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Functional extension of demonstratives: The case of person 
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ABSTRACT  
This paper addresses the development of demonstratives into forms 
of person reference in Thai and Korean from a grammaticalization 
perspective, based on data from diverse sources. While 
demonstratives are common sources of grammaticalization for 
personal pronouns, such sources are predominantly medial or 
distal, and personal pronouns that have developed from 
demonstratives are nearly exclusively third-person pronouns. 
However, we show that in Thai and Korean, demonstratives, 
proximal in the case of Thai, can be used for first-person reference 
“I”. In Thai, the system of reference is complex and open-ended as 
it blends into the open class of nominals. While pronoun choice is 
determined by numerous factors, we contend that it is invariably 
tied to interpersonal stance-marking, and that the proximal ni:̂ has 
only recently emerged as “I” to present a speaker’s neutral stance 
and give a more objective and authoritative overtone to the 
utterance. Korean has likewise innovated some demonstrative- 
based “place” and “side” nouns for person reference across all 
grammatical persons for similar socio-pragmatic and cultural 
reasons. We argue that the development of demonstratives into 
the paradigm of personal pronouns in the two languages has been 
motivated by a need or desire to fill gaps in existent systems by 
recruiting available forms to suit discursive needs.
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1. Introduction

In the cognitive linguistic research tradition, notably grammaticalization theory, grammar 
is constantly emergent as an aggregate whole of discourse tendencies that are present in 
language use, hence the notion “emergent grammar” (Hopper, 1987). The emergent 
nature is also observable with the lexicon, which experiences a constant influx of new 
words and word strings, hence the notion “emergent lexicon” (Bybee, 2007). These ten
dencies are formed by diverse discursive needs, which include, among others, the funda
mental conceptual need to refer to a person or object and to signal politeness, which is 
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assumed to be universal (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Person reference in discourse is the 
particular area where these two needs become apparent.

These socio-pragmatic needs are particularly important in Thai and Korean, in which 
politeness/honorification marking is either highly grammaticalized or of high priority in 
linguistic coding in interaction. For instance, politeness marking in Korean is not only a 
pragmatic but also a grammatical issue. Terms of person reference, either lexical or gram
matical, need to be carefully chosen to suit the needs. Similarly, Thai has gendered par
ticles, known as hǎ:ŋ sı̌aŋ หางเสียง lit. ‘tail of the sound’, khà ค�ะ for female speakers 
and khráp ครับ for male speakers, the primary function of which is to signal politeness. 
The linguistic norm is so strict that speech without such final particles is given the 
name mâi mii hǎ:ŋ sı̌aŋ ไม�มีหางเสียง lit. ‘having no tail of the sound’, a style categorically 
considered rude, unless warranted by the close relationship between interlocutors 
(Khammee et al., 2024, pp. 23–24).1

Crosslinguistic literature shows that demonstratives are common sources of grammatica
lization for personal pronouns (Diessel, 1999; Givón, 1984; Kuteva et al., 2019). Such sources 
are predominantly medial or distal, and personal pronouns developed from demonstratives 
are nearly exclusively third-person pronouns (Kuteva et al., 2019). However, this paper 
reports that in Thai and Korean, demonstratives, proximal in the case of Thai and proximal, 
medial and distal in the case of Korean, have been or are being innovated as pronominal 
forms in first-person reference. Some of such phenomena have a long developmental 
history, whereas some others are recent developments, which have not been reported to 
date. This paper intends to fill this gap by reporting on the recent development of 
person references in Thai and Korean, and addressing their grammaticalization mechanisms, 
stance-marking functions, and motivations. It is hoped that this study will lead to a better 
understanding of person marking systems in Thai and Korean and their recent innovations.

This paper is organized in the following manner. Following this introduction, §2 presents 
a brief explanation on a few preliminary topics; §3 describes the research methods and 
theoretical framework; §4 presents the results of the study; §5 discusses a few theoretically 
significant issues; and §6 summarizes the findings and concludes the paper.

2. Preliminaries

In order to facilitate our discussion, we will provide general linguistic profiles, along with 
brief descriptions of the existing systems of person reference and demonstratives, in the 
two target languages.

2.1 Thai and Korean

Thai is a Tai language of the Kra-Dai language family (Ostapirat, 2000), also known as the 
Kra-Kadai language family in Ethnologue (Eberhard et al., 2022) and Glottolog (Hammar
ström et al., 2024), or the Tai-Kadai family (see WALS, edited by Haspelmath et al., 2005), 
spoken in Thailand and its vicinity in Southeast Asia. Typologically it is an isolating, 

1Thai linguists use diverse romanization systems, e.g. the Royal Thai General System (RTGS), which does not include tone 
markers and is most widely used by the government and public, and the IPA System (IPA), which uses tone markers and 
thus is unambiguous. This paper uses IPA for transcription of Thai data.
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analytic, head-initial, tonal, and VO language.2 For its isolating, analytic nature, Thai lacks 
any form of inflectional morphology, and thus encoding the functions of arguments relies 
on word order and separate particles. It has no person-marking or agreement in nominal 
and verbal morphology. In accordance with the characteristics of a language with “prag
matically-oriented grammar” (Enfield, 2009; Rhee, 2021; see also O’Grady, 2005, 2008), 
arguments in a sentence, including the subject, can be, and often are, omitted. Further
more, more importantly for our purposes, noun phrases, including pronouns and other 
person references, are typically omitted, and their interpretive resumption strongly 
depends on the context. In addition, Thai has an extraordinarily elegant system of polite
ness marking, largely by means of particles and personal pronouns (Cooke, 1968; Helm
brecht, 2014; Kibrik, 2011; Kummer, 1992). The system of person reference is fluid and 
complex, largely indistinguishable from lexical forms (see §2.2 below).

Korean is a Transeurasian language (Johanson & Robbeets, 2010; Robbeets, 2015), also 
known as Altaic (Ramstedt, 1997[1939]), but the genealogy is contested (see Kim, 1992; 
Sohn, 1999). Ethnologue (Eberhard et al., 2022) lists it as a “Koreanic” language and WALS 
(Haspelmath et al., 2005) as a language isolate, i.e. of the Korean language family. The 
language is spoken in and around the Korean peninsula, in Northeast Asia. Typologically 
Korean is an agglutinating, synthetic, head-final, OV language. Syntactic and thematic func
tions of noun phrases are marked with case markers and postpositions. Argument noun 
phrases, including pronouns and other person references, are often omitted, and noun 
phrases may often occur without their postpositional particles, especially in speech. There 
is agreement between the subject and the verb in terms of honorification, i.e. the subject 
with a [+honorific] feature requires the verb to be marked by a morphological honorific 
marker, i.e. -si-. Thus, even if the subject does not surface in the sentence, the presence or 
absence of the honorific marker on the verb provides a clue as to who the implicit subject 
is. Honorification and politeness marking are highly grammaticalized, with such components 
as subject honorification, addressee honorification, and honorification suppression, the vio
lation of which renders the sentence ungrammatical. The system of person references is fluid 
and complex, largely indistinguishable from lexical forms (see §2.2 below).

As seen above, Thai and Korean are geographically distant (Southeast Asia and North
east Asia), genealogically unrelated (Kra-Dai and Transeurasian), and typologically distinct 
(isolating, analytic, head-initial, VO language and agglutinating, synthetic, head-final, OV 
language). Notable features shared between the two languages, however, include high 
omissibility of arguments, a fluid system of person reference, and highly developed hon
orification/politeness marking. Therefore, a comparison between these two languages is 
expected to shed light on how languages with vastly different linguistic profiles can inno
vate forms in the paradigm of person reference under diverse pragmatic pressure.

2.2 Person reference

The formation of utterances is conditioned by the properties of the reference system (Fraj
zyngier, 2023, p. 4). In the overall reference system, person reference is of primary 

2Morphological typology is based on two major criteria, namely, degree of fusion (“how close?”) and degree of synthesis 
(“how many?”). By degree of fusion languages are classified along the continuum of isolating, agglutinating, and 
fusional, in the order of increasing fusion, and by degree of synthesis languages are classified along the continuum 
of analytic, inflecting, and polysynthetic, in the order of increasing number of morphemes in a word.
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importance for the sake of communication. Grammatical person is fundamentally deictic, 
i.e. tied to the discourse scene, including linguistic contexts and interlocutor dynamics. 
When linguistic contexts provide an interpretive cue, i.e. how addressees should identify 
the referent, and the language’s typological features allow argument omission, terms of 
person reference may remain implicit, which is the case with Thai and Korean. Further
more, grammatical person may not involve rigidly grammaticalized pronominal 
systems but may resort to lexical expressions that are often marginally grammaticalized, 
which is also the case with Thai and Korean.

The unique characteristics of the Thai and Korean person reference systems have 
received much attention from researchers. For instance, Foley and Van Valin (1984) and 
Van Valin (1987) observe that Thai (along with other East and Southeast Asian languages, 
which include Korean) has an “inference system” or “pragmatic system” in which identifying 
a referent is often aided by a wide array of encyclopaedic information. Similarly, Siewierska 
(2004, 2011) notes that Thai lacks dedicated personal pronouns (hence favouring “person 
form” and “person marker” over “personal pronouns”) and that the Thai person marking 
system does not belong to a closed class, instead making use of many nouns denoting 
social status or kinship. Similar observations have been made with respect to Korean 
(Rhee, 2019). For the same reason, Kibrik (2011, p. 134) regards such systems as those 
found in East and Southeast Asian languages to be “quasi-pronominal”. A systematic, cross
linguistic investigation of personal pronouns is found in Sugamoto (1989), in which word- 
class, morphological, syntactic, semantic, and sociolinguistic properties are examined to 
determine the degree of nominality/pronominality of person markers. The results show 
that Thai is at the far extreme of the nominality pole (and Japanese to a lesser extent), 
whereas English and Polish are at the far extreme of the pronominality pole of the scale 
(Polish being greater). Even though Korean was not included in the study of Sugamoto 
(1989), considering the great level of affinity between the Japanese and Korean person refer
ence systems, Korean is expected to be found near the extreme of the nominality pole.

As indicated above, the Thai system of person reference is complex and open-ended by 
blending into the open-class nominals (cf. set members and general pronouns; Noss, 1964, 
p. 99). The choice of person markers is determined by numerous factors and is invariably tied 
to interpersonal stance-marking (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 49; Noss, 1964, p. 98). In 
contemporary Thai, pronominal terms used for first- and second-person reference are as 
shown in Table 1, adapted from Iwasaki and Ingkaphirom (2005) and Noss (1964).

Some of the pronouns in Thai are etymologically opaque but some whose lexical origin 
is known provide an interesting insight for grammaticalization researchers. The following 
information has been drawn from Chandransu (2002), Charoensappuech (2016), Naksakul 
(1997), Rojanasupya (2018), SEALANG (n.d.), Wareekhet and Pothipath (2013), and else
where. The most common male first-person reference phǒm (in (a)), etymologically ‘hair 
on head’, was initially used when the person was referring to himself in addressing the 
royal family as fà:phrábà:t ‘foot sole’ or nobility as taîtháw ‘under the foot’, whereby 
the speaker’s highest and noblest body-part (head) is the lowest body-part (foot sole) 
of the addressee, an extreme form of self-derogation. The most common second- 
person khūn (in (a) and (b)), a borrowing from Middle Chinese kun ‘lord, king, ruler’, 
was also used to address members of the royal family, but was generalized at a later 
time (note, however, that Cooke (1968, p. 28), hypothesizes its relation to a noun denoting 
‘virtue, merit’). The female first-person dìɕhǎn (in (b)) which is shortened to ɕhǎn (in (e) and 
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(h)) is of Pali origin, meaning ‘animal’, obviously a self-derogatory term. The second- 
person and first-person nǔ: for a child (in (e) and (f)) is thought to be a Chinese borrowing 
with the meaning ‘servant’, the conceptual motivation of which is also straightforward. 
Incidentally, nǔ: is homophonous with “mouse” and “small”, likely to constitute a good 
conceptual source, but the link has not been claimed to date. The crude forms of first- 
person and second-person reference kū: and mɨŋ̄ (in (j)) are borrowings from Indonesian 
pronouns aku ‘I’ and kaum ‘you’, respectively. The two terms did not carry a crude sense 
originally but underwent meaning reversal later for unknown reasons. The first-person 
reference kha:̂ (in (k)) is a phonologically eroded form of kha:̂phráphútthāɕaû, signifying 
‘the servant of the Buddha’, originally used when conversing with the king (note that 
kings were considered to be as sacred as the Buddha). The notion of humility etymologi
cally associated with the term has been maximally bleached and even reversed, and the 
term is used as a crude term in Modern Thai.

The paradigm of the terms for third-person reference is relatively simpler than that of 
the terms for first- and second-person reference. The terms are listed in Table 2.3

Table 2 shows a few forms commonly used for third-person reference. In (a), (b) and (c), 
phûəkkhǎu, phûəkmān, and phûəknán all contain phûək, which means ‘group’ and serves 
as the plural prefix. In (c), phûəknán contains nán, which is the medial demonstrative. This 
is an outlier in the system in that, with the exception of innovative forms under the 
present investigation, presented in §4.1, well-established pronouns in Thai do not incor
porate demonstratives (cf. Tables 1 and 2). The informal pronoun ɕhi:̄ in (d) is a borrowing 
of English she, first used in gossiping contexts to refer to a woman or a ladyboy, later 
spreading to refer to males as well. The other pronoun in (d), nā:ŋ, is a classifier for 
women and a title for married women. Its use as a third-person pronoun emerged after 
the use borrowed ɕhi:̄, but it is now more frequently used than ɕhi:̄. Its reference has 
extended from humans to inanimate objects.

Table 1 First- and second-person pronominal terms in Thai

Usage context

First-person Second-person

Pronoun Lexical source Pronoun Lexical source

(a) General polite, male phǒm ‘hair’ khūn ‘lord, king, ruler’
(b) General polite, female dìɕhǎn ‘animal’ khūn ‘lord, king, ruler’
(c) Deferential or formal, male phǒm 

kràphǒm
‘hair’ than̂ [unknown]

(d) Deferential or formal, female dìɕhǎn ‘animal’ than̂ [unknown]
(e) Adult to child ɕhǎn 

kinship term 
professional term

‘animal’ nǔ: 
rāu

‘servant’ 
[unknown]

(f) Child to adult nǔ: ‘servant’ kinship term 
professional term

(g) Parent to child kinship term lû:k ‘speaker’s child’
(h) Intimate, among friends ɕhǎn ‘animal’ thɤ̄ 

kɛ̄:
[unknown] 
[unknown]

(i) Intimate, boyfriend and girlfriend Kháw [unknown] tūa [unknown]
(j) Crude, superior to inferior, among 

friends
kū: ‘I’ 

(Indonesian)
mɨŋ̄ ‘you’ 

(Indonesian)
(k) Crude, among boys and men kha:̂ ‘servant’ ʔēŋ [unknown]

3The abbreviations used in glossing follow those of the Leipzig Glossing Rules with the addition of ADT: address term; CLSF: 
classifier; CONN: connective; D: demonstrative; DM: discourse marker; EMPH: emphatic; END: sentence-ender; HON: honorific; 
HUM: humilific; HYPC: hypocoristic; INFR: inferential; POL: polite; and PTCL: particle.
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As shown above, Thai pronouns have developed from a variety of sources, including 
nouns of high and low status, kinship terms, body-part terms, and borrowings, among 
others. Many sources suggest humbleness and politeness as a quality of speakers. 
Since open-class terms such as status nouns and kinship terms are productively utilized, 
the paradigm of person reference in Thai is not self-contained, but is open and fluid.

Similarly, the overall pronominal reference system is not rigidly established in Korean 
(i.e. it is not advanced in terms of “paradigmaticalization” (Lehmann, 2015[1982])), and 
nominal address terms are widely used in lieu of pronouns. Nouns constitute the most 
common source category of pronoun grammaticalization, corroborating crosslinguistic 
tendency (cf. “the noun-to-pronoun channel” (Heine & Song, 2010, p. 122)). Numerous 
referring terms with diverse levels of honorification are used in Present-Day Korean, 
most of which are full-fledged nouns, and, further, most of these nouns are kinship 
terms and status nouns. The pronominal paradigm is fluid and thus there is no clearly 
defined set of pronouns. However, Table 3 provides an overall picture of the paradigm 
(cf. Nam & Ko, 1993, pp. 81–83; Rhee, 2019).

Reflecting the open nature of the paradigm, the terms shown in Table 3 are not 
exhaustive. From the table, it should be noted that a combination of demonstratives 

Table 3 Korean pronouns
Person Pronoun Lexical source Use context

1SG na [unknown] basic form; addressee’s status is equal or lower
ce ‘self’ REFL HUM form; addressee’s status is high
kwain ‘inadequate person’ speaker is the king (obsolete)
cim ‘I’ speaker is the king (obsolete)
ponin ‘this person’ in public speech
sosayng ‘small student’ in letter writing (disappearing)

2SG ne [unknown] among youngsters; old speaker to young addressee
caney ‘of self’ addressee is younger but old; among old close friends
tangsin ‘concerned body’ in literature, HON; between spouses; potentially rude
caki ‘self’ between lovers
tayk ‘house’ (disappearing)
nohyeng ‘old brother’ (disappearing)
elun ‘married’ elderly addressee, HON
elusin ‘honorably married’ elderly addressee, HON
kutay ‘that place’ in poems
kwihyeng ‘dear brother’ in letters (disappearing)
kwiha ‘before a dear person’ in letters (disappearing)

3SG D-ay ‘child’ referent’s status is lower; no HON
D-i ‘person’ referent’s status is lower; mildly HON
D-nye ‘female’ referent’s status is equal; no HON
D-salam ‘human’ referent’s status is lower; mildly HON
D-pwun ‘honorable person’ referent’s status is equal or higher; HON
D-elun ‘married’ referent’s status is higher; highly HON

Table 2 Third-person pronominal terms in Thai
Usage context Third-person

(a) Polite khǎu (SG) 
kɛ̄: (SG) 
phûəkkhǎu (PL)

(b) Impolite when referring to human mān (SG) 
phûəkmān (PL)

(c) Informal phûəknán (PL)
(d) Informal, among friends to make conversations sound more fun ɕhi:̄ (SG) 

nā:ŋ (SG)
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and nouns constitute a set of third-person pronouns in Korean. The semantically bleached 
nouns following the demonstrative carry a unique function of person reference, which Oh 
(2010, p. 1220) calls “quasi-pronouns”. Apart from the set of pronouns listed in Table 3, 
diverse status nouns can be used as an address term (in vocative) or a pronoun for the 
second- and third-person (the first-person references are na for plain and ce for 
humilific, which have been stable for centuries). The following are some such nouns:

(1) a. Nouns for second-person pronominal reference and address terms
sensayngnim ‘teacher’ (for any adult, mostly for male)
sacangnim ‘company president’ (for adult male)
haksayng ‘student’ (for youth)
chongkak ‘bachelor’ (for young male)
kokayknim ‘honorable patron’ (for a client)
emeni(m) ‘mother’ (for aged woman)
apenim ‘father’ (for aged man)
halmeni ‘grandmother’ (for an old woman, often avoidable)
halapeci ‘grandfather’ (for an old man, often avoidable)
acwumma ‘aunt’ (for a married woman, often avoidable)

b. Nouns for third-person pronominal reference
D-Noun, where D is demonstrative and Noun is:
elun ‘senior’ (for an elderly person)
elusin ‘honorable senior’ (for an elderly person)
pwun ‘honorable person’
yangpan ‘nobleman’ (for adult male)
ay ‘child’ (for child)
salam ‘person’ (for an adult)
namca ‘man’ (for adult male)
yeca ‘woman’ (for adult female)
kes ‘thing’ (for anyone; pejorative)
chi ‘person’ (for anyone; highly pejorative)
ca ‘person’ (for anyone, usually male; pejorative)

2.3 Demonstratives

Demonstratives as a grammatical category constitute a language universal (Diessel, 1999, 
p. 1). They are primarily spatial, but since human conceptualization is largely space-based 
(Brisard, 1991; Jackendoff, 1999), they are also used in designating a location in abstract 
space such as mental space, evaluative space, epistemic space, etc.

Thai demonstratives constitute a tripartite system of proximal (nî: นี่ ‘this’ or its variation 
ní: นี้), medial (nân นั่น ‘that’ or its variation nán นั้น), and distal (nô:n โน่น ‘yon, far’ or its 
variation nó:n โน�น) distinction (Noss, 1964, p. 55). Iwasaki and Dechapratumwan (2022, 
p. 519) add the “extra-distal” demonstrative (nû:n นู่น ‘very far away’ or its variation nú: 
n นู�น) to the inventory. Thai demonstratives have a range of functions, such as indexing 
an object in the space modulated by the distance from the speaker, and diverse discursive 
functions (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 203; Khammee et al., 2024).

Korean has a tripartite spatial system, i.e. speaker-proximal (i 이 ‘this’), speaker-medial 
(ku 그 ‘that’), and speaker/addressee-distal (ce 저 ‘that’) (note that the referent must be 
visible either physically or mentally in order to be indexed by the speaker/addressee- 
distal ce). By virtue of their ability to index spatial, mental, and textual distances, all 
these deictic expressions, either alone or combined with other forms, developed into dis
course markers (Koo & Rhee, 2018; Rhee, 2023; Rhee & Koo, 2021, among others). As we 
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have seen from the set of third-person pronouns in Table 3 in §2.2 above, demonstratives 
are deeply permeated in the development of personal pronouns in Korean, i.e. they are 
used as a modifier of diverse status or kinship terms, which together develop into 
person references. For instance, the medial ku ‘that’ also functions as the third-person 
singular pronoun, and the noun phrases involving it, e.g. ku-nye [that female] ‘she’, ku- 
salam [that human] ‘he/she’, ku-pwun [that honourable person] ‘he/she:HON’, etc., all 
function as pronouns. The development of demonstratives into third-person pronouns 
is compatible with the crosslinguistic patterns observed in Kuteva et al. (2019).

3. Research methods and theoretical framework

3.1 Research methods

The present research is a conceptual, descriptive analysis of linguistic data, and it involves no 
experimentation. The data have been collected from diverse sources, including historical and 
contemporary dictionaries, lexica, online resources, reference grammars, corpora, and, 
importantly, the native-speaker intuitions of the authors. The corpora consulted include 
the Thai Drama Corpus, the Thai National Corpus, and the Korean Drama and Movies 
Corpus. The Thai Drama Corpus, compiled by Kyungeun Park in 2010, is an offline, 
163,639-word corpus containing the scripts of 94 episodes from 14 highly popular TV 
dramas aired between 2005 and 2009. The Thai National Corpus (TNC) is an online-search
able, 33.4-million-word corpus, developed by Chulalongkorn University, available at: 
https://www.arts.chula.ac.th/ling/tnc3/ (see Aroonmanakun, 2007 for more information). 
The corpus texts are mostly dated from 1988 through 2017. The Korean Drama and 
Movies Corpus, compiled by Min Li, is an offline, 24-million-word contemporary corpus, a col
lection of 7,454 scenarios of dramas and movies dating from 1992 through to 2015.4

Since recent innovations, by definition, are not attested in historical sources and are 
rarely observable in formal genres and registers, the data sources listed above were 
mostly consulted to ascertain that the innovations are indeed a recent phenomenon. 
More recent and discursively dynamic sources, such as social network service postings 
and online interactions, as well as dramas and movies with highly stance-sensitive inter
actions in dramatic scenes, were more carefully investigated. The primary purpose of the 
use of these recent dynamic sources, both for Korean and Thai, is to examine the functions 
of the forms concerned in authentic, contextualized usages.

3.2 Theoretical framework

The theoretical approach in this study assumes that a language is a system of communi
cation, and that language is formed by the cognitive forces that operate in communication 
(cf. Givón, 1979; Heine, 1997; Heine et al., 1991). This position has been well articulated in 
grammaticalization theory. Grammaticalization theory is a conceptual framework that cap
tures remarkable unidirectionality attested in language change and accounts for simi
larities observed in the formation of linguistic structures across languages. 
Grammaticalization theory has greatly aided language scientists in understanding 

4We thank the developers of the corpora for granting free use of the resources for our research.
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diverse aspects of language (Bybee et al., 1994; Heine et al., 1991; Hopper, 1991; Kuteva 
et al., 2019). The present study constitutes an excellent research agendum for grammatica
lization researchers as it investigates a grammatical category, i.e. pronominal systems, 
gradually developing from lexical sources, e.g. nouns, noun phrases, and demonstratives.

To explain the pronominal innovations in Thai and Korean, the notion of “stance” is 
employed. “Stance” is an important notion in interactional linguistics (Biber et al., 1999; Dan
cygier & Sweetser, 2005, p. 2012; Englebretson, 2007). Despite its overall lack of terminological 
consensus, stance is thought to be intimately bound up with the pragmatic and social aspects 
of human conduct. It may relate to diverse domains such as attitudinal, epistemic, emotional, 
and evidential (Rhee, 2011, p. 405), and tends to be inseparable from intersubjectification, 
because displaying the speaker’s viewpoint (i.e. stance) and paying attention to the needs 
of the interlocutor (i.e. intersubjectification) often occur simultaneously (Eom & Rhee, 2021). 
Traugott (2003) aptly notes that intersubjectivity is a general characteristic of all language 
use, and the same is noted with stance (Englebretson, 2007, p. 70; Stubbs, 1986, p. 1).

4. Results

4.1 Innovative person reference in Thai

In Modern Thai, it is observed in daily interactions that certain forms involving demonstra
tives are, though not frequent, gaining circulation. In other words, demonstratives for 
person reference, such as “side”-demonstratives, e.g. thā:ŋní: ‘this side’, involving proximal 
demonstrative ní: ‘this’, and thā:ŋnán ‘that side’, involving the medial demonstrative nán 
‘that’, are sufficiently entrenched as first-person and second-person references, respectively, 
as they occur with reasonable frequency. It is also relatively well established that thā:ŋnó:n ‘far 
side’, involving the distal demonstrative nó:n ‘yon; far’, is used for second-person reference in 
telephonic discourse. For instance, the following constructed examples are in common use:

(2) a. ทางนี้ต้องการกำลังใจ
thā:ŋni:̂ tɔ:̂ŋkā:n kāmlāŋɕāi
I ( =  ‘this side’) need mental.support
‘I need mental support.’ (Modern Thai, constructed)

b. ทางนั้นเป็นยังไง
thā:ŋna ́n pēn jāŋŋāi ba:̂ŋ
you ( =  ‘that side’)    be how any
‘How are you?’ (Modern Thai, constructed)

c. ทางโน�นเหงามั้ย
thā:ŋno ́:n ŋǎu  mái
you ( =  ‘far side’) be.lonely Q
‘Are you lonely?’ (Modern Thai, constructed)

In the examples above, it is noteworthy that demonstrative-based second-person refer
ences, i.e. the medial-based thā:ŋnán ‘you’ from ‘that side’ in (2b) and the distal-based 
thā:ŋnó:n ‘you’ from ‘far side’ in (2c) have functional asymmetry, i.e. thā:ŋnán ‘you’ can 
be used not only in face-to-face communication but also in telephone discourse, 
whereas thā:ŋnó:n ‘you’ cannot be used in face-to-face communication. In other words, 
the former is more general in usage while the latter is register-specific.

More importantly for the present research, there are instances in which the proximal 
demonstrative ni:̂ ‘this’ is used instead of a fully grammaticalized first-person reference, 
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e.g. phǒm, dìɕhǎn, kràphǒm, ɕhǎn, nǔ:, kháw, kū:, and kha:̂. This usage is observed in 
colloquial language and recently on social network services, as exemplified below:5

(3) ถ้านางนวดได้ดีนี่ว่านวัตกรรมเลย
tha:̂ nā:ŋ nûat daî di:̄ ni:̂ wa:̂ náʔwáttàkām lɤ̄j
if ADT massage can good I ( =  ‘this’) say innovation PTCL

‘If it functions well, I think it is an innovation.’

(Banteukkongtoot Facebook page, retrieved 10 April 2023)

The excerpt in (3) is taken from a social media post with reference to a newly marketed 
massage device. The writer’s opinion is that, conceding that there may be differing evalu
ations of the device, it can be said to be an innovation only if its performance is satisfac
tory. As shown in the excerpt, the writer uses ni:̂ to refer to herself. The following example 
illustrates the same usage in a series of online interactions among participants on a topic 
of sharing food with their pet dog.  

(4) a. นี่ก็กินเองคำนึงป้อนน้องหมาคำนึงค่ะ
ni:̂ kɔ:̂ kin̄ ʔē:ŋ khām nɯ̄ŋ pɔ:̂n nó:ŋ mǎ:
I ( =  ‘this’) also eat self bite one feed ADT dog

khām nɯ̄ŋ khàʔ
bite one PTCL

‘I also take a bite and let my dog take another.’

b. นี่โตมากับหมา ภูมิคุ้มกันดีมากเลย
ni:̂ tō: mā: kàp mǎ: phū:mkhúmkān di:̄ ma:̂k lɤ̄j
I ( =  ‘this’) grow.up come with dog immune.system good very PTCL

‘I grew up with dogs around and I still have a very good immune system.’

c. นี่กินหมายังไม่เห็นป่วยเลย หยอก ๆ
ni:̂ kin̄ mǎ: jāŋ maî heˇn pù:ɤj lɤ̄j jɔ̀:kjɔ̀:k
I ( =  ‘this’) eat dog still not see sick PTCL kidding
‘I eat dogs and I am still alright, kidding.’

d. น้องหมาที่บ้านขอกินขนม พอเอาให้ ดม ๆ ไม่กิน นี่ก็จับใส่ปากกินต่อ ยังไม่ตาย สบายดี
nó:ŋ má: thi:̂ ba:̂n khɔˇ: kin̄ khàʔnǒm phɔ̄: ʔāu haî
ADT dog at home beg eat snack when take give

dōm dōm maî kin̄ ni:̂ kɔ:̂ ɕàp sài pàk
sniff sniff not eat I ( =  ‘this’) then grab put mouth

kin̄ tɔ̀: jāŋ maî tā:j sàʔbā:jdi:̄
eat continue yet not dead fine
‘My dog asked for food but when I gave it to him, he just sniffed but did not eat. I ended up eating that 

piece of food, yet I am still alive, perfectly fine.’

e. นี่ยังชิมข้าวหมาก่อนเลย
ni:̂ jāŋ ɕhim̄ kha:̂w mǎ: kɔ̀:n lɤ̄j
I ( =  ‘this’) yet taste food dog before PTCL

‘Yet, I taste the food before giving it to my dog.’

(TVPool Facebook page, retrieved 10 April 2023)

5It is noteworthy that Cooke (1968), in one of the earliest studies of the Thai pronominal reference system, notes the use 
of ni:̂ for first-person reference. Cooke (1968, pp. 24–25) states that, according to one Thai consultant, “young women 
[use this reference] as a last resort in speaking to male nonintimate equals, no other form being felt to be appropriate. 
Usually accompanied, by some clarifying gesture, such as pointing to oneself, in order to ensure understanding”, 
adding that his other language consultant finds such usage “completely impossible” (p. 18). This suggests that the 
seed of innovation was already present more than half a century ago. The entrenchment in Modern Thai is such 
that there are no interpretive aids (such as gesture) needed, and its use is not restricted to female speakers (note 
that the excerpts in (5) and (6), below, are by male speakers/writers).

10 T. SIRIWITTAYAKORN AND S. RHEE



The above five instances of ni:̂ for first-person reference are taken from an online discus
sion regarding a baby and a dog. It became known that a celebrity’s child shared food 
with their pet dog, and a heated discussion ensued; most people were concerned 
about the well-being of the child, i.e. potential health risks, but some people argued 
that such an act would not harm the child. All participants in the thread illustrated 
above use the demonstrative ni:̂ to refer to themselves. In this stretch of interaction, 
the writers of (4a) through to (4e), in one way or another, defend the idea that sharing 
food with their pet dog or eating the pet food beforehand to make sure it is good 
poses no problem. A similar usage is found in the following online posting:  

(5) ในใบกำกับว่าให้มาก่อนเวลารถออกครึ่งชั่วโมง นี่มารอตั้งแต่ 6.30 เลย
nāi bāi kāmkàp wa:̂ haî mā: kɔ̀:n wē:lā: rót ʔɔ̀:k
in document indicate COMP give come before time bus depart

khrɯ̂ŋ ɕhûɤmō:ŋ ni:̂ mā: rɔ̄: taŋ̂tɛ̀: 6.30 lɤ̄j
half hour I ( =  “this”) come wait since 6.30 PTCL

‘The document stated that passengers should be at the bus station 30 min before departure time. I came to the 
station and waited there since 6.30 am.’

(Pantip website, retrieved 10 April 2023)

The excerpt in (5) is taken from a posting in the context of complaining about a poor bus 
service. The buses do not run on schedule, which inconveniences the passengers. The 
writer of the post supports the previous writer by providing a personal experience of 
waiting for a long time, following the suggestions by the bus service authorities, to no 
avail. Our last example is taken from a Facebook posting:  

(6) ตอนหารูปวัยรุ่น นี่มีนกหวีดกับที่คล้องคอธงชาติ
tɔ̄:n hǎ: rû:p wājrûn ni:̂ mi:̄ nókwì:t
while search picture teenage I ( =  ‘this’) have whistle

kàp thi:̂khlɔ́ŋkhɔ̄: thōŋ ɕhat̂ náʔ
and lanyard flag nation PTCL

‘While searching for pictures of my teenage life, I found a whistle with a lanyard with the Thai national flag design.’

(a private Facebook post, retrieved 10 April 2023)

The excerpt in (6) is taken from a private posting on Facebook. The writer is sharing his 
experience of finding long-forgotten objects of teenage life, i.e. a whistle and a lanyard 
with the national flag design. Evidently, the writer was among the young political activists 
participating in rallies in an attempt to promote patriotism among his compatriots.

In the above, we have seen some examples, seemingly trivial yet carrying significance in 
the grammaticalization of the person reference system. We will return to this discussion in §5.

4.2 Innovative person reference in Korean

As briefly alluded to in §2.2, the pronominal reference system is not well developed in 
Korean, which is reflected in its open-endedness and instability. Historical surveys show 
that many terms with person reference functions have risen and fallen throughout 
history. Of particular interest for the present investigation is the use of demonstratives. As 
shown in Table 3 in §2.2, demonstratives in all distance distinctions are used with regular 
nouns, e.g. ay ‘child’, salam ‘person, human’, i ‘person’, pwun ‘honorable person’, etc., and 
form fully-univerbated noun phrases, e.g. i-ay ‘this child, he/she’, ku-ay ‘that child, he/she’, 
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and ce-ay ‘that child over there, he/she’, etc., which function as pronouns. The degree of uni
verbation of these compositional noun phrases is such that they are no longer analyzable 
since they are most often used in phonologically reduced, monosyllabic forms as yay, 
kyay, and cyay, respectively. In other words, demonstratives are an integral part of the 
Korean pronominal system, since third-person pronominal forms are all built on them.

However, in recent times, innovations involving demonstratives have been observed 
across all grammatical persons, i.e. new demonstrative-based forms have been observed 
for first-, second-, and third-person references. Some of these innovations have been found 
to occur as early as the latter half of the twentieth century, but many are much more 
recent innovations. These emerging forms are shown with their literal meanings in Table 4.

As shown in Table 4, the innovation of person reference forms is extensive, even 
though not all forms are of equal lexical strength: some of them are more frequently 
used than others. One notable aspect is that many forms are ambiguous as to their refer
ence. For instance, yeki ‘this place’ can be used for first- and third-person references, and 
keki ‘that place’ can be used for second- and third-person references. Some of these uses 
are exemplified with excerpts taken from drama scripts.6

(7) yeki ‘this place’ > ‘this person’ ‘these persons’ > ‘she/he/they’
인사해. 여기는 혜정이. 여기는 우리학교 친구들.

insaha-y yeki-nun hyeyceng-i
introduce-END she ( =  ‘this.place’)-TOP [name]-HYPC

yeki-nun wuli.hakkyo chinkwu-tul
they (‘this.place’)-TOP our.school friend-PL

‘Meet (each other). This (person is) Hyejung. These (persons are) my school friends.’

(1998, Drama Swunphwung sanpwuinkwa #198)

The excerpt in (7) is taken from a scene where the speaker is assisting her friends to meet. 
The proximal-based yeki ‘this place’ occurs twice, once for a third-person singular 

Table 4 Innovative demonstrative-based person references
Person Reference Addressee Form Literal meaning

1st I/we anyone yeki (< i-eki) ‘this place’
I/we anyone iccok ‘this side, this direction’
(I)/we anyone iphyen ‘this side’
I/we anyone ikos ‘this place’

2nd you SG/PL anyone keki (< ku-eki) ‘that place’
you SG/PL anyone kuccok ‘that side, that direction’
you SG/PL anyone kuphyen ‘that side’
you SG/PL anyone (typically letter recipient) kukos ‘that place’

3rd she/he/they anyone (typically present) yeki (< i-eki) ‘this place’
she/he/they anyone keki (< ku-eki) ‘that place’
she/he/they anyone ceki (< ce-eki) ‘that far place’
she/he/they anyone (typically present) iccok ‘this side’
she/he/they anyone kuccok ‘that side’
she/he/they anyone ceccok ‘that far side’
she/he/they anyone kuphyen ‘that side’
she/he/they anyone cephyen ‘that far side’
she/he/they anyone kukos ‘that place’
she/he/they anyone cekos ‘that far place’

6In the examples presented in this paper, supplementary information not indicated in the original text is provided in 
parentheses, as in (7), for clarity in the free translation, and lines that do not require morphemic glosses are given 
in English translation within square brackets, as in (8).
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reference and once for a third-person plural reference. Incidentally, the Korean pronom
inal system has a clear marking of singular-plural distinction, i.e. by means of plural 
suffixes -huy or -tul. However, the two usages of yeki are unmarked (e.g. *yeki-huy, 
*yeki-tul), showing that such usage is so recent that yeki still does not assimilate all pro
nominal features. We will return to this discussion in §5.1. The same proximal-based 
yeki ‘this place’ can be used for first-person reference, as shown in the following:  
(8) yeki ‘this place’ > ‘this person’ > ‘I’ 

A: [oh …  you are returning from work!]

B: 네, 여기 청자 두 갑만 주세요.
Ney yeki chengca twu kap-man cwu-sey-yo
yes I ( =  ‘this place’) [brand.name] 2 pack-FOC give-HON-POL

‘Oh, yes. Please give me just two packs of Chungja cigarettes.’

(1972, Drama Culkewun wulicip #256)

The example in (8) is taken from a drama scene, in which B, an acquaintance of the conven
ience-store owner A, is purchasing cigarettes. B uses yeki ‘this place’ as a first-person marker, 
instead of the common na ‘I’ or the humilific ce ‘I:HUM’, the latter being more likely since B uses 
an honorific-polite sentence-ender -sey-yo. Also notable is that yeki is not marked by a dative 
(i.e. -eykey or -hanthey), which is acceptable as a morphosyntactic idiosyncrasy, noted in §2.1. 
The following is another example of demonstrative-based innovations:  
(9) kuccok ‘that side’ > ‘that person’ > ‘you’ 

여보세요 여기 부탁이 있는데 그쪽에서 축전 좀 한 장 쳐주세요.
yeposeyyo yeki pwuthak-i iss-nuntey ku.ccok-eyse
hello I ( =  ‘this.place’) favor-NOM exist-CONN you ( =  ‘that.side’)-ABL

chwukcen com han cang chy-ecwu-s-yo
congratulatory.telegram DM one CLSF send-BEN-HON-POL

‘Excuse me, I have a favor to ask (of you). (You) send a congratulatory telegram (to her) for me, please.’

(1964, Drama Culkewun wulicip #3)

In the excerpt in (9) a man is asking his colleague to send a congratulatory telegram to 
another colleague who is getting married. The speaker calls himself yeki ‘this place’ 
instead of na ‘I’ or ce ‘I:HUM’, and addresses the interlocutor as kuccok ‘that side’ instead 
of using some other well-established address term such as a professional title, e.g. 
section chief, manager, etc., which is a common practice in business. A notable aspect 
of this example is the use of the ablative marker -eyse ‘from’, instead of the nominative 
-i, to mark the sentential subject. This ablative in lieu of nominative is a unique phenom
enon in Korean and its usage is highly constrained (see §5.1 for more discussion).

The innovative usage of demonstrative-based forms as person referential terms, as indi
cated before, is a recent one, but Song (2002, p. 14) has already observed this phenomenon 
with iccok ‘this side’ and kuccok ‘that side’, providing the following constructed example:  

(10) iccok ‘this side’ > ‘I’; kuccok ‘that side’ > ‘you’

이쪽은 괜찮은데 그쪽은 어떠세요?
i.ccok-un kwaynchanh-untey ku.ccok-un
I ( =  ‘this.side’)-TOP be.OK-CONN you ( =  ‘that.side’)-TOP

ette-sey-yo?
be.how-HON-POL

‘I am alright, but how are you?’

(Song, 2002, p. 14)
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Example (10), though constructed by Song (2002), is a typical exchange between parties 
involved in a traffic accident. The speaker is contrasting the speaker (“I”) and the addres
see (“you”) with the spatial distinction of “this” and “that”. But this contrast is not manda
tory, i.e. the speaker may choose to use the interactant distinction for one and the spatial 
distinction for the other, as exemplified in the following:  

(11) kuccok ‘that side’ > ‘that person(s)’ > ‘he/she/they’

[He is as good as any man.]

그리고 그쪽이 과부 아들이면 저는 과부 딸이잖여유.
Kuliko ku.ccok-i kwapwu atul-i-myen
And he( =  ‘that.side’)-NOM widow son-be-if

ce-nun kwapwu ttal-i-canh-ye-yu
I-TOP widow daughter-EMPH-END-POL

‘And if he is a son of a widow, I am also a daughter of a widow.’

(1989, Drama Wulmithey sen pongsenhwa #24)

The excerpt in (11) is taken from a drama scene, in which the speaker, a would-be 
bride, is speaking in defence of her would-be bridegroom, who is thought to be 
a less-than-perfect match because he was raised by a single-parent. (Note that 
this discriminatory bias reflects a common fear regarding the absence of an 
ideal upbringing under a strict father.) The speaker uses kuccok ‘that side’ for 
her bridegroom while she uses the humilific first-person pronoun ce ‘I:HUM’ for 
herself.

Our final example involves the distal demonstrative ce ‘yon, far’, i.e. ceccok ‘that far side’ 
for third-person reference, exemplified below:

(12) ceccok ‘that far side’ > ‘that person afar’ > ‘she/he/they’

[If (he) heard from Mr. Hwang about business partnership,]

무슨 얘기가 있어야 할텐데 저쪽에선 여태 아무 얘기가 없는 모양이에요.
mwusun yayki-ka iss-eya.ha.l.the-y-ntey ce.ccok-eyse-n
certain words-NOM exist-must-be-CONN he( =  ‘that far side’)-ABL-TOP

yethay amwu yayki-ka ep-nun.moyang.i-ey-yo
yet any word-NOM not.exist-INFR-END-POL

‘they are supposed to say something, but it seems that he hasn’t said anything yet.’

(1964, Drama Culkewun wulicip #82)

The excerpt is taken from a drama scene in which the speaker is wondering why her 
business partner does not reply to her proposal of continued partnership. She uses 
ceccok ‘that far side’ to refer to her business colleague. As was the case in (9) above, 
the case particle used for this pronominal reference is not nominative -i but ablative 
-eyse ‘from’ (see §5.1 for more discussion).

5. Discussion

Based on the exposition in the preceding sections, we now turn to a discussion on select 
topics that are of interest from a theoretical point of view. In particular, we will discuss 
grammaticalization, stance, and motivation.
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5.1 Grammaticalization

Before we proceed to a discussion on grammaticalization, a brief mention is warranted on 
the development of innovated person markers in Thai and Korean as to whether they are 
indeed grammatical forms (i.e. the development of which is grammaticalization). As 
described in §2.2, Thai and Korean person markers lack many of the prototypical proper
ties associated with pronouns, e.g. closed class membership, lack of morphological con
stancy, lack of specific semantic content, lack of stylistic and sociolinguistic implicative 
properties, expression of grammatical person, inability to take modifiers, restrictions on 
reference interpretation (Siewierska, 2004, p. 9; Sugamoto, 1989, p. 269). Due to the 
lack of such properties, the grammatical status of the innovative forms cannot be ascer
tained by means of morpho-syntactic tests. However, from a discourse-pragmatic per
spective, their discourse function of referring to the grammatical person, i.e. the 
speaker, addressee, and others, the defining characteristic of person reference (cf. Sie
wierska, 2004, p. 2; 2011, p. 322), is straightforward. They may be low on pronominality 
and high on nominality on the scale of person markers (Sugamoto, 1989), but unlike 
pure lexical items (e.g. names, titles, etc. (Siewierska, 2004, p. 2)) their person designation 
in discourse is largely invariable. For instance, Thai ni:̂ (‘I’ < ‘this’) exclusively designates the 
speaker/writer. Furthermore, due to the absence of referential ambiguity, its occurrence 
does not require a referential aid such as a pointing gesture (as in This eye hurts, Levinson 
2018, p. 10) or any other form of “referential deconflicter” (Kibrik, 2011, p. 290). In addition, 
unlike a nominal (e.g. man), Thai ni:̂ ‘I’ does not provide a conceptual representation from 
the descriptive content but contributes to the conceptual distinction of discourse roles (cf. 
Simon & Wiese, 2002, p. 4, contrasting man vs. he). Thus, from this scalar perspective, the 
innovative forms of person reference may well be regarded as weak forms of pronouns (cf. 
“reduced referential device”, Kibrik, 2011, p. 133; “quasi-pronoun”, Wilson, 2019, p. 38) on 
a continuum of noun and pronoun.

In analyses of pronominal systems across languages, Heine and Song (2010, 2011) and 
Song and Heine (2016, 2017) present the following common conceptual sources and dia
chronic mechanisms of personal pronoun development:

(13) a. Nominal concepts
b. Spatial deixis
c. Intensifiers, reflexives, identifiers ( =  identitives)
d. Plurification ( =  pluralization)
e. Shift in deixis

The systems of person reference in Thai and Korean, as presented in §2.2, §4.1, and §4.2, 
show that nominal concepts are clearly well represented as conceptual sources in the two 
languages. Spatial deixis is also well represented in Korean, especially in third-person pro
nouns. However, plurification, widely observed in European languages, is not attested in 
Thai and Korean. Even though we cannot go into detail here, extant research on Korean 
(Rhee, 2019) shows that historically Korean developed pronouns from reflexives by shift
ing the referential person (e.g. ce ‘REFL’ > ‘I:HUM’, caki ‘REFL’ > ‘you’, tangsin ‘REFL’ > ‘you’/ 
‘(s)he’, among others). Similarly, Thai has a complex system of referential shift, not as a 
historical process but as a pragmatic strategy in interaction (e.g. empathetic self-reference 
of ‘mother’ while addressing her child, distanced self-reference of a speaker, making his or 
her name a third-person reference, such as ขวัญ กรีด ร�อง ‘Kwan screams’, etc.). 
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Such pragmatic reference shifts and their role in pronominal systems warrant future 
research.

More importantly for our purposes, recent innovated person references in both Thai 
and Korean all involve demonstratives, the category often drawn on in the development 
of person reference across languages (Diessel, 1999; Givón, 1984; Kuteva et al., 2019). One 
peculiarity is that while demonstratives have developed into third-person pronouns 
across numerous languages, the development of grammatical person being examined 
in Thai and Korean is not to third-person but to first-person in Thai and all persons in 
Korean. The innovation in Thai is observed with the proximal demonstrative ni:̂, recruited 
to index first-person. Limited in extent, the change is straightforward for first-person refer
ence only. Since the innovation has not (yet) spread to other members of the paradigm of 
demonstratives, it can be said to be at the incipient stage of innovation. Since one inno
vation by a “trail-blazer” tends to spread to other members in the paradigm via analogy 
based on functional and semantic affinity (Rhee, 2012), the innovation may eventually 
spread to the medial and distal demonstratives, most likely in the same registers, i.e. 
social network and colloquial interaction.

On the other hand, innovative forms in Korean are many and varied, all involving dis
tance-based demonstratives, i.e. i ‘this’, ku ‘that’, and ce ‘yon, far’. Despite the multiplicity, 
the patterns are limited: they are simply noun phrases consisting of demonstratives with 
place nouns (eki ‘place’, kos ‘place’) and demonstratives with side nouns (ccok ‘side, direc
tion’, phyen ‘side’). As briefly alluded to in §4.2, Korean innovations involve much variabil
ity in function, e.g. a single form may be used for different references and for singular and 
plural references. Table 4 shows that yeki ‘this place’ is used for either “I/we” or “she/he/ 
they”, kuccok ‘that side’ is used for either “you SG/PL” or “she/he/they”. As was noted in 
§4.2, plural marking in general in Korean is optional (e.g. sakwa ‘apple/apples’, sakwa- 
tul ‘apples’) but it is mandatory in personal pronouns (Rhee, 2020) by means of suffixation 
with -huy or -tul, except for the lexically-marked plural pronoun wuli ‘we’ (which, inciden
tally, may be superfluously further marked morphologically as wuli-tul). The number flexi
bility suggests, in part, that the acquisition of the characteristics of the target pronoun 
category has not advanced far, and, in part, that the nouns ccok or phyen ‘side’ and eki 
or kos ‘place’ have an inherently wider reference, which is obvious in comparison with 
more individual-oriented nouns such as salam, i or pwun ‘person’, kes ‘thing’, etc. (cf. “per
sistence”, Hopper, 1991). Moreover, the referential fluidity is based on the source seman
tics. When a speaker uses iccok ‘this side’, it can by default refer to the speaker (and thus “I/ 
we”), but when the speaker makes it clear that “this side” is not a reference to themselves 
but to a third-party present in the discourse scene, for instance, by way of gestures, head 
movements, shifted eye-gaze, etc., iccok ‘this side’ can be easily interpreted as third- 
person reference. Similarly, the referential ambiguity between second - and third- 
person references, e.g. kuccok ‘that side’ for “you SG/PL” and “she/he/they”, is easily disam
biguated by means of diverse contextual or paralinguistic cues. It is notable in this context 
that the innovative forms involving the distal demonstrative ce ‘yon, far’ always refer to 
the third-person. The reason is obvious because the distal demonstrative can index 
only the entities that are far from both the speaker and the addressee.

Another issue that merits discussion is the use of the ablative instead of the nominative 
to mark subjecthood in the Korean innovative forms. Sentential subjects are nearly always 
marked by a nominative case marker, -i or -ka (phonologically-conditioned variants) or a 
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topic marker, -nun or -un (phonologically-conditioned variants), but exceptionally by the 
ablative marker, -(ey)se in certain cases. In such cases, the nouns denote institutions, typi
cally capable of exercising power, e.g. kyengchal-eyse capaka-ss-ta [police-ABL capture-PST- 
DEC] ‘lit. X captured Y from police’ > ‘police captured Y’. The institution names are also typi
cally place nouns (“police”, “school”, “army”, etc.). It is notable that the innovative pro
nouns are place nouns and the entity indexed by them (i.e. “you”, “she”, etc.) are 
humans capable of performing an action. In this respect, the innovative forms have 
moved, or are moving, towards the pronominal category, since they can be marked by 
nominal morphology, e.g. a nominative (as in (11)), topic (as in (7) and (10)), or ablative 
(as in (9) and (12)) in Present-Day Korean.

5.2 Stance-taking and stance-marking

Stance of a speaker is always manifested in an utterance, either with respect to the 
content of a proposition via evaluation or to the interlocutor via (dis)alignment (Du 
Bois, 2007). Selection of a pronoun, in general, is closely tied to interpersonal stance- 
taking (Wilson, 2019), and the choice of a personal pronoun out of a comparable set 
immediately signals the speaker’s stance towards the interlocutor as well as towards 
him/herself, especially in the context of Thai and Korean, where discourse practices are 
inextricably tied to vertical (i.e. hierarchy) and horizontal (i.e. intimacy) lattices. For 
instance, a male Thai speaker calling himself phǒm (general polite) or ɕhǎn (adult to 
child, between friends), or calling the interlocutor khūn (general polite) or than̂ (deferen
tial), clearly displays his relational stance.

The Thai pronominal system is meticulously compartmentalized along the vertical dis
tance (hierarchy) as well as the horizontal distance (intimacy). Therefore, the speaker’s 
choice of pronoun immediately reveals the speaker’s positioning. In this context, it is note
worthy that the emerging pronoun ni:̂ ‘I’ does not carry any implications with respect to 
hierarchy and intimacy. In a sense, it is a new “sterilized” version of “I” in contrast to all the 
established, finely stance-imbued pronouns or reference terms in lieu of them (such as 
kinship terms and professional terms).

In this context, it is notable that the innovation started in colloquial situations, 
especially in online interaction, in which anonymous, multiple interactants (with little 
or no identity information) discuss topics of mutual interest, and that the context of 
use seems to be somewhat contentious, i.e. not “dialogual” but “dialogic” (Beeching & 
Detges, 2014, p. 11). The anonymity of ni:̂ ‘I’ helps writers to remain undeterminable as 
to their vertical and horizontal distance, whereas a writer’s choice of self-reference 
from the set of established pronominal forms would reveal their self-chosen stance as 
to writer–reader hierarchy and often their gender. Being undeterminable in turn helps 
avoid threatening someone by using the wrong pronoun in referring to the author’s 
self. Furthermore, when the writers post their thoughts, especially in dialogic contexts, 
they have a natural desire to have them accepted or endorsed by the readers or co-inter
actants. When the writer uses stance-free first-person reference (at least so in terms of 
conventionalization), i.e. ni:̂ ‘this’ instead of ‘I’, the statements seem to be more loosely 
tied to the writer and more objective, and thus carry more authoritative overtones. More
over, by avoiding a reference term such as phi:̂ ‘older sibling’ or a status noun that 
suggests the author’s authority over the reader, the author’s statement tends to gain 
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more acceptance as it threatens a reader’s face less. Thus, the innovative first-person refer
ence strengthens the argument. For instance, the writer of (3) above provides an endor
sement for a new device, which seems to have received mixed reviews, and by doing so, 
wants to conclude the argument with everyone agreeing that for a massage device per
formance is the primary concern. Similarly, in the series of interactions in (4), the writers all 
adopt the new first-person pronoun ni:̂ ‘this’ in the presentation of their thoughts and 
experiences, which helps them look more objective and their views to carry more 
weight. In this light, the fact that most observed cases of innovation are those in argu
mentative, or at least potentially argumentative, contexts is not a coincidence.

In summary, in Thai, the demonstrative ni:̂ ‘this’ as a first-person pronoun is being inno
vated with the desire to remain free from the positioning imposed by the choice of a well- 
established pronoun. In this context, it is worth noting that the choice of the innovative 
first-person pronoun is, strictly speaking, not “stance-free”; it constitutes another type of 
stance sui generis (see Rhee & Koo, 2017 for “audience-blinding” and “author-blinding” in 
relation to stance-taking).

The development of innovative forms across all grammatical persons in Korean also 
presents interesting aspects of stance-taking. As we have seen in Table 4, the demonstra
tives in the innovative forms still index spatial distance and the crucial elements in them 
are the nouns denoting ccok or phyen ‘side’ and eki or kos ‘place’ (see §5.1 above). For 
instance, by choosing an innovative first-person pronoun, speakers refer to themselves 
as iccok ‘this side’ or yeki ‘this place’ instead of non-polite na ‘I’ or polite ce ‘I:HUM’. In 
exact parallel with the Thai situation, the innovative Korean forms seem to occur in poten
tially argumentative (or positionally awkward) contexts as in (10), where two motorists are 
potentially in dispute as to which of them is responsible for the accident. In such contexts, 
the involved parties may want to position themselves by choosing pronoun forms that are 
sufficiently non-aggressive but, more importantly, have a non-submissive attitudinal 
stance. The innovative forms iccok ‘this side’ and kuccok ‘that side’ are good choices in 
such situations, since the use of the non-polite na ‘I’ would sound too aggressive to a 
stranger and the use of the polite ce ‘I:HUM’ would sound too submissive.

The situation can be very complex and culture-bound in this regard (Rhee, 2019). For 
instance, the speaker in (7), who is introducing two parties for the first time, is an intimate 
friend to both parties, and thus can use intimate address terms like yay ‘this child’ or yay- 
tul ‘these children’, which are commonly used among close female friends. However, the 
two parties do not know each other yet, and their first acquaintance needs some element 
of style and formality. However, the speaker’s intimacy level to each of them is such that 
using the highly honorific forms ipwun ‘this honorable person’ and ipwun-tul ‘these hon
orable persons’ would be too formal. Similarly, in (8) speaker B, who is a customer buying 
cigarettes at a convenience store, is close to the store owner. They are neighbours and 
close friends (where “friend” is conceived of as in English-speaking cultures). The delicacy 
of the situation largely arises from the gender of the two. Speaker A, the store owner, is 
female and speaker B, the customer, is male. The male speaker can be in a minor quandary 
between showing intimacy (and using the intimate-level non-polite na ‘I’) and distance 
(and using the polite-level ce ‘I:HUM’), because the former would sound too rude and 
the latter would sound “too” polite. (Note that male speakers addressing a female inter
actant tend to use a speech level one level lower than female speakers addressing a male 
interactant, a convention applicable even to spouses.) The context of innovation is 
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invariably one in which one form of choice is too high, and another form is too low in 
either vertical or horizontal distance indexing. In this sense, the innovative forms fill a 
gap between too formal and too intimate forms in the paradigm of personal pronouns. 
Thus, the innovation of new forms is an exemplar par excellence of the strategic decision 
of speakers, whereby optimal stance-marking is achieved by linguistic forms with no 
preset stance, i.e. neutral nouns ccok or phyen ‘side’ and eki or kos ‘place’.

From a broader perspective, the (non-)development of a well-established pronominal 
system in Korean is due to the weight of sociocultural norms with respect to positioning 
(Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 48; Song & Heine, 2016, p. 4; see also Arnovick, 1999; Frajzyngier 
& Jirsa, 2006; Locher, 2008, 2018). In general, gaps in the existing honorification and 
politeness systems are often felt among speakers of Korean (Koo, 2004, 2016). Positioning 
is a delicate game in Korean, as it is highly complex in Korean society with variable factors 
such as age, occupation, year of college matriculation, year of initiation/affiliation with an 
organization, gender, etc., many of which are not immediately identifiable. Furthermore, 
explicitly pinpointing (or identifying) the referent is burdensome as it may violate 
decorum. Thus, the need for an avoidance strategy (Heine & Song, 2010; see also WALS 
as edited by Haspelmath et al., 2005) is strongly felt. For this reason, speakers often 
leave out pronouns and let the addressee find out from contextual cues, or they innovate 
new forms to fill the gap, as seen with the emerging pronouns.

5.3 Expressivity as motivation for linguistic innovation

Motivations for innovating new forms in language have been much discussed in gramma
ticalization theory and cognitive linguistics as well as historical linguistics (Brevan et al., 
2012; Croft, 2010; Couper-Kuhlen, 2011; Fischer, 2008; Haspelmath, 1990; Hickey, 2004
and works therein; Langacker, 1977; Lehmann, 1985; Schwenter & Waltereit, 2010; Trau
gott, 2008; Waltereit, 2011, 2012; Waltereit & Detges, 2008, among others). The most 
widely cited are the two competing motivations, “economy” (“signal simplicity”) and “ico
nicity” (“perceptual optimality”) (see Krug, 2001, p. 313; Langacker, 1977, p. 105).

The grammaticalization of new person markers in Thai and Korean, however, seems to 
be motivated by socio-pragmatic and cultural factors (cf. Arnovick, 1999) rather than by 
motivations relating to message production and comprehension such as economy and 
iconicity. Thai and Korean are highly politeness-minded languages, with meticulously 
fine-grained systems of reference (Kummer, 1992). Such a mind-set may have necessi
tated the constant renewal of reference terms (Rhee, 2019) or may have facilitated the 
morphosyntactic characteristic of argument omission in both languages. Especially in 
Korean, a constant renewal of terms through the influx of common nouns across time 
may have prevented the system from becoming a fully “paradigmaticized” system (cf. 
Lehmann, 2015[1982]; “unsystematic system”, Rhee, 2019).

Reference terms in Thai and Korean are bound by interpersonality, invariably signalling 
the relationship between and stance towards interlocutors. Evidently, new innovations 
are also motivated by presenting the speaker’s various stances, necessitated by the 
context (cf. Du Bois, 2007; Yap et al., 2023; Yap & Lun, 2010), as we argued for in §5.2 
above. The fundamentally similar strategies of the use of demonstrative terms in Thai 
and demonstrative-place/side terms in Korean, take advantage of the absence of 
stance conventionalized in the existing terms (i.e. hence adopting a neutral stance). 
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Furthermore, avoidance strategies of not using lexico-grammatical forms with full con
ventionalization are common in other areas of diction and grammatical choices (Rhee, 
2019, pp. 961–964).

In this context, the notion of the “Principle of Indirect Means” (Frajzyngier & Jirsa, 
2006) is particularly relevant.7 According to Frajzyngier and Jirsa (2006, p. 513), indirect 
means are those that “although they code function A within the grammatical system of 
the language, are deployed for the coding of function B”. The authors state that the Prin
ciple of Indirect Means is a major motivation for grammaticalization and often leads to a 
richness of means of expression, including metaphors (p. 514). As for pronouns, the 
existence of the principle is evidenced by the presence of multiple forms for person 
reference, the use of different terms from those allowed paradigmatically, and the his
torical instability of terms of reference. As elaborated in §5.2 above, the innovative 
forms in Thai and Korean are markers of the speaker’s stance. Choosing i ‘this’, iccok 
‘this side’, kuccok ‘that side’, etc. out of multiple available forms for “I” or “you” is an 
instance of deploying indirect means, i.e. using a form not belonging to the currently 
established paradigm. And further, innovation of new forms increases the richness of 
the paradigm of person reference in Thai and Korean, languages with unstable 
systems of person reference (Cooke, 1968; Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, pp. 49–52; Pala
kornkul, 1972; Rhee, 2019). Viewing grammaticalization as a result of deploying indirect 
means is in line with the recent, widely subscribed view that grammaticalization is 
driven by discursive interaction strategies (Couper-Kuhlen, 2011; Diewald, 2011; Rhee, 
2018; Schwenter & Waltereit, 2010; Traugott, 2008, 2010; Waltereit, 2011; Waltereit & 
Detges, 2008, among others).

At a deeper level, a speaker’s choice of indirect means seems to relate to creativity 
and expressivity. As existing forms in the paradigm tend to be semantically bleached 
(“desemanticization”, Kuteva et al., 2019), lack discourse prominence (“discursively sec
ondary”, Harder & Boye, 2011), and are tied to inviolably established socio-pragmatic 
systems (“speech levels”, Rhee, 2019), speakers may feel the need for sufficiently 
salient alternatives, hence the innovation of new forms. Therefore, in the context of 
the present research, the fact that the innovative forms being used in register- 
specific contexts are moving into existing grammatical paradigms exhibits the creative 
use of language, driven by the desire for increased “expressivity” along with optimal 
stance-taking (cf. Lehmann, 1985, p. 10; “extravagance”, Haspelmath, 1999; see also 
Horn, 2023). Heine and Stolz (2008, p. 332) observe that language is essentially a crea
tive activity, and Lehmann (1987; as cited in Heine & Stolz, 2008) also highlights the 
role of creativity in language change. Some creative practices may have been motiv
ated by inherent limitations of existing systems, which contain gaps and fail to 
provide an optimal choice. As has been suggested above, language users can over
come such limiting factors through the creative use of the given resources. The crea
tive use of demonstratives in Thai and Korean exemplify that language is constantly 
being innovated to meet diverse needs, as observed by Rhee and Koo (2014, 
p. 334), who state, “[S]peakers of a language are not mere consumers of linguistic 
forms but are active manipulators of the existing forms, and thus creators and innova
tors of language”.

7We thank an anonymous reviewer who directed our attention to the work by Frajzyngier and Jirsa (2006).
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6. Summary and conclusion

This paper has reported new innovations in the pronominal systems in Thai and Korean. 
Thai witnesses an ongoing change with a new usage of the proximal demonstrative ni:̂ 
‘this’ as a first-person pronoun in online interactions, an incipient, token-based gramma
ticalization scenario, harbingering a more global change in the pronominal system. The 
comparable change in Korean is more extensive involving all demonstratives and all 
grammatical persons, a series of changes actively taking place in the past half a century.

The personal reference systems in Thai and Korean are fluid. In these systems, per
sonal reference is marked with the relationship of the interlocutors and diverse socio
linguistic statuses. We have argued that the observed innovations are motivated by a 
speaker’s desire to adopt a neutral stance, by avoiding existing terms of reference 
that carry a fully grammaticalized stance, and thereby attribute a more objective and 
authoritative overtone to the utterance. Further, such innovations strongly suggest 
that language users have a desire for expressivity, which in this case has led to the 
manipulation of existing forms to optimally suit the needs of those who see gaps in 
the existing systems.
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