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Person reference in interaction
Tanya Stivers, N. J. Enfield and Stephen C. Levinson

1.1

Introduction

Person reference is a subject that stands at a central intersection between the
various behavioural sciences. How persons are classified and individuated lies
at the heart of social theory; how different cultures do so has preoccupied
anthropology; how we recognize them from face and voice is much investigated in psychology and the cognitive neurosciences; how we refer to persons
has been a central topic in philosophy; and the grammatical machinery
involved in tracking protagonists in discourse is an important topic in linguistics. Yet, despite the fact that person reference has this centrality, the
empirical study of person reference in natural conversation - the central genre
of language use - has been curiously neglected, particularly from a crosscultural perspective that might throw much light on the relation between
culture, social structure and language use.
This volume attempts to fill this gap. Each chapter looks at person reference
in a specific language and culture, as reflected in everyday language use
attempting to understand unmarked versus marked usage primarily with
respect to initial third-person references but also in subsequent and in firstperson references. We see quite quickly that how people refer to individuals in
interaction is amazingly varied. There are different name formats: simple first
name Laurie, first-name-plus-surname Serena Edwards, title-plus-surname
Missus Hallman. There are kin titles like Mommy or Granny. There are more
complex possessed kin terms in which kinship references triangulate through
someone else: Suzanne's husband, Laurie's dad. There are descriptions like
that guy who does those c'mmercials. There are names and descriptions
combined into units - Laurie from our class, Silly Dan - displaying both
expansion (e.g., adding a descriptor from our class or silly) and contraction
(e.g., reduction of the baptismal name Daniel to Dan). Despite this range of
expressions, the chapters collected here show that the domain is still highly
rule-governed and orderly. By taking a cross-linguistic perspective, we are
rapidly led into the specifics of cultural principles for categorizing and naming
persons, and the cultural preoccupations that may highlight one or other of
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these principles, and bias actual use. At the same time though these studies lend
strong support to universal principles that govern this domain, which thus
suggest some fundamental shared features of human social organization and
principles governing social interaction in general.
In this introduction, we first sketch some of the background that makes this
subject so central to philosophy, cognitive science, sociology, anthropology,
linguistics and the study of social interaction. We also review some of the
specific background in conversation analysis, which has informed and lies
close to each of the studies reported in the chapters. Finally, we review some of
the general findings that emerge, concentrating on the universal tendencies that
are clearly discemable.

1.2

The background: person-identification and reference in
cognitive science, philosophy, anthropology and linguistics

1.2.1

Identifying and categorizing individuals

There are many reasons for thinking that reference to persons is a fundamental
phenomenon at the intersection between language and social structure. In the
sociological dimension, all higher forms of sociality rely on distinguishing
individuals so that they can be assigned distinctive social roles. In addition to
distinguishing individuals (and not all social systems do - for example, sheep
do, but ants do not), l social systems can work both with the assignment of
individuals to absolute categories (worker bees vs. queens, for example) and
relational ones (mother vs. offspring, senior vs. junior). These different principles, which long antedate the arrival of humans on the planet, are reflected in
linguistic practices with names (Mary, Ramu), roles (child, postman) and
relational terms (uncle, daughter, leader) cross-culturally reflected in the
languages described in this book.
Given the deep phylogenetic basis for being able to correctly identify
individual people, it is not surprising that cognitive neuroscience research has
revealed two discrete brain mechanisms for face versus voice recognition
(Belin, Zatorre and Ahad 2002; Sergent, Ohta and MacDonald 1992; von
Kriegstein, Eger, Kleinschmidt and Giraud 2003). Moreover, these two neurological areas, while specialized, are coupled so that when someone hears a

I

Sheep remember faces of other sheep for over two years (Kendrick, da Costa, Leigh, Hinton
and Peirce 2(01), showing how deep in the phylogenetic tree human recognition of other
individuals by voice and face is. Ants distinguish nest mates from non-nest mates, and castes
from one another, using pheromones either innate, or ecological or both, according to species.
Their complex chemical societies are built on this basis (Vander Meer, Breed, Espelie and
Winston 1998).
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familiar voice, they readily access the person's face (von Kriegstein,
Kleinschmidt, Sterzer and Giraud 2(05).
1.2.2

From individuation to reference: names and descriptions

The human innovation, of course, is language, which introduces what Hockett
(1960) called the design feature of displacement - talking about individuals
who are not here now. Communication also presupposes speakers and
addressees in potentially different knowledge states (otherwise, why communicate?), and with different relations to the referent, and thus introduces
triangulation between speaker, addressee and referent. This will playa large
role in this book (see especially Haviland, this volume, for discussion of this
triangle).
The speaker's problem is to find a referring expression that will identify,
for the addressee, the very individual in mind. Languages offer essentially
two fundamental ways to do this, through names and through descriptions. As
a first approximation, names (like George Washington) are typically noncompositional (or at least, successful reference has little to do with any such
compositionality), and reference is achieved by a direct conventional link
between the individual and the name, while descriptions are compositional and
the whole has a descriptive content that picks out the individual in mind
(cf. The first president of the USA).
The dichotomy between names and descriptions seems to show up firmly
in the psychology of naming. Just like a glimpse of a face may give us instant
person recognition, so names may tap directly into a specialized person
register? However, such advantages are countered by signal disadvantages.
Names are difficult to remember and vulnerable to loss during brain
injury or aging (for a review, see Valentine, Brennan and Bredart 1996).
People routinely have more difficulty retrieving proper names than they do
retrieving semantic information (e.g., a person's occupation) or naming
objects (Brennan, Baguley, Bright and Bruce 1990; Burke, MacKay, Worthley
and Wade 1991; Hanley and Cowell 1988; Hay, Young and Ellis 1991;
McWeeny, Young, Hay and Ellis 1987). People typically take longer to
retrieve familiar names than related semantic information (Johnston and
Bruce 1990; Young, McWeeny, Ellis and Hay 1986).3 And, people's abilities
to remember other people's proper names are more vulnerable to damage
2

3

If hearing a voice tends to activate the brain mechanism responsible for face recognition at the
same time (von Kriegstein et al. 2005), perhaps hearing the person's name brings their face and
or voice to mind as well. In this way, person reference may have a special link to human
cognition.
However, Brooart and colleagues find that frequency of exposure to a name may affect reaction
time results (Bredart, Brennen, Delchambre, McNeill and Burton 2005).

4

Tanya Stivers, N.l. Enfield and Stephen C. Levinson

(e.g., by attrition in old age) than related semantic information about those
people (Bredart, Brennen and Valentine 1997; Milders, DeeIman and Berg
1999). Proper names also take longer to retrieve than other semantic information among older adults (Maylor and Valentine 1992).
The most obvious explanation may be the correct one: names, by virtue of
their special, direct link with their referents, bypass the web of semantic
notions and all the connections they have with one another. Retrieving a
semantic notion is like pulling anyone of the threads in the web, which
eventually will lead, via other concepts, to the specific one sought after, while
in contrast retrieving a name offers no such redundancy or multiplicity of
routes - there's just one thread linking the name with the referent. Of course we
also associate other properties with the referent, and so psychologists have
debated whether these two kinds of knowledge run in serial (Bruce and Young
1986) or in parallel during retrieval (AbdeI Rahman and Sommer 2004; Burton
and Bruce 1992; and see also Schweinberger, Burton and Kelly 2001). They
have also wondered whether it is the uniqueness of the referents or the lack of
semantic content in names that is responsible for the retrieval difficulties
(Bredart, Valentine, Calder and Gassi 1995; Burton and Bruce 1992).
The dichotomy between names and descriptions, however, can be questioned, at least in part. In philosophy, the dominant view, influentially argued
by Kripke (1972), is that indeed names have a special status: Essentially a
name is hooked to a referent not by a meaning that picks out the referent, but
by a historical- causal chain of events - there was a 'baptism' as it were, and
then an historical sequence of referring actions that traded on that original act
(see also the historical range of views assembled in Ludlow 1997).
Searle (1997[1958]) makes the following point: 'Suppose we ask, "Why do
we have proper names at all?" Obviously, to refer to individuals. "Yes, but
descriptions could do that for us." But only at the cost of specifying identity
conditions every time reference is made' (p. 591). Searle strikes to the core of a
theoretical argument for why names work differently to descriptions in the
conversationally grounded theory of person reference that motivates this
volume's comparative work. When we describe a person, we commit to
selecting some features and not others as constituting 'the description'. Names
give us a way to refer by specifically A VOIDING committing to one or another
description of the referent:
(T)he uniqueness and immense pragmatic convenience of proper names in our language
lie precisely in the fact that they enable us to refer publicly to objects without being
forced to raise issues and come to agreement on what descriptive characteristics exactly
constitute the identity of the object. They function not as descriptions, but as pegs on
which to hang descriptions. Thus the looseness of the criteria for proper names is a
necessary condition for isolating the referring function from the describing function of
language. (Searle 1997[ 1958]: 591)
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The Searlian view perhaps goes some way to explaining why, despite the
cognitive problems associated with proper names, we use them so extensively.
Another way to partially erode the distinction between proper names and
descriptions is to note that cross-culturally the picture may be more clouded.
The giving of proper names, in a liberal sense, seems to be universal (e.g., see
Bodenhom and vom Bruch 2006; Mithun 1984; Tooker and Conklin 1984).
However, in many cultures, personal names do not have the properties we
normally associate with them - for example, they may not be nouns, but verbs
or even whole sentences that thus carry plenty of descriptive content; they may
not be freely chosen but strictly inherited (in which case they might be more
akin to names for natural kinds than to names with a Kripkean baptism); they
may be considered private and never used; and, most out of kilter with the
Anglo notion of a proper name, they may not be fixed but endlessly changing.
Even when a name looks like the same kind of thing cross-culturally, it is
possible that it is understood strictly descriptively in one culture and strictly
causally - historically in the other (Machery, Mallon, Nichols and Stich 2004).
Personal names will be universal only under a wide Wittgensteinian 'family
resemblance' notion.
Since the naming practices of other cultures inevitably playa role in the
chapters of this book, it is worthwhile saying a little more about the observable
diversity. On the question of descriptive content, a Mohawk name (an inflected
verb) like Aronhianonhnha 'He watches the sky' is clearly replete with
compositional semantic content (Mithun 1984). Levi-Strauss (1966) discusses
a wide range of practices showing how names can convey substantial information much like descriptions do, for example, names may convey the state of
mind of the mother at the time of birth (the Lugbara of Uganda) or the totem of
the individual (Aranda of Australia), or even something about his or her place
of residence (e.g., Yurok of California). From a semantic point of view,
though, this information may play little role in reference - it is arguably
connotation not denotation (i.e., it is made available rather than explicitly
offered). On the other hand, when the baptismal rights are so restricted that
from the name we know the social category (e.g., the clan of the father), these
restrictions can playa role in circumscribing possible reference. In many of the
chapters that follow, naming systems thus serve to designate the category
membership of the bearers. (As this chapter was being written, a news story on
the war in Iraq reported thousands of people across the country having their
names changed by deed poll to avoid becoming targets of attacks and reprisals
because of the religious transparency of their names. The example demonstrates how consequential the information given off by a name can be.)
In addition to differences in practice for bestowing names, some societies
make relatively little use of personal names. Bird-David (1995: 73-4) describes
the Nayaka as using kin terms or just two sex-linked names in childhood,
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followed by the use of frequently changing nicknames in adolescence (cf.
Sidnell, this volume), and then kin terms almost exclusively in adulthood.
Others make use of names that change through the life cycle, and which within
each stage may proliferate through wordplay (see Rosaldo 1982 on the 110ngot). In many societies, the use of names is hedged in with restrictions. For
example, Mayali true ('bush') names are hidden private property (Evans, nd).
While some societies (e.g., the Yurok) avoid or forbid the use of the same name
for two individuals (Levi-Strauss 1966: 189), others set up quasi-magical
relations between namesakes. Australian Northern Territory namesakes are in
a taboo relationship (cf. Levinson 2005 and this volume for a discussion of Yeli
Dnye namesakes). Throughout the tribal world, sharing a name may be taken to
indicate a sharing of essence. And using a name may be circumscribed with
social constraints, like using another's personal belongings. Such restrictions
can lead to the use of alternate referring expressions (Levinson 2005). They
may also lead to culture-specific differences in preferred practices of person
reference.
Names, we have suggested, get part of their utility from the Searlian
avoidance of descriptive content. They may also offer a hot line to the
person-identification system so rapidly accessed by the visual face-recognition system. But when names cannot be used, or other factors intervene
(discussed shortly), either relational terms or non-relational descriptors come
into play. Prime among the relational terms are kin terms. A huge amount of
anthropological investigation has gone into understanding the range of kinship systems, their relationship to inheritance, marriage and demeanour, and
to the kin term systems that express them (cf., Fox 1967; Keesing 1975;
Levi-Strauss 1969; Parkin and Stone 2004). In contrast, relatively little work
(but see Bloch 1971; Luong 1984; Zeitlyn 1993) has gone into understanding
the actual use of kin terms in interaction, and this work has emphasized how,
especially in small communities, there are usually multiple competing kinship relations between the propositus and the referent. 4 The choice therefore
becomes strategic not only between say his daughter's husband and his sonin-law but also between Ben's son-in-law and my cousin. The strategic
perspective is very much in line with the chapters in this book, where a
central issue is why some particular mode of reference rather than another
has been chosen.
Non-relational descriptions of course enjoin this strategic point of view:
There is always an indefinite number of ways by which a thing or person can be
referred to. How children learn that the same thing is at stake from different
points of view is a puzzle (Brown 1958). The choice between the neighbour
4

In Ben's son-in-law Ben is the propositus. Downing (1996) refers to these as 'anchored kin
terms'.
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opposite, the man who drives the Porsche, the bastard who yells at my kids is
clearly going to be occasioned by what we are talking about, to whom we are
talking and what we are trying to accomplish with the utterance. Sacks (1992)
pointed out what an extraordinary resource for sociological analysis is provided by the category terms that surface in these descriptions. He pointed out
too that they tend to come in contrastive sets (mother, father, child; doctor,
patient; teacher, student) that are implicitly articulated in discourse. Curiously,
neither sociologists nor anthropologists have capitalized on this implicit
ethnosociology.
One might expect that linguistics had a great deal to say about such
descriptions. But linguistics has been preoccupied with other aspects of
person reference. Firstly, it has focused on the grammatical category of person
(Siewierska 2004), reflected in pronoun systems, verbal inflections and more
obliquely in constraints on many linguistic operations. Here, of course, the
crucial parameters of speaker, addressee and other are focal. Secondly, linguistic work has concentrated not on first mention, as when a new referent
is introduced, but on the extensive grammatical machinery for handling subsequent reference or anaphora. There is a huge literature on pronouns, zeros,
reflexives and reciprocals, and also on tracking protagonists in narrative, where
many languages have such exotic specialisms as fourth persons, switch-reference or logophoric pronouns (see Huang 2000). Even studies devoted to natural
usage (e.g., Chafe 1980; Fox 1987) mostly pay scant attention to the form of
initial mention of referents including even names. Downing (1996: 95) remarks
'proper names have gone largely unremarked in the literature on referential
choice'. She argues that information structure, what is given, what is new, what
is presupposed, plays a crucial role in such choice.
In this book, the prime focus is on initial reference to third persons, and thus
on the choice between name, kin term or other relator, and description. If the
focus had been on second-person rather than third-person reference, there
would be a vast sociolinguistic and anthropological literature to draw on
(see e.g., Brown and Gilman 1960; Ervin-Tripp 1986 [1972]). Instead, this
volume sails into, if not uncharted waters, at least uncrowded seas. We tum
now to the areas of central concern to this book.

1.3

Key notions for the empirical study of
initial person reference

In this section, we introduce two sets of concepts that will prove useful in
understanding the chapters included here. The first concerns marked and
unmarked choices of referring expressions, and the second, a set of principles
for organizing initial reference that have come out of work on the conversational organization of English.
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Achieving reference: the logic of linguistic formulation

Throughout the review above we have noted the perennial issue of the
speaker's choice among multiple alternative means of referring, first at the
level of which mode to employ (names, relators or descriptions), then at
the level of which particular form (e.g., which name) to use. To these should
be added non-linguistic means, particularly pointing gestures, which especially in small-scale communities can play an important role, as mentioned
in some of the chapters that follow. Many of the chapters (e.g., Brown,
Haviland and Levinson) refer to the critical role that co-speech gesture plays
in person reference. All of the new contributions to this book are based on
video-recorded data, in which we observe hand-pointing to play a role in
person reference (cf. Enfield, Kita and de Ruiter 2005; Haviland 1993;
Levinson 2005; Schegloff 1984). However, the chapters concentrate on
linguistic resources - a systematic treatment of pointing in person reference
awaits further work.
What dictates a speaker's choice of referring expression? Contributors to
this volume primarily adopt an interactional, social view of reference, where
what matters are the actions being undertaken by interlocutors standing in
specific social relations to one another in a social context. But to achieve
reference, and thereby the associated social actions, speakers and hearers need
reliable mechanisms for informational alignment, so that reference actually
succeeds. This is not to deny that it may be important on occasion to keep
reference vague (see Levinson, this volume and Garde 2003). A key
mechanism is the distinction between unmarked manners of formulation and
the marked nature of departures from these defaults, along with the special
interpretations that these exceptional departures invite. We shall first outline
what we mean by marked, as a way of bringing out some basic pragmatic
principles of interpretation. We then focus on the informatics of person
reference itself.
1.3.1.1 Marked and Unmarked For any recurrent type of coordination
problem conventionally solved by the use of language, there should be an
unmarked way to formulate it. In other words, if it is the kind of thing you need
to say regularly, there will be a standard way to say it (Brown 1958). Correspondingly, saying it in some other way is marked. In one type of markedness,
two items differ with respect to the presence of some extra specification. A
semantically marked item has some extra semantic specification (e.g., Dutch
hengst 'non-castrated male horse' vs. paard 'horse'). Aformally marked item
has some extra explicitly distinct formal specification (parent's brother vs.
uncle). Distinct from these is PRAGMATIC markedness, by which an item
is unexpected or less usual in some context than a possible alternative

Person reference in interaction

9

(e.g., automobile vs. car in everyday conversation) (Ervin-Tripp 1986 [1972];
Levinson 2000). 5
As an illustration from the realm of person reference, consider the secondperson singular pronouns in Dutch: informal jij and formal u. Suppose that of
these two jij is semantically bare, meaning simply 'you', and u has some
additional semantic specification that accounts for its polite, formal, deferent,
distant meaning (cf. Wierzbicka 1992: 319-24). Despite being formally/
semantically unmarked,jij may on occasion be the pragmatically marked item.
That is, using jij for 'you' in contexts where u is appropriate for reasons of
politeness (e.g., in a service encounter) may be taken to index a choice NOT to
use u, thus giving rise to an implication of disrespect. In such cases, pragmatic
markedness is defined neither purely in terms of the linguistic nor the ethnographic system, but rather in terms of more locally defined contextual
expectations.
It is critical to clarify what a claim of pragmatically unmarked or 'default'
entails. Formal and semantic markedness are defined by properties of the
linguistic system, and are therefore stable independent of usage context (e.g.,
in English, plural is formally marked by -s; singular is not formally marked).
Pragmatic markedness, on the other hand, is by definition sensitive to social
situational usage. The value of a particular type of formulation cannot be said
to be marked or unmarked 'for the language' ifthis is taken to mean 'unmarked
across the full range of contextual settings in which that language may be
used'. When contributors to this volume speak of unmarked or default manner
of formulation for a given language/culture, this refers to a specific subset of
contexts, in particular those that are characteristic of the kind of maximally
informal, self-organizing mode of conversation among intimates that incorporates the fewest constraints on interaction, and which forms the type of
ordinary setting from which the data are drawn. (See Haviland's chapter for
critical discussion.) Different defaults may apply in more constrained settings
such as court proceedings, meetings and rituals of various kinds.
When a listener encounters a pragmatically unmarked formulation of person
reference (e.g., 'John' in Where's John?) he/she will not normally reflect on
the selected manner of formulation, and as Schegloff (1996a) puts it, 'nothing
but referring is being done' (but cf. discussion in Enfield's chapter). On the
other hand, when a listener encounters a pragmatically marked formulation of
person reference (e.g., Where's His majesty?), two questions arise in the listener's mind. First, 'Why is the speaker not formulating this reference in the
5

Prague School linguists refer to this as a distinction of automatization versus foregrounding
(Havranek 1964 [1932]): 'Automatized linguistic expressions are those which are typical.
expected, routine, and therefore immediately interpretable. Foregrounded uses, on the
contrary, are relatively unexpected, atypical, and may require special interpretation' (Hanks
1990: 149-50).
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normal, unmarked way?' A generic answer is that the speaker is saying
something other than the usual (Grice 1989) or, for person reference, 'Because
the speaker wants to do more than just achieve reference to the person'
(Schegloff 1996a). A second question for the hearer is: 'Why is the speaker
formulating this reference in THIS way?' (i.e., specifically as His majesty and
not anyone of a million other possible departures from the unmarked). There
is no generic answer to this second question. An analysis must look to the
specifics of the formulation, where overt clues in the formulation itself should
reveal what 'more' is being done (see chapters by Levinson, Oh and Stivers,
this volume).
1.3.2

Principles of person-reference emerging from
the study of English conversation

Backgrounded or even absent in much of the research discussed so far is a
concern with the social action that is under way by virtue of some mechanism
of person reference being selected and employed. This point has been explicitly acknowledged and promoted in anthropology (e.g., Bloch 1971), although
it was first combined with detailed structural analysis of the moment-bymoment particulars of face-to-face interaction by Sacks and Schegloff in the
early 1970s (following the work of Garfinkel and Goffman). Sacks discussed
the concept of a 'recognition-type description' for places and objects in story
telling. Speakers use this type of description in an attempt to secure a display of
recognition from their interlocutor (Sacks 1992, vol. 2, p. 180). In Sacks'
example, a speaker refers to a location as 'the main entrance there where the
silver is an' all the (gifts an' things)'. This way of referring is specifically
designed to secure some indication from the recipient that she knows the place.
Schegloff (1972) examined conversational reference to places, showing that
people select from among alternative expressions in ways that are sensitive to
the respective locations of the conversation participants, the social action being
undertaken by the utterance in its context, and the identity of the recipient of
the utterance (see Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson 1974; Schegloff 1972
regarding recipient design more generally). These issues were critical to the
development of Sacks and Schegloff s (1979) account of person reference
(reprinted as Chapter 2 in this volume). Instead of being considered distinct on
formal grounds, kinship terms, descriptions, and names were considered
together as types of person reference because they were all used by speakers as
means of, at the very least, achieving recognition of a person in the course of
performing some social action (e.g., announcing news, complaining).
Sacks and Schegloff treated person reference as a systematic domain
with its own structure and proposed two organizing principles for determining how person reference should be formulated: (1) a preference for using
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a recognitional reference form: a reference form that the recipient will know
and can use to identify a person; (2) a preference for minimization: use a single
reference form (whether a name, a description, a kin term, etc.).6 Additionally,
Sacks and Schegloff proposed that when these two preferences corne into
conflict, achieving recognition takes priority (i.e., recognition must be
achieved even if at the expense of minimization), and the preference for
minimization is thus incrementally relaxed in resolving the conflict. This is
illustrated in cases such as the following (square brackets indicate overlapping
talk):
A:
B:

... well I was the only one other than than the uhm tch Fords?,
Uh Mrs. Holmes Ford? You know uh [the the cellist?
[Ohyes. She's she's the cellist.

Here, after a failure of recognition by the recipient (at 'Fords?'), the speaker's
solution is to expand and add multiple referring expressions, compromising
minimality in favour of achieving recognition (see also Heritage, this
volume).
Schegloff s later work (l996a) offers more of a framework forthe depiction
of person reference as a system. As Schegloff frames it, the more general
question is how 'speakers DO reference to persons so as to accomplish, on the
one hand, that nothing but referring is being done, and/or on the other hand that
something else in addition to referring is being done by the talk practice which
has been employed' (Schegloff 1996a: 439). Schegloff (l996a) is generally
concerned with identifying the unmarked ways of doing person reference in the
variety of contexts in which person reference is done (see above), but marked
person-reference expressions are also explored.
Schegloff distinguishes between initial and subsequent position of reference
(i.e., whether the reference is being made for the first time or later in a
sequence, regardless of how it is formulated) and initial and subsequent fonn
(i.e., types of expression typically used for first, or later reference - e.g., John
vs. he). Unmarked usage features congruence ofform and position (initial form
in initial position, subsequent form in subsequent position might look like this:
A: You didn't come to talk to Karen? B: No she and I are having afight). By
contrast, one type of marked person-reference involves a mismatch of form
and position (initial form in subsequent position looks like this: A: You didn't

6

'Preference' refers to the differential value or weighting of alternative courses of action made
available to participants in interaction. For example, when an invitation is made ('Wanna come
to a party with me tonight?') the relevant alternatives - accepting and declining - are dealt with
in qualitatively different ways (e.g .• declining is more likely to be delayed, mitigated, and
accompanied by an account for why the invitation can't be accepted; (Atkinson and Heritage
1984: 53) see also Sacks (1973), Pomerantz (1984) and Heritage (l984a)).
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come to talk to Karen? B: No Karen and I are having a fight). The converse is
to use a subsequent form in initial position - for example, arriving at someone's house and asking 'Is she home?' - which treats the person as already on
the recipient's mind and therefore retrievable even though no previous mention
of her is available (cf. Chafe 1994; Fox 1987; Givon 1990).
Schegloff (1996a) also differentiates recognitional from non-recognitional
referring expressions: that is, expressions that are designed to allow the recipient to link the referring expression to a person the recipient knows versus
expressions that convey that the recipient does not know or does not need to
know who is being referred to. Among recognitional referring expressions
(which dominate our interest in the present volume), Schegloff observes that in
addition to the preferences outlined in Sacks and Schegloff (this volume), a
further preference can be observed: to use a name (e.g., 'Mary') rather than
what he terms a recognitional descriptor (e.g., 'the woman who sits next to
John in staff meetings').
The pioneering work of Sacks and Schegloff is picked up and furthered in
the other chapters of this volume. One direction in which we extend the line of
research is to test the set of claims made for English against other, often very
different kinds oflanguages, spoken in different kinds of cultures. In each case,
this has involved primary field research. These results feed back into a second
direction for person-reference research, namely to assess the implications of
these findings for further understanding of person reference as a system,
towards a more general theory of person reference in interaction.

1.4

Generalizations: towards a theory of person reference

This volume offers comparative investigations of person reference as a general
system in an effort to extract both cross-linguistic and culture-specific organizing principles. The chapters test existing claims about person reference
made for English and attempt to further develop and refine them. Taken
together, the chapters support both hypotheses: firstly, that there are interactional principles that operate independent of culture, and secondly, that there is
variation in use across cultures. In this section, we review the contributions and
examine their modifications of, and additions to, current understanding of how
person reference is done. We then review some of the areas that this collection
of papers suggests would make for fruitful future work.
1.4.1

Preference for achieving recognition (via name and otherwise)

Languages differ in the kinds of expression used for unmarked reference to
persons in interaction. In spite of these differences, the chapters confirm that
referring expressions are designed to achieve recognition: They evidence the
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broader underlying principle of recipient design by which speakers make use
of a referential form that should enable their recipients to link a referring
expression with a real person. This appears to be the case to the extent that if
using the (bare) name or preferred possessed kin term will not likely achieve
recognition, then another form is used (see especially Brown's and Hanks'
chapters). Schegloff's chapter illustrates that such a principle holds even with
respect to self-reference. Heritage shows that achieving recognition is closely
allied with a principle of achieving intersubjectivity and argues that when
recognition looks like it might not be achieved, speakers will halt the progressivity of the tum (or even the sequence) in favour of achieving recognition.
The evidence from different languages and cultures is that speakers work to
achieve recognition, even when this means delaying the progressivity of the
interaction.
Languages differ in whether the unmarked person-referring expression will
be a name (whether bare or prefaced by kin titles etc.) or a possessed kin term.
In the cultures reported on in this book, names (though not always bare names)
are broadly preferred as the unmarked reference form in English, Yeli Dnye,
Kilivila, Bequian Creole and Lao. By contrast, possessed kin terms are the
unmarked reference form for Yucatec Maya, Tzotzil, Tzeltal and Korean. All
languages represented here cluster in one of these two areas (i.e., none of the
languages prefer descriptions over all else as their unmarked reference form).
However, this result counters the idea put forward by Schegloff (1996a) that
names should be a generic solution to the problem of identifying people while
simultaneously orienting to the preference for achieving recognition and for
minimization. Names nonetheless appear to be one major solution to
this problem as evidenced by their unmarked usage in many languages and
cultures.

1.4.2

Preference for minimization

By the proposed preference for minimization (see the Sacks and Schegloff
chapter), a speaker should, where possible, use one referring expression rather
than multiple expressions in doing person reference. This preference appears to
be supported by all ofthe languages discussed here (although see discussion of
Brown's chapter, below), including in the self-reference context (see
Schegloff's chapter). In addition, the preference can be observed even in the
way that speakers repair person references such that additions or modifications
are done incrementally. Speakers across different languages generally offer a
single referring expression and add other expressions to it only when the first
expression is unsuccessful. Although logically a speaker could offer a series of
referring expressions to virtually guarantee the achievement of recognition,
this appears not to be the preferred interactional strategy: and this preference
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cuts across languages and cultures (see Enfield 2006a for an account of why
this might be). Levinson suggests that the principle should properly be broadened to a principle of economy arguing that there is sufficient evidence not
only that speakers prefer only one referring expression but also that they prefer
that the expression be as reduced as possible (one name rather than both in a
binomial, for instance).
Although the data are not conclusive with respect to this broader principle of
economy, we do see evidence for at least minimization and possibly also
economy. For instance, even in a community such as that on Bequia where
people often have multiple names (see Sidnell's chapter) and where we might
expect a speaker to make use of multiple different names to secure recognition,
the unmarked way of referring to a person is with one name - the one best fitted
to the recipient and to the action the speaker is carrying out.
That said, in Tzeltal the use of multiple referring expressions (e.g., Your
brother \ Alonzoz) appears more frequent than we might expect on the
assumption of a preference for minimization. As Brown discusses, several
analyses are possible: (1) The preference for minimization is universal, and the
use of non-minimal referring expressions in Tzeltal represents a local departure from the default/preferred option; (2) The preference for minimization is
culture-specific and does not apply to Tzeltal; (3) The preference for minimization is universal but is impacted differentially by other preferences in the
system (see Sidnell's chapter on the idea of local inflection). Brown's data
support the last analysis: that within Tzeltal interaction, there is a preference
for minimization as evidenced by cases of interactionally generated expansions of referring expressions (e.g., the addition of referring expressions when
the first is not successful). This then calls into question what sort of additional
principle might be suggested by these data and whether that principle could be
said to be universal or culture-specific.

1.4.3

A preference for association

Brown's and Hanks' studies suggest that a third principle may be missing from
Sacks and Schegloffs early outline: namely, a preference for association. By
this we mean that in certain situations speakers work to explicitly associate the
referent directly to the current conversation participants. For instance, 'my sister' (associated with 'me'), 'your husband' (associated with 'you'), 'your wife's
colleague' (associated with 'your wife', associated in turn with 'you'), 'her son's
classmate' (associated with 'her son', associated in turn with 'her'). The associative strategy appears to be the unmarked form of person reference in Tzeltal,
Tzotzil and Yucatec, and is common in situations involving circumspection in
Yeli Dnye. In Lao, like other name-preferring languages (e.g., English and
Kilivila) people do not by default associate referents explicitly, though the
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default use of kin titles with names in Lao (i.e., as Grandfather John) has some
affinity with the associative strategy.?
Does a preference for association exist beyond these languages and cultures? In English where associative person reference is generally marked for
recognitional expressions (see Stivers' chapter), referring expressions that are
not designed to achieve recognition typically do evidence a preference for
association. For instance, non-recognitionals most often take the form 'my
daughter', 'a colleague of mine', 'my cousin' even though 'this guy' or 'this
woman' would be possible. Preliminary work on Mandarin conversation also
suggests a preference for association in non-recognitionals (Chen and Stivers
2005). Although associative person preference is generally visible only in
marked usage in recognitional contexts, it is still evidently a preference, and in
other languages the preference appears in recognitional references as well as in
non-recognitional references.
1.4.4

Cross-cutting preferences

The final issue concerns what happens when these multiple preferences come
into conflict. Sacks and Schegloff (this volume) observe that if their two
preferences collide, the preference for achieving recognition outranks the
preference for using a single referring expression. This ordering of the preferences is generally supported by the studies in this volume, but there is now
an additional preference to be considered: the preference for association.
Although all the languages/cultures discussed in this volume are sensitive to
each of the three preferences, they appear to rank them differently. In English,
the preference for association is virtually invisible in recognitional reference
since as discussed earlier, recognition and minimization take priority, with
names or kin terms being the unmarked outcomes in most contexts. Thus the
order of preference appears to be such that recognition outranks both other
preferences, and the preference for minimization is further prioritized over the
preference for association. The latter is visible primarily in marked usage or in
unmarked non-recognitional usage.
By contrast, Brown's chapter shows that in TzeItal the preference for
association is prioritized over the preference for minimization. Thus, if
recognition can be achieved with a single referring expression and that

7

There are ways in which association may be implicit. For example, when names give off
information about (sub-)cultural group membership, then using a name can give off some
associative meaning. In a different way, when kin titles are used (Grandfather John), then
certain associations may be implied (e.g., that he's our grandfather). The difference here is that
the speaker is not making explicit the association with a particular person (cf. John's
grandfather).
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expression is an associating form, then the preference for minimization is
also observed (the preferences have not come into conflict). However, if
recognition cannot be achieved with a single referring expression that
associates the referent to one of the interactants in some way, then the data
suggest that interactants will add a name or some other referring expression
(e.g., 'your sister Xun') but will not simply use 'Xun' even if that would
enable immediate recognition. The preference for association is stronger than
the preference for minimization though in all cases the preference for
recognition ranks highest.
1.4.5

Variation in principles across cultures

The studies collected here support a general, cross-linguistically robust framework for interactional principles in the domain of person reference. However, as should be expected, there are several loci of cultural variability. For
example, two cultures may commonly follow a given principle while differing
in the details of how it is standardly expressed. Within the preference for
association, an apparent locus of variation is the person to whom the referent is
associated. Tzeltal speakers typically associate the referent to the addressee if
possible, even if the referent could be associated to either the speaker or the
addressee. Where a preference for association is visible in other languages
(e.g., in non-recognitional references in English and Mandarin), it is not clear
that speakers prefer to associate referents to speaker rather than addressee, or
vice versa. Levinson observes that Yeli Dnye speakers anchor kin terms
through senior members of the community so that 'Yanika's son' is possible
but 'Mbyaa's father' is not. Haviland suggests the possibility that in Tzotzil
men speaking to men generally use other men to anchor their kin terms
whereas women anchor their kin terms to other women. This would suggest
that how speakers of a language typically anchor their kin terms may be very
much a local, culture-specific phenomenon.
Another way in which cultures may differ in the details of how common
preferences are applied concerns the relative ranking of preferences - that is,
which preference should take priority and be followed when multiple preferences are in conflict. While speakers across languages and cultures may
orient to the three principles of recognition, minimization and association, the
differential prioritization of these preferences may have consequences for the
nature of interaction. Related to this, Levinson raises the issue of whether
circumspection is in fact a principle in Yeli Dnye. There was insufficient
evidence across other languages to consider this possibility cross-linguistically. Stivers suggests that in English a related phenomenon does not require
the introduction of an alternative principle but is generated purely through a
failure to optimize on the basis of the existing principles, thereby triggering
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recipients' recognition of a marked usage. Additional data will be required to
sort this out.
A more general locus of cultural variation is the construal of persons via
an 'absolute' versus 'relative' frame of reference (Levinson 2003 and this
volume). For instance, using a name would be more absolute whereas possessed kin terms would be relative because the latter associate the referent to
a propositus. What might these alternative solutions tell us about the cultural
organization of the person reference system? Consider names. Names convey
information about their referent, though precisely how much and what sort of
information varies by culture. What is special about names though is that
once given, whether they pick out particular attributes of the individual or
not, they are stable. This means that when a speaker uses an established
name they cannot automatically be taken to be highlighting those attributes
as a matter of specific communicative intent. Rather, they need not be taken
to be doing anything more than simply identifying the individual. By contrast, when speakers make use of a novel description (e.g., 'the girl who
wears orange') or identify the individual through a possessed kin relation
(e.g., 'my aunt') or other sort of triangulation ('Roger's lawyer'), they are
openly choosing some attribute to pick out, or one of the possible attributes
or kin relations to explicitly associate the individual with (since any individual can be explicitly tied or associated with a large number of others
(A's sister; B's daughter; C's wife; D's friend; E's co-worker; F's neighbour;
G's mother, etc.).
In this sense, irrespective of the information that names provide, names do
not overtly tie the referent to any other individual whereas possessed kin
terms and other relative types of referring expression do. Moreover, a broad
range of people can be expected to use the same name to address and refer to
a particular individual. And although many different relative expressions
may be referentially correct, and all may be used to refer to a given individual in a particular interactional context, all explicitly associate the referent
to someone else. This fundamental difference between the two basic types of
referring expression is significant for understanding the basic interactional
principles that underlie person reference. A bare name can be thought of as
an absolute reference, while a possessed kin term or other triangulation is
relative.
What does such variation reveal about the person-reference system? Can the
variation be attributed to social structure, or culture? Consider a social structure
argument. Drawing on Toennies' distinction between Gemeinschaft ('community') and Gesellschaft ('society') (Toennies 1961) we might speculate that
people living in small communities where kin relations are generally known
would emphasize their community-ness through heavy reliance on kin terms in
their social interactions whereas people living in urban societies where kin
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relations are often unknown would no longer have enough sense of community
to do this. However, the studies presented in this volume do not support a social
structure analysis. Several small-scale developing communities prefer names:
See Senft's chapter on Kilivila; Sidnell' s chapter on Bequian Creole English and
Levinson's on Yell Dnye. Other ethnographic work also suggests that not all
smaller-scale societies prefer the use of kin terms over names: In a Hai//omspeaking community in Namibia, the person-reference system also prefers
names over kin terms in much the same way as English and other Western
European languages do (Gertie Hoymann, personal communication). In these
examples, the communities are small and people know the kin relations well. In
terms of social structure, these communities are not unlike the Mayan cultures
that adopt relative reference systems. Conversely, Oh's chapter suggests that the
use of names is restricted in Korean conversation despite the urban, industrialized social setting from which her data are drawn.
By a cultural account, different practices of person reference will be motivated by qualitatively different sets of local values and beliefs about persons
and their position in the social world. What differs culturally is perhaps the
view on a person's individuality. To favour absolute person reference over
relative reference is to treat the person as a discrete individual rather than place
him or her within the domain of responsibility of any other person or group.
Enfield's chapter focuses on how the unmarked form of person reference can
instantiate the practiced expression of particular cultural values. The default
Lao strategy of using names prefaced with kin titles or other social-hierarchical
elements indexes the hierarchical relationship between the referent and the
speaker. This cultural value effectively becomes invisible to speakers of the
language when incorporated into unmarked reference forms, and so in Lao
interactions speakers do 'just referring' through the use of these expressions.
The format nonetheless works as a mechanism for cultural reproduction and
stabilization, consistently reproducing the cultural value of a hierarchical
social structure. By the same logic, the English unmarked names may similarly
be seen to instantiate a cultural value of relatively flat social structure, by virtue
of the implication (given off but not given) of treating everyone in the same
way irrespective of relative social position.
Relatedly, by using a marked referring expression speakers perform actions
relative to the culture in which they operate. The sort of practices documented
by Levinson and by Stivers might work in an inverted way in cultures where
the system prefers a relative person reference. It is the departure from the
unmarked form that conveys that the speaker is doing something special with
the action. Although what might count as special will be different in different
languages (e.g., emphasizing vs. de-emphasizing referent-speaker association), we would nonetheless expect the reference form to be well fitted to the
action in all cases.
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Conclusion

People in all communities face a constant, generic communicative problem
of how to make reference to persons reliably and efficiently in the rapid
course of everyday conversation. The comparative research presented in this
book demonstrates the systematicity of the practices by which people solve
this problem. The results bear upon a surprisingly broad range of issues in
semantics, pragmatics, linguistic reference, anthropology and the analysis of
conversation. In exploring these issues, the studies collected here offer
evidence for both culture-independent and culture-specific principles
underlying the organization of referential practice in social interaction. In
particular, we hope that the collection has refined our understanding of the
structural organization of person reference as a system within and across
languages.
More generally, we hope to be contributing to the broader study of human
communication. There are important connections to be made between
micro-level studies of the organization of social interaction and theories of
the structure and evolution of human communication. Like most work on
language in its natural home - conversation - the materials in this book
establish that reference is not just, indeed not primarily, about giving and
receiving information but about navigating social relations. People across
the range of cultures discussed in this volume show a concern not only with
correctly identifying people and with providing information relevant to their
recipient but with navigating the relationships between themselves, their
addressee(s) and the referent(s). Reference entails a special kind of cooperation unique to humans (Enfield and Levinson 2006; Levinson 2006). This
fits with a view that our entire motivation to communicate, and even our
very capacity for language, is in the service of managing social relations
(Nettle and Dunbar 1997). Person reference is one among many domains in
language and interaction where we see the inextricable integration of
informational and affiliational concerns. While it is often imagined that
social-affiliative practices serve the transfer of information by clothing the
delivery in politeness or 'procedural' trimmings, we think it likely that the
opposite is true. The case of person reference suggests that, if anything,
practices of information transfer are in the service of social-affiliative
action.
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