages. 

 

2. Deixis and Deictic Reference 

Human communication is a triadic behaviour involving the speaker, the hearer, and the entities 

talked about. While the speaker and the hearer are connected by the ‘now’ of the speech event, 

the entities referred to may not be, and therefore speakers and hearers often use linguistic 

expressions to indicate to each other what their spatial and/or temporal location is. Linguistic 

expressions that are used to establish a direct referential link between language and the 

situational and/or discourse context are deictic expressions.  

 
In order to refer to objects and entities in time and space, the successful use of deixis involves the 

identification of a deictic centre or origo (Lyons 1977). In the unmarked case, the deictic centre is the 

speaker’s location at the time of the utterance, and therefore the deictic expressions she uses indicates 

locations or points in time relative to her location. As speaker’s locations can change within and across 

speech events, the reference of deictic expressions is always variable and not fixed. Consider for 

example, the spatial deictic term here and there. The spatial referent of this term changes according to 

the speech context: the here in here in my room and here in Delhi do not refer to the same spatial 

location, and neither does the there in there in the cupboard and put it there. The best description of 

this contextual variability is in terms of the deictic centre: here marks the area conceptualized as the 

deictic centre, and there indicates a location that is not included in this area. 

 

Typically, two basic categories of deixis have been distinguished: participant deixis and object 

deixis. Participant deixis encodes the role of speech participants (as encoded in pronominal 
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forms marking speaker/hearer/other) and additionally also their social relationship to each other 

(typically reflected in intimacy and/or honorificity marking). Objectdeixis is indicated linguistic 

expressions referring to aspects of the situational or discourse context. This subsumes place 

(reference to concrete objects and locations in the situation surrounding the speech participants), 

time (reference to a point in time relative to the moment of the speech event), and discourse 

(reference to linguistic elements in the on-going discourse) deixis. 

 

3.  [DEMONSTRATIVE] and its spatial feature values 

 

3.1. Pronominal and Adnominal Demonstratives  

Demonstratives are commonly divided into pronominaldemonstratives, which substitute for a 

noun (phrase), and adnominaldemonstratives, which accompany a noun. In English, there is no 

distinction between the two forms, as this and that may be used as independent pronouns, as in I 

don’t like this, or they may co-occur with a noun, as in I like this book; however, other languages 

may differ. In the latter case, the difference between the two uses may lie in the stems the 

demonstratives use, or in the inflectional properties of the two. For example, in Turkish only 

pronominal demonstratives are inflected for case, whereas French uses different, although visibly 

derivationally related stems, for the two types-- celui/celle are the pronominal demonstratives, 

whereas ce/cette are the adnominal ones).  

 

Amongst the South Asian languages, Hindi is also a example similar to French, given that the 

pronominal demonstratives yəhɑ̃ ‘here’ and vəhɑ̃ ‘there’ are different but derivationally related 

stems from the adnominal ye‘this’ and vo ‘that’. In the Munda language Kharia (Peterson 2011: 

182-187), this derivational relationship is even more transparent, as pronominal demonstratives 

are built by suffixing human/non-human and locative markers to the adnominal demonstratives. 

For example: u ‘this’, u-te ‘here; hin ‘that’, hin-te, ‘there’. In Tibeto-Burman Kuki-Chin 

language Mizo, pronominal demonstratives involve a reduplication of the adnominal 

demonstrative, e.g. kʰɑ̀ ‘that’ kʰɑ̀kʰɑ̀ ‘there’. Furthermore, only pronominal demonstratives 



    

 
 

Linguistics 
 Paper        : Grammatical Categories 

 
Module      : Demonstratives 

 

 

 

inflect for number. 

 

Diessel (1999) also identifies a third class of demonstratives which he dubs 

identificationaldemonstratives, which are found to occur in identificational demonstratives occur 

in copular and nonverbal clauses.He illustrates this class through For instance, in Pohnpeian, 

where a distinct set of pronominal demonstrative is used in verbal (1a) and non-verbal clauses 

(1b). 

 

(1)  Pohnpeian 

a. met pahn megali    

this  will  wither    

‘This will wither.’  

b. iet  noumw naipen   

this/here  your   knife    

‘Here is your knife.’  

 

3.2. Demonstratives and Place Deixis 

At their most essential core, demonstratives are a type of place deixis, but as Diessel (1999, 

2012) argues, their communicative use is primarily to establish joint attention of the discourse 

participants to a particular entity. Pointing to the numerous observations in the literature that 

demonstratives are frequently accompanied by a pointing gesture, Diessel suggests that 

demonstratives create a new focus of attention or else indicate a contrast between two previously 

established referents. This is stark contrast to person deixis, which is automatically activated as 

part of the communicative speech event, i.e. as soon as someone speaks, a speaker and a hearer 

are automatically identified. 

In terms of basic description, the feature values of demonstratives in spatial terms is based on their 
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relationship to the deictic centre.1The following systems have been found in the languages of the world 

(based on Diessel 2012 

 PROXIMAL vs. DISTAL: A two-way deictic system, involving a contrast between proximal(area included 

in or identical to the deictic centre) and distal(outside or beyond the deictic centre).E.g., English and Hindi. 

 PROXIMAL vs. MEDIAL vs. DISTAL: A three-way deictic system, involving a contrast between 

proximal, distal, and medial(beyond the deictic centre). E.g., Irish. 

 PROXIMAL vs. DISTAL vs. REMOTE: A three-way deictic system, involving a contrast between 

proximal, distal, and remote(far away from the deictic centre). E.g., Santali (see below). 

 SPEAKER-PROXIMAL vs. HEARER-PROXIMAL vs. DISTAL: A three-way deictic system, involving 

contrasts between close to the speaker or hearer, and the distal. E.g., Japanese. 

 SPEAKER-PROXIMAL vs. HEARER-PROXIMAL vs. DISTAL vs. REMOTE: A three-way deictic system, 

involving contrasts between close to the speaker or hearer, the distal, and the remote (far away from both the 

speaker and hearer or either). E.g., Hausa. 

 

In addition to distance, demonstratives of place may also indicate whether the referent is visible or out-of-

sight, at a higher or lower elevation, uphill or downhill, upriver or downriver, or in a particular direction 

(see Diessel 1999: 41–47). This leads to further elaboration of the number of demonstratives in a 

particular language, as can be seen in the Tibeto-Burman language Mizo (Kuki-Chin, Central sub-group) 

whichhas a three-way PROXIMAL vs. MEDIAL vs. DISTAL system together with a demonstrative that goes 

with non-visible items. Medial and distal demonstratives are specified for levels, i.e. whether the referent 

is at the same level as the speaker, or at a higher or lower level. Zuali (2010) describes the distribution as 

follows: 

 

(2)  Mizo demonstratives 

                                                           
1 A caveat here is however in order. As Levinson (2004) points out, the ‘meanings’ of these values can change 

depending on whether the demonstrative is used contrastively or not. For example, in a sentence like (i), where this 

and that are used contrastively, thismeans proximal and that is distal. 

(i) This one (here) is bigger than that one (over there). 

However, in non-contrastive situations as in (ii),the two demonstratives may often prove to be interchangeable, 

indicating that in such contexts at least thatis only interpreted as a distal term if it is used in explicit contrast to this 

that. 

(ii) I like this/that one better.  
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PROXIMAL hì object at a touchable distance 
pɑŋpɑr hì lei rɔʔ 
‘Buy this flower” 

MEDIAL kʰɑ̀ object at the same level as the speaker  
paŋpar kʰɑ̀ lei rɔʔ 
‘Buy that flower” 

kʰì object at a higher level than the speaker 
paŋpar kʰì lei rɔʔ 
‘Buy that flower” 

kʰù object at a lower level than the speaker 
paŋpar kʰì lei rɔʔ 
‘Buy that flower” 

DISTAL sɔ̀ object far away but visible paŋpar sɔ̀ lei rɔʔ 
‘Buy that flower” 

INVISIBLE tsù  object not visible  
paŋpar tsù lei rɔʔ 
‘Buy flower” 

 

Note that the level and visibility features are not deictic per se as they do not specify location vis-à-vis the 

deictic centre.  

 

In some languages, certain types of demonstratives do not carry a specific distance feature (Diessel, 

1999),  e.g, the German demonstrative das. When speakers want to differentiate between a proximal and 

distal referent, they must add the locational adverbs hier, da, and dort to das, as in Das hier Buch ‘this 

book’.  This is not unlike the English that which also does not indicate a spatial contrast in the absence of 

an explicit contrast with this, viz., Rub off that spot on your nose please. 

 

Crosslinguistically, spatial demonstratives may also inflect or mark other non-deictic features such as 

ontology, number, and gender. Ontology is best illustrated by English, in which here and there are used 

for locations, whereas this and that refer to other types of entities. Demonstratives are also specified for 

number features, again illustrated by the English contrasts between this/these and that/those. 

Gendermarking involves sensitivity to the animacy/humanness of the associated referring nominal, either 

reflected by lexical choice of demonstrative or inflections. Santali is an excellent illustration of these last 

two facts, as all its proximal, distal, remote demonstratives mark both number abd (in)animacy of the 

head noun, as the paradigms below show. 

 

(3)  Santali demonstratives 
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Demonstrative  SINGULAR DUAL PLURAL 

PROXIMAL ANIMATE Nui nukin noko/nuku 

INANIMATE noɑ noɑkin noɑko 

DISTAL ANIMATE Uni unkin onko/unku 

INANIMATE onɑ onɑkin onɑko 

REMOTE ANIMATE hɑni hɑnkin hɑnko 

INANIMATE hnɑ hɑnɑkin hɑnɑko 

 

South Asian languages also show complex patterns of interactions with Case. We have already seen in 

earlier units how the Hindi determiner assumes an oblique form in the context of a Case-marked nominal 

in Unit 3, but the case of Mizo is much more complex. When used with an ergative, instrumental, or 

locative nominal, the demonstrative also changes its form, through suffixation of a morpheme -ɑnand a 

suprasegmental (tone-changing) process. (The nominal in the ergative and instrumental cases surfaces as 

a bare noun; however in the locative, both the demonstrative and the noun bear suffixes.) Zuali (2010: 35) 

characterises this phenomenon as a form of Case agreement. 

 

4. Time and discourse feature values of [DEMONSTRATIVE]  

In natural language, time is commonly metaphorically structured in spatial terms (cf. Lakoff and Johnson 

1980); as a consequence, temporal expressions are frequently developed from spatial terms. In such 

conceptualisations, the speech time is taken to be the deictic centre, from which the past and the future are 

distinguished. A good example is the English then, which can be used for both past (I was still in school 

then) and future (I’ll be ready then) reference, but is always distinguished from the term for indicating the 

present/speech time – now. 

 

Typically, most languages have independent time deictic expressions (e.g., English, soon, ago, yesterday, 

tomorrow etc) that are not derived from demonstratives; nevertheless, many may also employ 

demonstratives or spatial deictics for temporal reference as well. Diessel (2012: 18) points to Urubu-

Kaapor (Tupi-Guarani, South America) as one such language where the demonstrative pe ‘there’ may be 
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used to indicate then. In fact the English form then is itself an example of a spatial deictic root being 

developed into a temporal deictic.  

 

Discourse deixis also involves a metaphorical use of spatial deixis. Since a discourse consists of a string 

of successive words and utterances in a sequence, the use of deictic expressions to refer to words and 

utterances in this sequence is quite natural. In this instance, the deictic centre is not defined and must 

really be defined in terms of the point at which the speaker uses a deictic expression, as it is from that 

point “from where the interlocutors’ attention is directed to linguistic elements along the string of words 

and utterances” (Diessel 2012: 19). In the words of Bühler (1934:390, as cited in Diessel 2012): 

 

If discourse deictic expressions could speak, “they would speak as follows: look ahead or 

back along the band of the present utterance. There something will be found that actually 

belongs here, where I am, so that it can be connected with what now follows. Or the other 

way round: what comes after me belongs there, it was only displaced from that position 

for relief. 

 

Some examples from English, where the spatial demonstrativethatis used for discourse deixis,will serve 

as an illustration. Consider the following passage from the International Corpus of English (from Diessel 

2012: 20): 

 

(4)  English 

I was really interested particularly because he was saying that a lot of the leaning was going to be 

towards choreography and that1was my particular interest. I really didn’t like technique. I mean 

I’m too lazy really for that2, I think, and that3 was my interest in it. That’s4 how I sort of got 

started in it. 

 

The four italicised tokens of that in this passage are all discourse anaphoric uses, where the referent is a 

preceding proposition. In each case, the deictic centre for determining which proposition to look for has to 

be determined at the point the distal demonstrative is used, as it is entirely up to the speaker whether (s)he 
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wants to refer to some chunk to something which has already been said.In all the uses, eachthat refers to 

some chunk of the preceding discourse: that1 refers to the proposition a lot of leaning was going to be 

towards choreography, that2refers to the speaker ‘liking technique’, that3refers back to the same 

proposition as that1and that4refers to the reason why the speaker got started at all in the topic.  

 

The English proximal demonstrative thisis most often used as a cataphor, i.e. as announcing a following 

piece of discourse – viz., All I know is this: the detective didn’t murder the victim. Both this and that may 

also be used in construction with a noun phrase as well, and in such cases they continue a prior discourse 

participant, as in (3):  

 

(5)  English 

I had sardines once with a fly on it. I was just about to tuck into it and I noticed this great fly 

soaked in tomato sauce. (International Corpus of English) 

 

It is interesting to note here that in a language that is as richly specified as Mizo for deixis, it is only the 

proximal and the invisible demonstrative that are used for discourse deixis. The distal demonstratives that 

have level specifications are not available for such anaphoric uses. 

 

In conclusion, let us turn to the oft-noted fact that in many languages of the world, third person pronouns 

may be indistinct from one or the other spatial demonstratives (as for example in Hindi, where vo means 

both he/she as well as that. This phenomenon is a fairly common one across languages of the world,by 

which demonstratives and other deictic elements undergo grammaticalisation to form articles and 

pronominals, both English he and the are said to have been historically derived from anaphoric 

demonstrative pronouns. In fact, from a crosslinguistic perspective, such grammaticalisation has been 

claimed to cover many other categories as well – for example,Diessel (1999:Ch. 6) claims demonstratives 

to be the source for synchronically available relative pronouns, complementizers, conjunctions, copulas, 

directional preverbs, focus markers, and many other grammatical morphemes. It however remains a moot 

question as to why such grammaticalisation always creates doublets in that the system does not produce a 

loss of a demonstrative system.  
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An alternative to the historical grammaticalisation approach is to be found in the generative tradition from 

work initiated by Leu (2008) and Kayne and Pollock’s(2010) decompositional syntactic proposal that 

demonstratives consist of a definite article plus a deictic element. Under this approach that, this, then, and 

there are to be understood as having two components, where the first is the definite article and the second 

is the deictic element referring to place or time. A relative pronounis argued to be derivationally related to 

the demonstrative, as here, the definite article is replaced by an indefinite expression. Furthermore, the 

distinction between pronominal and adnominal demonstratives is that the former are actually phrasal 

elements which contain a silent head noun, which adnominal demonstratives simply lack. 

 

Although ultimately the choice between the grammaticalisation versus the decompositional syntactic 

approaches is a matter of theoretical persuasion and taste, two observations from South Asian 

languages seem to me to argue for a more syntactic and articulated structure for demonstrative noun 

phrases. The first of these is from Mizo (Zuali, p.c.), which shows demonstrative doubling whenever a 

‘specific’ (reference to a prior mentioned nominal) reading of the head noun is intended. In such cases, 

the demonstrative appears twice one prenominally and the other postnominally -- e.g., hèipɑŋpɑr hì‘this 

specific flower’ (Note that the prenominal demonstrative bears a different tone from the regular 

postnominal one.) It seems to me that an analysis where demonstratives are decomposed into multiple 

syntactic heads is better placed to describe this phenomenon. 

 

A second unusual pattern that favours such an analysis is from Santali. As Zide (1972) has observed, 

Santali demonstratives may have many other forms besides the ones listed in (3) above.  Santali 

demonstratives may also have ‘intensive’ forms (nuk’ui ‘this very one’), ‘just’ forms (nii/nia ‘just this’), as 

well as forms that add evidential connotations (oƭɛ ‘that seen’, onɛ ‘that heard’). Again an analysis that 

sees adnominal demonstratives as phrasal and formed in interaction with many heads would be better 

placed to describe the existence of these forms. 
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5. Conclusion 

In this unit, we have examined the feature [DEMONSTRATIVE and its values across three kinds of deictic 

uses: place, time and discourse. We have illustrated the issues that arise in the description of this 

grammatical category primarily through the facts of Santali, Hindi, and Mizo. 


