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The Interactive and Usage-based Mechanism of Person Shift

Wan Quan

Abstract Personal pronouns are shifters in broad sense, whose referents shift accord-
ing to the context. The referents may even deviate from the normal usage, in which case
the personal pronouns can be called shifters in narrow sense. In essence, these two senses
are consistent. This paper tries to explain the mechanism of personal pronoun shift in
terms of the interactive principle of cognitive pragmatics. The basic grammatical function
of personal pronouns is invariable. The linguistic world should be distinguished from the
real world. The meaning of the shifter is the pragmatic interpretation established by the
utterer and the interpreter using various deictic mechanisms to connect and shift between
their natural deictic system and the discourse deictic system. The referent of the pronoun is
determined by the participant-roles of both sides of conversation in their indicative coordi-
nates.

Keywords personal pronouns, shifter, interaction, linguistic world, participant-roles
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