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Abstract

Deixis, as a universal language phenomenon, is an important
topic in linguistic studies. The traditional studies, though successful in
providing a considerably detailed description of deixis, lack a theo-
retical framework, in terms of which deixis can be studied in a sys-
tematic way. The cognitive approaches to deixis in recent years shed
new light on the study of deixis, but the focus is only restricted to cer-
tain deictic expressions or the epistemic interpretation of deixis. The
present study, based on the traditional and cognitive studies of deixis,
builds up a cognitive model of deixis, by means of which the cognitive
process of deixis can be iconically represented and the nature of deixis
can be revealed from the perspective of cognition. The cognitive
model of deixis can develop the theory of deixis, and provide the
foundation for artificial intelligence to understand deixis. It is of theo-
retical significance and practical value.

By analyzing the three cognitive mechanisms that bring on deixis,
Le. viewpoint and viewpoint shift, conceptual metaphor and epis-
temic models, we define the cognitive model of deixis as a Cartesian
coordinate system with three axes — space, time and modality, in
which the speaker is situated at the origin, and vectors are applied to
represent the semantic configuration of deixis. This model involves
person deixis, space deixis, time deixis and modal deixis, with the ca-
pacity of covering as much deixis as possible. Both the structure and
the operation of the model are cognitively motivated in that viewpoint,
spatial metaphor and epistemic models shape the basic structure of
the model while viewpoint shift enables the model to work in a dy-
namic way. Moreover, conceptual metaphor makes it coherent by
mapping the physical space axis onto the psychological space axis, the
past time axis, the future time axis and the modality axis. Finally, vec-
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tors are figured and operated on the perceptual and neurophysiologi-
cal bases. Viewpoint and proximal/distal distinction determine the
direction and the length of vectors whereas viewpoint shift motivates
vectors to function by way of transformation, dilation and contraction.
Such a cognitively motivated model can best simulate the way deixis
is derived and applied in the experiential situatedness of human indi-
viduals, and thus clearly show the cognitive “path” of deixis in actual
speech communication.

In the cognitive model of deixis, geometric space is applied to
figure the conceptualization of deixis. Some typical examples in the
traditional studies and some commonly-used deictic expressions are
adopted as language data. Their semantic configuration is iconically
represented by a vector or a set of vectors. Personal pronouns and
demonstratives are located on the physical space axis, and their loca-
tions are intrinsically interrelated. Vocatives and empathetic deixis
reflect the speaker’s emotional distance or empathy, and therefore
have their configurative presentation on the psychological space axis.
Events are identified on the time axis and the modality axis. Known
reality is designated by past time and present time while potential
reality is indicated by future time and modals. With the help of these
axes, some unconventional uses of present tense, past tense and future
tense can be better explained. What’s more, some abnormal uses of
deixis like verbs of motion, historical present and conditionals can
also be better explained with the shift of coordinate system. In general,
deixis in the study is about a speaker indicating the amount of “effort”
that goes into determining the physical, psychological and epistemic
status of a referent in terms of its definiteness and its prox-
imity/distance vis-a-vis the origin of the model and the “effort” is
iconically represented by geometric vectors.

In light of the semantic configuration of deixis in the cognitive
model, the nature of deixis is revealed through inductive reasoning. In
the first place, the study comes to the discovery that deixis is a con-
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ceptual phenomenon rather than a linguistic phenomenon. It can thus
be defined as a cognitive “path” by which the speaker accesses the
profiled entity; it has only deictic meaning and is devoid of referential
meaning. Deixis can be morphologically expressed in free form and
bound morpheme, covering pure deictic expressions with exclusive
deictic meaning and non-deictic expressions with both deictic and
referential meaning.

The study also differentiates the two degrees of subjectivity of
deixis, the “objective” subjectivity and the “subjective” subjectivity.
What is conventionally called subjectivity is actually the “objective”
subjectivity in the study. It is the speaker’s subjective perception and
determines the common uses of deixis in speech communication. The
“subjective” subjectivity results from the speaker’s viewpoint shift. It
is reflected in the application of all categories of deixis, and thus en-
ables the speaker to coin various abnormal deictic expressions.

Finally, the study reveals the systematic nature of deixis and
builds up a system model of deixis. Deixis is thought of as a system
since it is composed of various deictic expressions that are interrelated
to each other. The relations between categories of deixis and those
between various deictic expressions are figured out in terms of human
being’s cognitive mechanisms, including egocentric cognition, spatial
cognition, conceptual metaphor, viewpoint shift, and categorization.
Deixis is an open system, which implies that new deictic expressions
will be introduced into the system with the further study on deixis.

The cognitive model of deixis proposed in the study lays the
foundation for comprehending deixis on computer. In order to
achieve this goal, it is our next job to provide all necessary conditions
for the specific orientation of each deictic expression in the coordinate
system, especially the prerequisites for deictic projection. This may be
a tough job, but of practical value.

Key words: deixis; cognitive model; vector; subjectivity; system model
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Introduction

1.1 Significance of the Study

Deixis, as a universal language phenomenon, is an important
topic in linguistic studies. From the end of the 19th century, philoso-
phers and semanticists did intermittent researches on deixis. Until
1934, Biihler’s now-here-I system of subjective orientation laid the
theoretical foundations for the study of deixis. In the subsequent
1950s and 1960s, deixis jumped into the focus of pragmatics and theo-
retical linguistics. From the 1970s to the 1990s, a more comprehensive
study of deixis was made by Lyons, Fillmore and Levinson, etc. These
studies provide a considerably detailed description of deixis in its
characteristics, definition, semantic feature, categorization and usage,
but scatter in different linguists’ academic papers and works without
being fully developed in theoretical depth. Till now, there are still a
number of problems unsolved in deixis, among which lack of na-
ture-based definition, deictic projection, and vague relations between
categories of deixis are most obvious. These problems are greatly due
to the underdeveloped theoretical framework of deixis.

With the development of cognitive linguistics in recent years,
some linguists adopted cognitive approaches to deixis, including
epistemic grounding, mental spaces, and field of vision. Cognitive
linguistics, which is philosophically based on experiential realism,
views language as a part of general cognition and aims to explain how
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language is systematically grounded in human cognition. One princi-
ple of cognitive linguistics is that language is not a representation of
objectively existing reality, but of reality as it is perceived and experi-
enced by human beings. By using cognitive approaches, some prob-
lems of deixis in traditional studies can be better explained and some
new properties of deixis are brought forward. These approaches shed
new light on the study of deixis, but only focus on certain deictic ex-
pressions ot the epistemic interpretation of deixis. Till now there is no
systematic study of deixis in cognitive linguistics.

Based on the traditional studies and cognitive studies of deixis,
the present study intends to build up a cognitive model of deixs, by
which deixis can be systematically handled. This model is represented
as a Cartesian coordinate system with space, time and modality as
axes, in which a vector or a set of vectors is applied to mark the se-
mantic configuration of deixis. With the help of this model, we can
cover as much deixis as possible and reveal the nature of deixis from
the perspective of cognition. The cognitive model of deixis will de-
velop the theory of deixis, and provide a preparation for artificial in-
telligence to understand deixis. Hence it is of theoretical significance
and practical value.

1.2 Research Objectives

The study, first of all, aims to build up a cognitive model of deixis
by means of Cartesian coordinate system. This model needs to be
cognitively motivated for the purpose of reflecting the true way deixis
is applied in the experiential situatedness of human individuals. Dif-
ferent from the traditional coordinate system of deixis, this model
should take space, time and modality as the axes of the coordinate
system so as to cover as much deixis as possible. Moreover, this model
should be structured coherently in order to show the interrelation-
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ships between different categories of deixis and those between various

deictic expressions. And the coordinate system of deixis is not a fixed
one, but can shift based on its base set of coordinates to explain the
abnormal usages of deixis in the traditional studies. Last but not least,
geometric vectors should be used to mark the semantic configuration
of deixis in way of addition, translation, dilation and contraction so
that the complicated cognitive process of deixis can be iconically figured.

In addition, the study, based on the cognitive model of deixis,
aims to reveal the nature of deixis by solving the three
early-mentioned problems of deixis in the traditional studies. There-
fore, the study hopes to achieve three goals. The first is to redefine
deixis from a perspective of cognition and give a brief description of
the basic semantic features of deixis. The second is to figure out the
cognitive factors that affect the application of deixis, especially the
application of deictic projection. The last is to figure out the relation-
ships between deictic expressions and build up the system model of
deixis.

1.3 Research Methodology

Three methods are adopted to conduct the research, including
analytical method, geometric space, and induction. First, the book,
based on the traditional and cognitive studies of deixis, analyzes the
cognitive motivations of proposing a cognitive model of deixis. Ana-
lytical method can help ensure the rationality and integrity of the
model. Then, in the proposed model of deixis, geometric vectors are
applied to simulate the conceptualization of deixis on different di-
mensions. Geometric space can iconically figure the semantic con-
figuration of deixis. Finally, the nature of deixis is revealed by induc-
tive reasoning. That is, the attributes of deixis like functionality, sub-
jectivity and systematicness are inferred from the configuration of



