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Abstract: This contribution considers deixis and anaphora as two separate phenom-
ena. It is argued that discourse deixis, unlike anaphora, consists of a purely deictic
and a communicative element. Discourse deixis focuses on a part of the discourse
itself, thus making it a form of reflexive language use. In order to refer to a segment of
the discourse, interlocutors employ time deictics and local deictics.
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0 Introduction

The term discourse deixis arose with the advent of the “pragmatic turn” in linguistics.
The phenomenon, up until this point, had been subsumed (if discussed at all) under
the heading of anaphora. Anaphora, however, is usually associated with continuing
reference. Bühler (11934) used the term anaphora or anaphoric pointing to describe the
phenomenon of deictic (pointing) reference to parts of the discourse. In this way, he
described discourse deixis, but called it anaphora. In his view, anaphora has no need
of substitution or co-reference: “demonstrare necesse est, stare pro nominibus non est
necesse” (Bühler 11934, 119). The distinction between deixis and anaphora has been a
controversial issue since the origins of grammatical theory (cf. Lenz 1997a, 8ss.).
Unlike Consten (2004), I will take a non-integrative stance in this paper, and therefore
do not refer to anaphora.

Deixis in general, and discourse deixis in particular, are regarded here as linguis-
tic phenomena in their own right, distinct from anaphora. Discourse deixis can
primarily be described by its reflexive and deictic nature. As it refers to the discourse
itself, it has to be reflexive and must contain a meta-communicative element indicat-
ing the reflexivity. Discourses unfold over time, and therefore, discourse deictic
referents are temporal. Our conceptualisation of time, however, is metaphorically
based on space. Time is conceived of as one-dimensional space and temporal rela-
tions through spatial analogies (Cassirer 1955; ↗0 Introduction). We therefore find
time deictic as well as local deictic expressions indicating the deictic nature of
discourse deixis. In written texts, the linear production or reception process is, in any
case, locally manifest.

Text deixis or discourse deixis (I use the term discourse deixis to refer to deictic
reference in both written and spoken discourse) can be found in most recent treat-
ments of deixis. Although there are no specific discourse-deictic expressions, it has
sometimes been given its own status of a deictic dimension (in addition to the local,
temporal and personal dimension). It seems to meet most definitions of deixis,



according to which (mostly taking up Bühler’s pointing metaphor) deixis is a way of
identifying entities in the communicative context of the participants. As the pointing
metaphor is not applicable to all entities, including those of discourse deixis, it is
more appropriate to treat deixis as a special form of definite reference (Hanks 1990),
or as a specific deictic procedure (Maaß 2010). Because the referents of discourse
deixis are temporal entities, it could even be argued that discourse deixis is a special
case of time deixis (Lenz 1999).1 However, it is not a deictic dimension of its own, as
the deictic procedure is based on temporal and spatial expressions. Since it also
contains a meta-communicative element, both a temporal and a meta-communicative
relation have to be expressed.

The following considers the deictic and meta-communicative elements of dis-
course deixis generally, and thus does not refer to a specific language. The examples
are usually in English, but I will occasionally draw on Maaß’ (2010) corpus study (↗28
Corpus Linguistics) and use evidence from French (↗6 French).

1 Reflexivity

If we want to give discourse deixis an independent deictic status, it should be possible
to isolate specific relations on which the identification of a definite referent could be
based. In the traditional dimensions, deictic expressions are used to identify spatial,
temporal or personal entities. The identification depends on spatial, temporal or
speech role relations existing between the origo and the entity in question. If we treat
discourse deixis as a separate deictic mode (if not a separate deictic dimension)
relying on traditional deictic expressions, we at least have to know to what extent the
entities referred to differ from those of the traditional dimensions and how they can
be characterised. According to the definitions of discourse (or text) deixis, the answer
seems to be clear: we are dealing with some "portion” (Levinson 1983), “aspect”
(Fillmore 1997) or “segment” (Rauh 1983) of the discourse itself. It is both endophoric
and meta-communicative.

In this way, discourse deixis is a form of talk about communication itself and thus
reflexive language use. Unlike extra-communication – to use a term by Wunderlich
(1970) – which is talk about other people’s discourse (and a gossip’s favourite
preoccupation, for instance), discourse deixis is meta-communicative.2 In meta-com-

1 I do not take this strong view in this paper, but parts of it still draw largely on Lenz (1999).
2 Unfortunately, the termmeta-communication has given rise to a great deal of confusion. First, it has
not been distinguished from extra-communication. Second, it has not been kept apart from the general
phenomenon of meta-language (vs. object language). Third, meta-communication has been associated
with communication about the socio-emotional relationships between the participants. Psychologists
in particular follow Watzlawick’s usage and assume that the so-called “relationship aspect” is dealt
with inmeta-communication (cf. Watzlawick et al. 1967, 53ss.).
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munication, the participants speak of their own discourse, i.e. of the units of the
discourse they are currently engaged in. Whereas extra-communication, no matter
whether it is descriptive-explicative (as in the case of discourse analysis) or gossip (cf.
Lenz 1997b), refers to outside, usually past events, meta-communication is reflexive
language use within an ongoing situation.

If we assumed discourse deixis to be an independent deictic dimension, discourse
deictic relations would then exist between two discursive entities, one of which has to
be attached to the origo, and this could only be the deictic expression itself. Thus,
discourse deixis is very closely related to anaphora, which is also characterised by a
relational link between two expressions in a given discourse. As many (discourse)
deictic expressions can also be used anaphorically, the distinction between discourse
deixis and anaphora has been one of the main topics (if, indeed, not the main topic)
in the discussion on discourse deixis. The specific criterion to distinguish it from
anaphora – and there seems to be a consensus among the authors advocating a
discourse deictic dimension – is its reference to linguistic entities rather than to the
(identical) referents of antecedent expressions (cf. Fillmore 1997; Levinson 1983;
Lyons 1977). Whereas an anaphoric expression refers to a non-discursive entity, an
entity which is not in itself an element of the discourse, a discourse deictic expression
refers to an entity within the discourse. Discourse deixis is a phenomenon of reflexive
language use (cf. Lucy 1993). The reflexive character of discourse deixis requires us to
switch from the ‘ordinary’ object level to the linguistic or discourse level. We use
deictic, that is linguistic, expressions to refer to linguistic entities, parts of the
discourse.

This view is implicitly taken by most authors, and explicitly, for instance, by
Lyons (1977, 667) when he states that in discourse deixis “deictic expressions refer to
linguistic entities of various kinds in the co-text of the utterance.” According to this
view, all linguistic entities could be the (meta-linguistic) referent. However, it is
important to note that in the framework of discourse deixis, these entities must have
been brought about by the participants in the co-text or co-discourse. Reference to
linguistic entities as such is not necessarily discourse deictic. In Saussurean terms, we
could say that discourse deixis occurs at the level of the parole. The referent is a
unique instance of a linguistic entity, an entity of the parole.

A problematic case is represented by reference to linguistic items that occur in the
discourse, but are merely mentioned (e.g. as an illustration of linguistic phenomena
in a linguistics book) as opposed to being used. This reference is not discourse-deictic
even if deictic expressions are employed. For instance, in the passage “John is in the
house.” This is a declarative sentence, the demonstrative refers to the example
sentence mentioned, but this first sentence does not have any referent. One could say
that the antecedent is a quote that does not originate from a text or discourse, but
from the langue. In this way, it is part of the meta-language and the relation between
the entity and the this would be on the same level, thus constituting what one could
call “meta-linguistic anaphora.” We do not have to switch between two levels as is
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required in discourse deixis. The anaphoric relation is also indicated by the fact that
the this can be substituted by its antecedent. “John is in the house” is a declarative
sentence is synonymous with the previous example, even though the deictic expres-
sion is eliminated and there is no relation to the deictic origo.

In discourse deixis, we do not refer to linguistic entities as entities of the language
system (Lyons’ equivalent to Saussure’s langue). However, it seems that Lyons has
exactly these entities in mind when he claims that his text (a book on semantics) is
full of text-deictic reference. This also becomes evident from Lyons’ (1977, 667) only
(and often quoted) explicit example: “(X says) That’s a rhinoceros (and Y responds) A
what. Spell it for me.”What is referred to by Y (by means of the it) is not a token, as it is
realised in the dialogue, but a linguistic type (cf. Conte 1981). It is the graphemic –
that is the time- and discourse-independent form – that is taken up by the pronoun.
Interestingly, it is not treated as a deictic pronoun in most accounts of deictics.

2 Discourse Reference

Elements of the parole are concrete, and, in this sense, Fillmore’s (1997) somewhat
imprecise formulation, when he speaks of “portions” of the discourse, seems to be
appropriate. What we refer to in the framework of discourse deixis are not the abstract
types, but the tokens of linguistic entities as they are realised during the development
of a discourse. That we know of the type-token identities and use the type-terms to
identify the tokens is part of the language user’s knowledge and the normal referential
process, but it does not mean that we refer to the types (Yang 2011).

What appears to be essential for the discourse deictic procedure is that the move
to the meta-level has to be communicated. The referent, a part of the ongoing
discourse, has to become salient (↗19 Cognitive Linguistics). In Fauconnier’s terms,
one can say that a new space, the discourse space, has to be opened (Fauconnier
1985). This is done by combining a deictic with a meta-communicative element. In
order to refer to this procedure, Maaß (2010) has coined the term elator. “Elators point
out the referents in the preceding or following text, they produce salience” (Maaß
2010, 77; my translation). They contain three types of information: Lexical information
concerning the referent, deictic (temporal and local), and possibly non-deictic (e.g.
gestures) information (↗29 Gesture) is required to successfully identify the referent
(Maaß 2010, 78).

It is the lexical information that is responsible for the orientation of the discourse
participants to what is unfolding in the discourse. We therefore often find verbs or
their nominalisations denoting speech activities in discourse deixis (Wierzbicka
1987). The activities should not be confused with speech acts as described in terms of
speech act theory (Searle 1969), but rather be seen as they are constituted and
conceived of by the participants in the discourse. They are thus speech activities in
both a broad and in a layman’s sense (Lenz 1997a, 114). They can vary in size. They
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can be complex and comprise of several sentences (e.g. explanations) or involve
speaker change (e.g. negotiations), but they can also consist of only one utterance
(e.g. apologies).

Maaß (2010) distinguishes three types of discourse deictic reference. Her example,
Le deuxième résultat que nous démontrons dans cet article est que cette dernière
situation est la pire qui puisse arriver contains all three (Maaß 2010, 81). In discourse
actualisations (dans cet article), the whole discourse is referred to and represents an
instruction for the addressee to open a mental space containing the current discourse,
and within which further orientational procedures are possible (ibid.). The second
type does not refer to the full discourse, but determines a position within it. In her
example (Le deuxième résultat que nous démontrons), the so-called position determiner
refers kata-deictically to a discourse activity (démontrer being a speech act verb in the
above mentioned broad sense) after the moment of speech (ibid.). The third type is
called complex formation (her example: cette dernière situation est la pire qui puisse
arriver) and makes a complex of previous propositions available for the hearer or
reader on a meta-level, that is, it does not continue their reference as in anaphoric
reference, but opens a new mental space in which characterisations and evaluations
of the reported events are given (Maaß 2010, 83).

We have seen that discourse deictic phrases have to contain meta-communicative
elements as well as deictic elements. The deictic elements are responsible for the
orientation towards specific parts in the discourse. This is discussed in the following.

3 Discourse Space

A discourse develops over time. The relations between its parts and the egocentric
orientation point are temporal, and it is these relations that are responsible for the
identification of the entities. The discourse space is temporal, and when we open a
new mental space in a discourse deictic procedure, this space is also ultimately a
temporal one. Time is one-dimensional. We localise the discourse events along the
time line. Given the temporal character of its referents, we can expect time-deictic
expressions in discourse deixis. However, we also find local deictics. As was pre-
viously mentioned, this can be explained by the way we conceive of time. “The
perception of time is realised by the metaphorical transfer of oppositions based in
space to the temporal flow” (↗0 Introduction, 6). Time is structured through spatial
analogies. Even the term discourse space has to be understood metaphorically, since
it is not three-dimensional. This is particularly obvious when we consider written
texts.

Local deictics are often found in writing. In books, we appear to transform a
three-dimensional space into a one-dimensional one, thus recreating the same linear
order in which we conceive of time. The three spatial dimensions are usually reduced
to the vertical. We would refer to the portions of a written text as to the parts “above”
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or “below”. Maaß (2010, 122) finds ci-dessus and ci-dessous most frequently in her
French written corpora. Only in very rare cases (e.g. there is no example in Maaß
2010) is there also a reference to parts to the right or to the left, and, revealingly, these
cases are only found when we have diagrams, tables, pictures and so forth in a written
publication. The sagittal dimension (i.e. front/back) is not found in our western
writing tradition. We somehow still seem to conceptualize our writings in terms of
paper rolls. In this way, even a three-dimensional book – a volume – appears as a
one-dimensional entity. When we refer to parts above or below within a book, the use
of the vertical dimension is due to our writing conventions, but it is ultimately not
important which of the three spatial dimensions is selected. What is important is the
fact that it is only one.3 Discourses consist of parts that are produced and received one
after the other. They are thus seen as one-dimensional entities with certain extensions
and can be treated as temporal. In accordance with our metaphorical conception of
time (Moore 2006), they appear on the time line even when we find local expressions.
Local deictics are frequent in discourse deictic phrases as Maaß (2010) shows in her
corpora, particularly her written one (↗28 Corpus Linguistics).

In spoken discourse, and that is what I am talking about here, temporal-deictic
expressions are more frequently used, though even when we speak, local deictics are
not infrequent (Maaß 2010, 122ss.). One example is the autodeictic adverb here (or its
equivalents in the Romance Languages), which I have just used when I said: … in
spoken discourse, and that is what I am talking about here … In some cases its use can
simply be interpreted as local-deictic, that is, independent of the discourse (but not of
the speech situation, of course), and our example is one such border-line case. It could
mean the place where the speaker is presently located. In this situational understand-
ing, the adverb is not useddiscourse-deictically at all, but as an autodeictic spatial, that
is as a three-dimensional expression referring to a local entity around the standpoint of
the speaker (cf. Harweg 1990, 182). This interpretation is likely when we add, for
instance, in this heat to our example (… in spoken discourse, and that is what I am talking
about here in this heat …). The actual size of the speaker region referred to depends on
the current situation and topic, for example, whether we are indoors or outdoors, or
whether we are talking about temperatures in different towns or countries.4

3 In Hausa, for instance, the sagittal dimension can be used for discourse-deictic reference. I would
like to thank Clifford Hill (Columbia University) for drawingmy attention to this fact.
4 It is not easy to find a specific context where the target place precisely equals the speaker’s location.
Perhaps when someone says I’m standing here and won’t move an inch, s/he refers exactly to the place
where s/he is. S/he even abstracts from the vertical dimension, which is irrelevant with regard to the
particular area s/he is standing on. The sentence is still true if s/he moves her/his head or shoulders. In
any case, we inevitably have to take the current situation and topic into account. I think we have to
assume something like a local Gricean maxim of relevance on the basis of which the speaker region is
interpreted. The relevant speaker region depends on the situation and topic of the conversation, and
according to those, co-operating partners can presuppose an adequate region (see Lenz 2001).
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However, the more likely interpretation of our original example (… in spoken
discourse, and that is what I am talking about here …) is discourse-deictic. It refers to a
portion of the discourse, and the actual local space where the discourse takes place
seems to be irrelevant. Again, here would be used autodeictically, that is the relation
that identifies the entity referred to would include the standpoint of the speaker. But
what is this standpoint or the origo like? A spoken discourse is only conceivable as
constituted in time. Our deictic relation can then only be specified by two temporal
data. The first would be the time of the utterance of the deictic, and neither the deictic
as such nor the place where the (originally local) deictic is uttered. The second would
be the time of the entity referred to, and the temporal relation between the two pieces
of data would be the source of the identification process. Although we are concerned
with time, we inevitably use local metaphors (Radden 1997). Our data (the relatum
and the theme, in the terminology of Klein 1994) have to be conceived of as places on
the time line.

In discourse deixis (as in time deixis), a referent is located on the time line with
the restriction that it has to be within the span of the discourse. The referent itself also
has some extension. In our example, however, the extension is not exactly specified.
The extension depends on the type of discourse referent and is not specified by the
deictic. It is open to interpretation, parallel to the openness of the local-deictic
interpretation of here. It can only be retrieved through the context, if at all. When I
said that I was talking about something here, I could have meant at this very moment,
in this passage or in my entire talk. Within the framework of discourse deixis, here
means the same as now. Here and now serve to specify a position, not an extension on
the time line (which is given by lexical means), and this can only be done in relation
to a temporal anchoring point, the time of utterance. The many instances of ici in the
French corpora in Maaß (2010, 122) indicate the same interpretation. It should not be
forgotten that deictic adverbs (local and temporal ones) usually appear in tensed
sentences. Tenses are deictic in that they express an anterior, simultaneous or poster-
ior relation to the origo. When we talk about the discourse, tenses therefore fulfil a
discourse-deictic function (see Lenz 1997a, 152ss. for English and Maaß 2010, 130ss.
for French tenses).5 They can even be the only deictic element in the discourse deictic
procedure (our example sentence would still be fully discourse deicitic without the
here or now). The deictic adverbs specify the position on the time line.

In discourse deixis, both temporal and local deictics can occur. As shown for here
and now, they keep their information with regard to autodeixis/heterodeixis or proxi-
mity/distality, but in the case of local deictics, the space is projected onto the time

5 Maaß (2010, 132ss.) describes the future and past tenses of French, and believes that the présent
cannot be used discourse deictically. This is possibly due to the limitations of her corpus, where
performative formulae do not occur. I apologise, or je m’excuse, do not require an adverb to be
discourse deictic. In English, the combination of the present with the progressive aspect makes its
discourse deictic functionmore likely, as our example sentence demonstrates.
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line. This applies to all local deictics, including the few lexical ones. The lucid
analyses by Maaß (2010, 163ss.) show how, in discourse deictic uses of aller, venir,
preceder and suivre, the linear order of the discourse space is always taken for
granted.

4 The meta-communicative element

The discourse deictic procedure is not only based on deictic expressions, because the
meta-communicative element must also be indicated. In Maaß’ (2010) elator model, it
is primarily the lexical information that is responsible for highlighting the meta-
communicative element.

The necessity of a combination of a deictic with a meta-communicative expression
has rarely been pointed out in the literature on discourse deixis. The paradigm cases
for discourse deictic expressions that we find in the literature are, in addition to here
and now, earlier and later (the equivalent of above and below) and this and that.
Examples of discourse deictic utterances of sentence length are quite rare in the
traditional accounts of discourse deixis. This restriction has probably prevented us
from seeing the meta-linguistic component. It is not the use of isolated deictic words,
but their uses in full utterances in which we refer discourse-deictically. The few non-
sentential isolated examples of discourse deixis could already have hint at the obliga-
tory meta-communicative element. Fillmore (1997) gives the following discourse-
deictic formula: the preceding X and the following X, and replaces the X in his example
with paragraph. In principle, X could be any expression that denotes something that
could be a portion of a discourse: an argument, an explanation, a definition or a joke.

Preceding or following in the formula could, of course, also be replaced by this and
that, the former, the latter, the last or the next, and are deictic expressions used to
localise the referent in the discourse deictic space, as previously discussed. Only in
combination with the noun does the phrase become discourse deictic. In this case, the
meta-communicativeness is expressed by the noun. It is its lexical information that
contributes to the identification of the part of discourse to which the deictic procedure
is directed. The discourse consists of a series of communicative events, and it is hardly
surprising that the nouns denote communicative activities brought about by the
participants. As already mentioned, these activities should be seen in the way they are
conceived of and designated by the discourse participants.

Nominal phrases are only one type of discourse deictic expression. They seem to
be more of an exception than the norm. The head of the phrases is often a de-verbal
noun denoting a communicative activity (e.g. argument, description, explanation,
etc.). They can be rather vague, particularly when we consider complex formations
(see the list in Maaß 2010, 337) where the actual discourse referent has to be construed
by the participants in the framework of a larger preceding passage. In most cases, it is
the verb in a sentence which orients the hearer or reader to the meta-level, that is,
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from the objects being talked about to the discourse being talked about. It is fre-
quently the verb through which the meta-communicative component is expressed, as
in the example above (…that is what I am talking about here [or now]). The verb
denotes the type of discursive activity, though they are often rather unspecific, such
as talk. In Maaß (2010, 132s.), for instance, most examples contain dire or parler.

Most sentences refer to activities or events (and are action sentences in the
terminology of Davidson 1967), and in the discourse deictic case, the sentence refers
to events in the discourse space. The verbs themselves contain some temporal infor-
mation (see e.g. Vendler 1967) in that they give information as to the extension
(durativity) or endpoints (telicity) of the event. Some speech activities have duration
(when we talk, converse, chat, gossip, lecture, discuss, debate, negotiate, bargain,
argue, quarrel etc.) and could theoretically go on forever. In others we come to an
(lexically inherent) end (when we explain, describe, narrate, relate, report, comment
on, prove, reply, summarize etc.). Some speech actions have virtually no duration
(when we agree, apologise, regret, promise, order, command, recommend, affirm,
claim, approve, name, appoint etc.).

The temporal part of lexical information, also known as lexical aspect (or aktions-
art), is non-deictic, but it interacts with the tenses and deictic adverbials to locate a
specific discourse event in the discourse space. Lexical aspect (and, where applicable,
also grammatical aspect) should therefore be considered (Smith 1997) when the
temporal localisation process is described. The interaction of tenses and aspects
varies between languages. In any language, however, the tenses have an important
role to play in the discourse deictic procedure, since they direct the reader/hearer to
the ongoing (present), preceding (past) or following (future) discourse. Together with
the lexical information orienting the participants to the meta-level, they are indispen-
sable in the discourse deictic procedure.

5 Conclusion

Discourse deixis cannot be regarded as a separate deictic dimension. It lacks deictic
expressions of its own, and its referents are related to the origo in the same way as in
the traditional dimensions. The referents, however, share a specific feature. They are
entities created by the ongoing discourse. In the discourse deictic procedure, the
participants have to be oriented to the discourse deictic space where the referents are
no longer the objects being talked about, but the talk itself. The discourse can be seen
as the wider discourse space, and in the discourse deictic procedure a new mental
space is opened within this space. In this way, we have a deictic element as well as a
meta-communicative one. It is this combination that complicates discourse deixis and
justifies why it should be treated as a specific deictic phenomenon.

A discourse unfolds over time. Cognitively, time is structured through space. We
conceive of time in spatial terms. This is why we metaphorically speak of a discourse
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space. This space, however, is one-dimensional and consists of communicative activ-
ities the participants construct linearly. Our conceptualisation of time is the reason
why we also find local deictics in discourse deixis. They have to be interpreted
temporally, however. Both local and temporal deictics serve to localise discourse
events on the time line.

Both the meta-communicative and the deictic element can be expressed within a
nominal phrase, but it is the verbal phrase that is the more likely candidate for
discourse deixis, because it combines tense, an obligatory time deictic expression
which interacts with other temporal expressions, and the lexical content of the verb
expressing the meta-communicativeness. We have to investigate lexico-grammatical
means of this kind if we want do draw a clear picture of the ways in which discourse
deixis is expressed.
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