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Abstract

Pronouns are traditionally defined as a pro-form of an explicit antecedent. However, the pronoun
man in Thai sometimes occurs without any co-referring explicit nominal expression, leading
previous studies to consider them as non-referential. This study argues that, despite the absence
of an explicit antecedent, such instances of man have implicit referents that are inferable from
context. One thousand instances of man functioning as subject or object from the Thai National
Corpus were analyzed in a usage-based approach. They were categorized according to their
referentiality using three criteria: explicitness of a nominal antecedent, concreteness of a
antecedent, and inference of a referent. The analysis reveals that the referentiality of the pronoun
man is not dichotomous but instead lies on a continuum in which one end expresses semantic
referentiality with an explicit antecedent with a higher level of referent concreteness, and the other
expresses pragmatic referentiality with an implicit antecedent with a lower level of referent
concreteness. Additionally, different types of referential expressions—verb phrases, clauses, and
discourse—and ambiguous cases among them strongly support the notion of gradience of
referentiality.
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1 Introduction

In a traditional point of view, pronouns are referential in nature. The phenomenon in which expressions refer
to the antecedents indicating entities in the real world is labelled reference, while referentiality, or referential
meaning, is defined as the linking of expressions to referents in the universe of discourse. As studies on
referentiality are abundant among European languages, it is generally assumed that morphosyntactic devices
play an important role in exhibiting specific types of meaning, including a referential one. Spanish, for example,
makes use of different syntactic constructions to encode the referentiality of the pronoun se. The reflexive se
(SErerL) in (1) refers to the actor of the event vio ‘saw’, while the impersonal se (SEiurers) and the passive se
(SEpass) in (2) and (3) are non-referential interpretations of an unpronounced subject. These examples illustrate
that different syntactic constructions play a vital role in differentiating referentiality from non-referentiality.

(1) Juan se vio (a si mismo) en el espejo.
Juan SERerL  Saw DOM self same in the mirror
‘Juan saw himself in the mirror.’

1 This paper forms an integral part of the first author's dissertation entitled “Change in referentiality of the pronoun
/manl/in Thai during the Rattanakosin Period”.

2 Corresponding author. Head of Center of Excellence in Southeast Asian Linguistics, Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn
University.

Copyright vested in the author; Creative Commons Attribution License



Kaenmuang, Piyamahapong, & Pittayaporn | Man on the Referentiality Continuum in Thai | JSEALS 18.1 (2025)

2 Se conoce a Maria como  buena madre.
SEimpers KNOWS  DOM Maria  as good mother
‘Mary is known as a good mother.’

3 Se destruyeron las casas.
SEpass destroyed the houses
‘The houses were destroyed.” (McDonald 2017)

While referentiality seems to be clearly dichotomous in European languages such as Spanish, it is vaguer and
harder to differentiate in isolating languages such as Thai. According to Pipalova (1988:196), the distinction
between referential and non—referential uses is too complex a matter to be reduced to a dichotomy model. Thus,
it seems more appropriate to speak about the degree of referentiality as a result of a combination of syntactic,
morphological, lexical, and referential type factors.

In Thai, the following examples from the Thai National Corpus, a general corpus of standard Thai
comprising approximately 33 million words which is designed to be balanced in its domain and medium
proportions (Aroonmanakun 2007), clearly show that it is difficult to separate the referential use of the
pronominal units from the non-referential uses. In (4), the pronoun man explicitly refers to the antecedent
hima? ‘snow’, and as a result, the referent is easily retrieved. However, man in (5) lacks an explicit antecedent
and is therefore ambiguous. It can be interpreted as referring either back to the antecedent k%d.ybon “upstairs’
or to the atmospheric environment upon inference. Contexts therefore play a significant role in understanding
the referential meaning of this word.

4) himd?  tok nak man pokk'lum  t'a:y k'aw  bd:n
snow  fall heavy  PRO cover way enter house
‘It snowed heavily, covering the entryway of the house.’

(5) car? sdj faj k'da.ybon pr3?  man Mt
TAM put fire upstairs because PRO dark
‘(D) will have the upstairs lit because it is dark.’

Indrambarya (2011; 2012) and Angkapanichkit (2011), on the other hand, based on their formal criteria of verb
subcategorization and antecedent occurrence, respectively, contend that referential man and non-referential
man are dichotomous. However, these studies have not yet accounted for contextual effects leading to
ambiguity in referential interpretations nor different shades of referentiality of the pronoun man. The
referentiality of man in (5) is somehow shaded from the prototypical referential meaning as it may be
interpreted as the place mentioned or the environment. Such different interpretations of man arise mainly due
to different types of contexts in which it occurs.

In contrast to traditional view on referentiality, the usage-based approach (Bybee 2023; Perek 2023)
illuminates the nuanced interpretation of referentiality gradience, offering a new perspective that will captivate
semanticists’ interest. In this approach, the grammatical system is not viewed as a fixed set of rules accessible
to language users but rather as a system emerging from language use, underscoring the collaborative nature of
language use, where each interaction contributes to the evolution of linguistic structures. Sentence meaning is
believed to derive from both linguistic elements, such as each constituent’s conventional meaning and specific
semantic properties, and non-linguistic factors, including pragmatic meaning, speakers’ communicative
intentions, and context.

In this alternative approach, context—-encompassing not only the immediate situation of the utterance (e.g.,
speaker, addressee, location, and time) but also shared information or common ground between interlocutors—
plays a pivotal role in determining references. Speakers contribute to effective communication by anticipating
listeners drawing necessary inferences from the preceding discourse. Contexts may involve familiar entities,
cultural knowledge, and information jointly accessible to the interlocutors in conversation (Roberts 2019;
Diessel 2019). Cognitive linguists consider this shared knowledge as part of consensual encyclopedic
knowledge (Lee 2001; Stalnaker 2002).

This study embarks on a less-traveled journey, departing from previous studies into the use of the pronoun
man. It aims to provide a comprehensive account of the phenomenon associated with man, revisiting more
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prototypical cases and exploring the so-called non-referential uses. It thus investigates referentiality gradience
from language-in-use data collected from the Thai National Corpus (Aroonmanakun 2007). Adopting the
stance that referentiality is gradient (Pipalova 1988; Chen 2009), we hypothesize that the meaning of the
pronoun man in Thai does not fall neatly into two distinct categories, referential and non-referential. Instead,
it comprises many ambiguous usages affected by the context where semantic and pragmatic referentiality play
a role for interpretation. The former pertains to the inherent properties of linguistic expressions to denote
entities while the latter emphasizes how those expressions are employed in specific communicative settings to
establish reference. These different shades of meaning for man are, therefore, evidence for referentiality as a
continuum rather than as a dichotomous distinction. Viewing referentiality as a gradient scale can provide a
clear and detailed picture of such pronominal referential properties.

2 Literature review

Personal reference terms in Thai consist of personal pronouns, personal names, kin terms, and occupational
titles (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom 2005). According to Cooke (1968), personal pronouns are composed of 27 first-
person pronouns, 22 second-person pronouns, and 8 third-person pronouns. Personal pronouns in Thai are in
three-way person contrast (first, second, and third), and two-way contrast in number (singular and plural).
Singular and plural personal pronouns may also differ in terms of gender, formality, and intimacy
(Kullavanijaya 2000:80).

The term man is normally regarded as a third-person singular pronoun by Thai grammarians and linguists
who either treat it as a member of a distinct word class (Upakitsinlapasan 2001; Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom 2005:2;
Bandhumedha 2022:22), or designate it as a subtype of the noun category due to shared syntactic distributions
(Panupong 1991:65; Warotamasikkhadit 1996:43; Prasithrathsint 2013). Like nouns, it may precede main
verbs, auxiliaries, or determiners, and it follows verbs or prepositions, as in examples (6), (7), and (8).

(6) mé:/man ma:
mother/PRO come
‘The mother/It came.’

@) mé: ti sunak/man
mother beat dog/PRO
‘The mother beat the dog/it. ’

(8 mé phiit kap li-kc"a:jiman
mother speak to son/PRO
‘The mother talked to her son/it.’

man as a personal pronoun has traditionally been described as substituting for people, animals, and things
(Upakitsinlapasan 2001), or stated people and entities (Bandhumedha 2022:22). This function illustrates that
the pronoun man is prototypically referential. The use of man without any referents in the man pen ‘it is’
construction, as shown in (9) and (10), was first observed by Chutisilp (1984) who presumed that man in this
construction is influenced by English and later Thai speakers calqued the construction. Research focusing
instead on the referentiality of man as a pronoun was undertaken by Indrambarya (2011; 2012) and
Angkapanichkit (2011). They separated the referential functions of man into two distinct categories: referential
man and non-referential man.

€)] man pen K'wamkhit ¢ dr
PRO COoP thought REL good
‘It is a good idea.’
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(10)  man pen riiay  sanuk
PRO COP story  fun
‘It is a fun story.’

Angkapanichkit (2011) studied the use of the pronoun man in narrative discourses and found that it can be
used as a referential or non-referential pronoun. The main difference between the two lies in the fact that the
referential use has nominal antecedents, while the non-referential use has none. Regarding non-referential use,
man is labeled a dummy subject once it acts as a subject with no referred linguistic expressions. Antecedents
can be located either inter-sententially or extra-sententially. In the latter case, man adjacently follows its
antecedents, and is termed a ‘shadow pronoun’.

Indrambarya (2011; 2012), further found that referential man can co-occur with any personal verbs, while
non-referential man only occurs with two types of verbs: true-impersonal verbs (verbs indicating existence or
verbs indicating degree of possibility, accessibility, ease, time, or temperature, as shown in (11)) and pseudo-
impersonal verb (verbs indicating psychological state, as shown in (12)). The term man as a non-referential
subject may co-occur with pseudo-impersonal verbs. This use changes personal verbs into impersonal ones
and indicates alienation from an action or undesirable activity.

(11)  man ka:t plendmwdj thi: ji:pun
PRO happen earthquake REL Japan
‘There was an earthquake in Japan.’

(12) man mdj nd.j t: ca’ liiz:m k'raj sak k'on
PRO NEG easy REL TAM forget  who QNT CLF
‘It is not easy to forget someone.’

In semantics, one of the central aspects of language use is the process of selecting or associating words with
specific meanings. This is called referring or denoting (Saeed 2022). Such referring is interpreted as the
manifestation of denotation of an entity in a context. It is based on the interaction between a referring
expression and its referent within a model of discourse. Among expressions referring to specific referents,
pronouns are firmly shown to directly link to referents through their antecedents. The notion of referentiality
has received considerable attention among logicians, philosophers, psychologists, and linguists (Chen 2009;
Chen, Huang, & Wu 2010; Chen 2015; Fretheim & Gundel 1996). While scholars from these different fields
have their own interests here, linguists put emphasis on linguistic encoding and the interpretation of speakers’
intended referent by the addressee or interlocutor (Fretheim & Gundel 1996).

Reference is traditionally defined as the relationship held between an expression and what that expression
relates to or stands for in the real world (Lyons 1977; Carlson 2006; Abbott 2010). Following this definition,
the referring expression correctly identifies the referent if the reference is successful (Lyons 1977).
Referentiality—or referential meaning®—in contrast, is described as a semantic property of nominals involving
the speaker’s intent to refer to or mean a nominal expression that exists within a particular universe of discourse
(Givén 1978). Therefore, it can be concluded that reference refers to the phenomenon which involves the
pairing between a referring expression and its referent, whereas referentiality deals with the inherent property
of referring within any expression. It should be noted that a referent is not only restricted within the perceptible
real world, according to Lyons’ definition. It also expands to cover both concrete and abstract entities in the
universe of discourse, in Givon’s definition.

Referentiality has long been seen as a dichotomy—referential versus non-referential—in the relevant
literature (Finegan 2014; Huddleston & Pullum 2015; Levinson 1983; Lyons 1977; Yule 1996). For example,
Li and Thompson (1976) famously claim that topic-prominent languages do not require a dummy subject,
whereas subject-prominent languages do so to satisfy syntactic constraints. Most conventional methods for
detecting non-referential pronouns depend on syntactic heuristics to recognize expletive usages of the pronoun
it. For example, the pronoun it in It is important to maintain a stable price is a classic example of expletive it,
where the use of it is not connected to any specific reference. As a result, one can infer that it is non-referential

3 Chandler & Munday (2011) illustrate that referentiality and referential meaning refer to the same thing and that both
can be defined as a reference to the external world.
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(Uryupina et al. 2016). In contrast, the example Lucy was on holiday. One morning, she decided to go to the
mountains demonstrates that the speaker continues to refer to the subject Lucy in the following phrases,
explicitly employing the personal pronoun she to represent pronominal subjects (Quesada & Lozano 2020).

Some studies, however, reveal that referentiality should be treated as gradient in nature. Pipalova
(1988:196) maintains that distinction between referential and non-referential uses is too complex a matter to
be reduced to a dichotomy model. Thus, it seems more appropriate to speak about the degree of referentiality
as a result of a combination of syntactic, morphological, lexical, and referential type factors. Gundel, Hedberg,
and Zacharski (2005) found cases in which the third-person pronouns used in spoken American English lack
explicit noun phrase antecedents but are still referential because the referents are inferable from a particular
semantic frame or from mutual knowledge between interlocutors (such as event, activity, or situation).

Chen (2009; 2015)* supports the perspective that referentiality is not binary by classifying level of
referentiality into three distinct categories: semantic, pragmatic, and discourse thematic. Semantic
referentiality is defined in terms of the property of a linguistic expression that links itself with an entity in a
particular discourse. While semantic referentiality does not depend on context (i.e., referents are construed by
lexical encoding of expressions), pragmatic referentiality is contextually dependent. Three components of
pragmatic referentiality are posited: (i) the existence of an entity is presupposed in the universe of discourse
established between the speaker and the addressee, (ii) the entity is a specific reference to the speaker, and (iii)
speakers intend to use the expression to refer to the specific entity.

Regarding discourse thematic referentiality, Chen emphasizes that it is not simply an alternative form of
referentiality but rather a comprehensive approach that encompasses both semantic and pragmatic aspects of
reference within discourse. It involves strategically choosing referential expressions that carry thematic
importance and contribute to the coherence and progression of the discourse. This approach considers various
factors, such as the frequency of using and referring to a single noun phrase, alongside other linguistic and
contextual strategies employed in discourse development. Consequently, discourse thematic referentiality is
not treated as a distinct category for data analysis in this study given its integration with broader referential
frameworks.

The theoretical framework for this study builds on the evolving understanding of referentiality in
linguistic research. Traditionally, referentiality has been dichotomized into two distinct categories: referential
and non-referential. This binary approach, while foundational, has been increasingly challenged by evidence
of intermediate cases that do not conform strictly to either pole. Drawing from usage-based linguistics, which
emphasizes the gradience and context-sensitivity of language, this study proposes a continuum model of
referentiality. The continuum accounts for varying degrees of referentiality, recognizing the fluidity between
highly referential expressions (e.g., specific definite noun phrases) and non-referential uses (e.g., expletive
constructions). This framework is further informed by discourse-pragmatic theories that highlight how context
and interaction influence referential interpretation.

3 Data and analysis
In this study, we analyzed 1,000 instances of orthographical man from the Thai National Corpus (TNC). Each
instance was carefully investigated by the three authors to avoid personal biases. Those in which man occurred
in the following syntactic categories were manually removed: (1) nouns, nouns which are parts of nominal
compounds and proper names such as maneé:t ‘cassava’ and manmai: ‘lard’ 2anda:man ‘Andaman’, (2) verbs
such as na:man ‘The skin face is oily” and kin 72a:-hd.n man ‘eating oily food’, (3) adjectives such as saj
ra:pt'a:w man wa:w ‘putting on polished shoes’, and (4) idiomatic expressions such as ¢’dgyman ‘Whatever!’
and manmua. ‘to enjoy doing something’. In the end, 954 out of the 1,000 contexts remained for consideration.
The term man in these 954 contexts functions as a subject, object of a verb, object of a preposition,
emphasis marker of a subject, and emphasis marker of a verbal object, as shown in (13) to (17). The data reveal
that immediate occurrences of man after noun phrases need to be included as they highlight the meanings of
referential expressions. For example, man in (16) below is deliberately used to highlight the referent preceding

4 Chen (2015) identified a fourth type of referentiality, logic-philosophical, adding to the previous three distinct
categories: semantic, pragmatic, and discourse thematic referentiality. This study, however, adopts only the semantic
and pragmatic referentiality for its analysis, as the logic-philosophical referentiality is considered to be unbounded
from the linguistic perspective, and discourse thematic referentiality is centered on the property of a lexical unit within
discourse development.
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the word man, md. ‘dog’. The use of man in such cases still depicts the referential property regarded as the
most typical feature of pronominals.

(13) cx krars:k taa Nty man kamlay t"€? t'ua ju:
find squirrel CLF one PRO TAM nibble  nut TAM
‘(D) found a squirrel. It was nibbling on the nuts.’

14) maw  kamo:; pla: jam ja: I¥7 tr man
cat steal fish grill grandmother LNK hit PRO
‘A cat stole a grilled fish, so the grandmother hit it.’

(15) khaw  pat khaw 15y mdj ru: 2araj kiawkap man  tdwrdj
3sG close news LNK NEG know INDEF about PRO Q
‘As they kept it undisclosed, we knew nothing much about it.’

(16)  ma: man din tam 5. 5.
dog PRO walk follow closely
‘The dog kept following (me).’

a7  2am Ik man noj si? ro.phd;j dap lan la?
carry child PRO PTC PTC cry loud much  PTC
‘Carry the baby. It is crying out loud.’

Unlike previous research in which the referential meaning of the pronoun man is primarily based on the
existence of nominal antecedents, we adopt three criteria to analyze referentiality: explicitness, concreteness,
and inference.

As the analysis of the referential meaning requires supporting linguistic evidence to avoid personal biases,
explicitness or existence of linguistic forms is thereby taken as the principal criterion. Referential expressions
are divided into two categories, nominals and non-nominals. Nominal antecedents cover nouns, noun phrases,
and nominalizations, while non-nominals include verb phrases, clauses, and discourses or groups of relevant
clauses.

While linguistic expressions, whether nominal or non-nominal, refer to referents in either the real world
or the universe of discourse, they greatly vary in terms of concreteness—the referent property of direct
perception through sensory experiences (Bolognesi, Burgers, & Caselli 2020). Tangible real-world referents,
such as people, animals, and things, are therefore considered more concrete than those depicting actions,
events, or attitudes.

Linguistic expressions are sometimes referential but sometimes not. Those with referential meanings are
usually expressed through explicit antecedents. When an explicit antecedent is present in a sentence, it provides
a clear reference point for the listener or reader to make an inference. In this way, the antecedent acts as the
anchor or starting point for understanding the meaning and intended reference of the subsequent pronoun or
referring expression. Without a clearly identifiable antecedent, language users make use of inference to
understand the referent the word man conveys.

Implicit antecedent and inference, however, involve inferring or presupposing missing information to
establish referential connections. Listeners or readers rely on contextual cues, background knowledge, and the
structure of the sentence to make inferences and fill in the gaps, allowing for a complete understanding of the
intended meaning. For example, man in (18) to (20) refers to weather, time and surrounding environment,
respectively, although there is a lack of obvious referent.

(18)  man rs:n ma:k pr: ni: fon fa: mdj tok
PRO hot much  year DEM rain sky NEG fall
‘It’s very hot this year. There’s very little rainfall.’
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19 ja: Chakcta: man sa.;j ma.k léw naz
NEG sluggish PRO late much  TAM PTC
‘Don’t delay. It is very late now.’

(20) d&n kraw s3.j pdj riia.jriia;j man Madit ma.k
walk enter  street go leisurely PRO dark ma:k
‘(1) leisurely walked along the street. It was really dark.’

Examples (21) and (22) illustrate a correspondence between explicitness, concreteness, and inference. If the
word man refers to an explicit antecedent that is a specific entity with high concreteness, inference is not
required. In contrast, if the word man refers to an implicit antecedent without obvious linguistic expressions
that is not an entity in the real world, inference, therefore, is required to interpret the referent of man. It is this
lack of explicit antecedent that led previous studies to classify instances of man into dichotomous categories:
referential and non-referential.

(21)  sonca.nips: sajpré:t 12 pra;j pen ma:j juk  ko:mprawattisa:t
juniper cypress and  pine cop tree era  prehistoric
man Sut.pp’an diaj malét
PRO reproduce by seed

‘Juniper, cypress, and pine trees are prehistoric plants. They reproduce by producing seeds.’

In (21), man refers to the explicit antecedents sonci.nips: ‘juniper’, sajpré.t ‘cypress’, and p’a;j ‘pine trees’,
which indicate tangible real-world objects. Interpreting the referents of man thereby requires no inference.

On the contrary, man in the conversation in (22) refers to an implicit antecedent that is not a specific
entity. Therefore, inference is required to identify the referent of man.

(22) A: Pawpajdi: nd:huay wa? man ka:t na:mpa: lajla-k
DM worrisome PTC PRO exist flash flood overflow
kap dink’lom  talom  t&w sajjok 15y
and mud collapse around Sai Yok exactly

B: kon 2urn wa: naj paj kan ju: mdj
person  other say Q go RECP  stay Q

A: ‘Well, it’s quite worrisome. There exist flash floods and mudslides right around Sai Yok.’
B: “‘What do other people say? Will they still be going?’

However, man in some contexts, exemplified in (23), does not exhibit the same properties shown by those in
the two previous examples.

(23) plct bep  nit mdjk'wam o wad: jagpaj  man fay thaméy thaméy
speak type DEM mean COMP Q PRO listen  weird
What do you mean by saying this? It sounds strange.’

The term man refers to the phrasal verb pi.:t bé:p ni: ‘saying this’. In this case, the antecedent has an explicit
linguistic form, but rather than denoting a tangible entity, it refers to an event of speaking.
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(24)  [raw k3. paj ndj ma: Nndj diaj kan boj k'rap
1rPL LNK go Q come Q together RECP often PTC
raw pdj kin kd:w  kan raw clzgan  kan paj c'ppiy
1pPL go eat rice RECP 1pPL invite RECP  go shopping
raw Ién ki:la:  daaj kan raw kg prap thik
1pPL play sport  together RECP 1pL talk relieve suffering
suk kan tal>:y]  man pen muian  k'wa.msamp'an
happiness RECP always PRO COP similar relationship
rawa.n fén
between boyfriend/girlfriend

‘We often go out together. We go out to eat together. We go shopping together. We play sports together.
We talk to each other all the time. It’s like we are in a relationship.’

The pronoun man in (24) refers to discourse combining various sentences (1) raw k3: paj ndj ma: ndj diaj kan
boj kfrap “We often go out together.”; (2) raw paj kin k'a:w kan “We go out to eat together.’; (3) raw czan kan
paj c"sppiy “We go shopping together.’; (4) raw lén ki:la: duaj kan ‘We play sports together.”; and (5) raw k"iij
prap thik suk kan tals:t “We talk to each other all the time.” Although the mentioned discourse is expressed
through an explicit linguistic expression, the referents to which the pronoun man refers are not concrete
entities: they are a series of events.

The word man in every context, consequently, does not belong neatly to either referential man or non-
referential man as previous studies on man illustrated. There may be other categories between the two posited
groups.

4 Man on the referentiality continuum

The referentiality of the pronoun man in Thai can be categorized into two primary types: semantic referentiality
and pragmatic referentiality. Semantic referentiality relies on explicit antecedents such as noun phrases, verb
phrases, clauses, and discourse. On the other hand, contextual elements, namely, context-based referents,
speaking subject referents, and common ground referents, shape pragmatic referentiality. A total of 954
instances of man were analyzed, with ten ambiguous cases excluded due to their potential interpretation as
both semantic and pragmatic.

Table 1 illustrates the raw frequency of different antecedent types to which the pronoun mdan refers.

Table 1: Frequency of antecedent types to which the pronoun man refers

semantic referentiality pragmatic referentiality
(865) (79
context- speaking common
noun phrase | verb phrase clause discourse based subject ground
referent referent referent
721 63 49 32 35 17 27

This breakdown provides insights into the varied contexts in which man is used. Examining both linguistic
structures and contextual cues gives a deeper understanding of how referentiality operates in Thai discourse.

4.1 man referring to explicit antecedents with semantic referentiality

Explicitness of expressions functioning as antecedents of the pronoun man is found to correlate positively with
the concreteness of referents to which the expressions refer. For example, the word man in (25) and (26) refers
to the nominals md: #i: bd.n ‘my dog’ and ka.nwinic*dj ré:k ni: ‘diagnosing this disease’, respectively.

kat
bite

man
PRO

ma.k té:
but

(25)  we[ma: ba:n]  haw key
dog at home  bark good.at alot

‘My dog barks a lot, but it does not bite.’

mdj
NEG
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(26)  we[ka:nwimichdj — rék ni:J tham jak te: man penpajda.j
diagnose disease this make  difficult but PRO possible
‘Diagnosing this disease is a difficult task, but it is possible.’

In addition to nominal antecedents, man can refer to verb phrases (vP), clauses (cL), and discourse (DISC), as
shown in sentences (27) to (29). The analysis reveals that the pronoun man can function as a substitute for
other syntactic categories, such as verb phrases, single clauses, and multiple clauses, opposing the traditional
understanding of Thai pronouns as limited to nominal categories.

(27)  wvelrd:phd;j boj  boj] mdj di: man tham hadj di: 25:n?z:
cry often often NEG good PRO make  give lookweak
‘Crying often is not good, as it makes you look weak.’

(28)  cLIphi:nam ma: mdj plromp'riay  kan]  man boncti:  najja? ba:nja:n
leader come NEG together RECP PRO indicate sense INDEF
‘That all leaders from various nations did not attend the meeting signaled some abnormalities.’

(29)  Dpisc[ka:t prendinwdj  ranréy  te: kMhiicnlom sagop  nd:mt'alée: 1ot
happen earthquake severe  but storm  calm sea.water decrease
loy jayruatréw  phitpokkati  sat taytay mi plruittikam  plek
down rapidly unusual animal various have behaviour  strange
paj cak pokkati] man sadéy  wad: kamlagca? kit Sui:nda:mi?
go from normal PRO show CcoOMP TAM happen Tsunami

‘There was a severe earthquake, but the sea is calm. The level of sea water decreases unusually rapidly.
Animal behaviors are strange. It indicates that a tsunami is going to take place.’

The word man in (27) refers to the verb phrase ra.phd:j bsj boj ‘crying often’, while it refers to the clausal
antecedent phi:nam ma: maj p'romp'rian kan ‘all leaders from various nations did not attend the meeting’ in
(28) and the discoursal antecedent ky:¢ pfendinwdj ranré:y té: k"lvi:nlom sagop na:mt'ale. lot oy ja.ny ruatréw
plitpokkati sat ta:y ta:y mi: p'ruttikam plé:k paj ca:k pokkati ‘There is a severe earthquake, but the sea is calm.
The level of sea water decreases unusually rapidly. Animal behaviors are strange ” in (29).

Explicit antecedents can be categorized into two major groups, nominal and non-nominal, both of which
differ according to the referents to which each category refers, where the former refers to concrete entities or
abstract ideas as expressed by the noun phrase or the nominalization, while the latter refers to event(s) as
communicated by verb phrases, clauses, or discourse. In spite of different semantic categories of referents,
man referring to all of the explicit antecedents exhibits semantic referentiality.

4.2 man referring to implicit antecedents with pragmatic referentiality

From the data, we find that implicit antecedents crucially need inference to understand their implied or
inferable antecedents as there are no direct linguistic expressions. The pronoun man referring to implicit
antecedents functions as a subject of the predicate.

In general, communication between interlocutors sometimes omits linguistic expressions to represent
references, whether they are lexical, phrasal, or clausal. Instead, referential meanings are intuitively grasped
through linguistic contexts, metalinguistic contexts, and encyclopedic knowledge. Comprehending the
referents of a pronoun that lacks linguistic antecedents requires interpretation, inference, consideration of the
speaker’s viewpoint and attitude towards a mentioned event, and an awareness of the background knowledge
that signifies the relationship between interlocutors. This process results in mutual knowledge which serves as
a mechanism for facilitating effective communication. Therefore, understanding such referential meaning
cannot solely rely on linguistic knowledge (Sainsbury 2005).

The term man as a subject referring to implicit antecedents can be divided into three subtypes according
to its inferential referents, be they context-based referents, speaking subject referents, or common ground
referents.
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Context-based referents refer to those inferred from the linguistic structure, which communicates ideas
through general reasoning. Consequently, the expression of meaning indicates what is considered a typical
occurrence, encompassing in this determination general truths, logical reasoning, and societal norms.

(30) A:kin sd? khé:k wanks:t léw car? c"é.kdr:

eat PTC cake birthday LNK TAM lucky
B:man khin ma: t'iin k. la phi: jak n3.n
PRO up come to neck PTC ADR want.to sleep
ja:pdiaw 1] t3:nni:
only LNK now

A: ‘Eat this birthday cake and you will be lucky.’
B: ‘I am full up. I just only want to lie down now.’

(31) A:jak sur.  Paraj 2K mdj
wantto but INDEF  additional Q
B:mdj kfrap  man mot krapaw la?
NEG PTC PRO used.up wallet PTC

A: ‘Do you want to buy anything else?’
B: ‘No, I used up all my money.’

The term man in (30) refers to food eaten, although there is no linguistic expression referring to something
eaten, while in (31), it can be interpreted as the speaker’s money.

The referents inferred from the semantic features of predicative verbs demonstrate that each verb
possesses a specific semantic property that signifies a particular referent. When combined with other contextual
information within a sentence, language users can accurately deduce the referents associated with the pronoun
man, even in the absence of an explicit antecedent. Here are a few examples illustrating referential inferences
derived from the semantic characteristics of verbs.

(32) tnm  Klapka: man muat mak maj klda: 2k paj  ndj 17
when night PRO dark alot NEG dare go.out go INDEF LNK
‘It’s very dark at night. (I) don’t dare go outside.’

The term man in this example refers to the surrounding environment because the stative verb muit ‘dark’
subcategorizes a nominal with a specific semantic property, circumstance.

In addition to context-based referents, there is another category known as speaking-subject referents.
When examining events from a subjective standpoint, they exhibit evaluative and judgmental meanings
expressed by speakers. This phenomenon diminishes the transparency of the grammatical subject’s role and
intensifies the expression of the speaker’s attitudes, ideas, beliefs, and presence. As a result, subjective
meaning experiences a corresponding augmentation (Benveniste 1971), as in (13).

(33) man penpajmdjda; ¢ ca?  juit ciwit md: tia  ni: paj
PRO be.impossible REL TAM prolong life dog CLF DEM go
2Lk 40-50 pr

additional 40-50  year
‘It is impossible to prolong this dog’s life by more 40-50 years.’

The term man in (33) is the grammatical subject of the evaluative verb penpajmdjda:j ‘to be impossible’
referring to the speaker’s judgment towards a certain action juii:¢ C"iwit md. tiza ni: paj ?i:k 40-50 pi: “to prolong
this dog’s life for more 40-50 years.” Notably, the pronoun man occurs in a specific construction, referred to
as an ‘evaluative construction’, with a syntactic pattern shown below. This instance illustrates a shift of focus
from man as a grammatical subject to that of a speaking subject.

10
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Figure 1: Structural schema of man in an evaluative construction

_ Evaluative .
man + + th: Clause
verbs

Lastly, man can also convey a common ground referent as shown in (34).

(34) A:lPawpajdi:  nd:huay  wa? man ka:t Nd:mpa: ldjla.k
DM worrisome PTC PRO exist flash flood overflow
kap dinktlo.n  thalom  t&w sajjok  Ixj
and mud collapse around Sai Yok exactly
B: kon 2urn wa: naj paj kan jur  mdj
person other say Q go RECP stay Q

A: ‘Well, it’s quite worrisome. There exist flash floods and mudslides right around Sai Yok.’
B: “What do other people say? Will they still be going?’

The term man in the example above, in contrast to the pleonastic subject classified by previous studies, indexes
a common ground referent with pragmatic referentiality, as this pronoun embodies the meaning of shared
knowledge between the speaker and the listener, specifically in the context of a prearranged excursion to Sai
Yok Waterfall with friends. Therefore, the utilization of the pronoun man in A’s utterance serves to evoke this
shared knowledge with B, thus exhibiting intersubjective meaning.

In essence, events can manifest a heightened level of subjective meaning which denotes the speaker’s
inclination to establish a shared understanding with the listener. Once the interlocutors are in comparable
circumstances, they have mutual knowledge. The speaker uses a linguistic expression containing an
intersubjective meaning to communicate with the addressee so that the addressee can comprehend the referent
to which the word man refers.

The pronoun man indexing a common ground referent functions as the grammatical subject in an
existential construction with verbs such as ks¢ ‘to occur’, mi: ‘to have’, and pra.kot ‘to appear’. Upon analysis,
it becomes apparent that the word man acts as a grammatical subject without explicit or implicit antecedents.
However, employing man as the subject of these verbs imbues the discourse with subjective meaning, as it
integrates the speaker’s thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes into the spoken expression. In other words, the presence
of man before these verbs indicates the shared knowledge between interlocutors, thus imparting a relative
effect on the speaker’s utterance. If man before the verbs k¢ ‘to occur’, mi: ‘to have’, and pra.kot ‘to appear’
is omitted, the sentence would be purely informative.

The examples (30) to (34) illustrate that the presence or absence of an explicit antecedent is not sufficient
in comprehending the meaning of man. Moreover, they highlight the importance of context in interpreting the
referents of the pronoun as either context-based referents, speaking subject referents, or common ground
referents. The coordination between interlocutors, known as a joint activity, significantly impacts the
interpretation of this pronoun in addition to factors like speaker, addressee, location, and time. Bezuidenhout
(2019) contends that reference (or referring, in her terminology) is a joint activity, emphasizing that it is not
words themselves but people who refer by using words in appropriate contexts. This cooperative process of
reference, which is not just something the speaker(s) does but also something that results from the combined
efforts of two or more interlocutors, produces impossible results for a single person to achieve.

To illustrate this process, speakers initially formulate a clear idea of a specific referent they intend to
communicate. Subsequently, they seek an appropriate linguistic device to express that concept, often resorting
to pronouns. Ideally, speakers aim to provide sufficient information for addressees to comprehend the intended
referent(s). Moreover, speakers can rely on the assumption that addressees can retrieve the intended referent,
given the implicit relationship between the linguistic antecedent and the referent. This assumption is grounded
in the shared common ground among interlocutors, which encompasses parts of encyclopedic knowledge and
is crucial for effective communication.

Upon producing and transmitting the utterance, addressees perceive and decode the message, gaining
access to the same conceptual understanding that the speakers intended. This mutual understanding, achieved
through effective communication, is not just about speech participants focusing on the same object or scene
but also about aligning their knowledge and beliefs. As Bezuidenhout (2019), Roberts (2019), and Diessel
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(2019) have noted, communication presupposes that interlocutors share a common ground, and this shared
understanding is the ultimate goal of effective communication.

4.3 Referentiality continuum

Excluded from the categorization in Table 1 are ten cases that cannot be unambiguously classified as either
semantic or pragmatic referentiality. They crucially serve as compelling evidence affirming the gradient nature
of the referentiality continuum. Among these ten instances, notable examples such as (35) and (36) stand out,
where discerning whether they represent semantic or pragmatic referentiality is not straightforward.

(35) A:ipi:  num da.j kha:w ki kwzan
gar one get rice ONT CL
B:ra: di noj k3: dd.j pe:t kwian  tha: lew Kk3: hok
if good PTC LNK get eight CL if bad LNK  six
kwian i car’ d: jappaj  man k3. con  ju  wanjanktam
CL to TAM good QNT PRO LNK poor TAM as.always

A: ‘How many carts of paddy rice do you get each year?’
B: ‘Fight if it is good or six if it is bad. No matter how much one/l/we get(s), one/l/we still stay(s)

poor.’
(36)  mu lo: la 120 Sui: 20 man car’ tat janwaj
pork kilogram each 120 buy 20 PRO TAM cut how

‘Pork is 120 baht per kilogram. How should it be cut/how should I cut it if you buy just twenty baht?’

In these two examples, the pronoun man demonstrates a significant level of ambiguity, as its reference is not
immediately clear without additional context. In (35), man could refer specifically to the speaker, who
identifies as a farmer and is personally experiencing the described circumstances. Alternatively, it might denote
farmers in general, representing a broader group of individuals facing similar situations. Similarly, in (36),
man can be understood in two distinct ways: it could refer to the pork that is being cut, emphasizing the object
of the action, or it might refer to the butcher responsible for performing the cutting. The dual interpretation of
both examples highlights the flexibility and context-dependent nature of the pronoun.

This analysis elucidates the continuum scale of referentiality in Thai and underscores that each case
exhibits varying degrees of referentiality. Importantly, it supports Li and Thompson’s (1976) claim that
pragmatic-based, topic-prominent languages do not allow for non-referential entities, particularly non-
referential or so-called dummy or pleonastic subjects. The continuum of referential meaning is composed of
two ends: semantic referentiality on one end and pragmatic referentiality on the other. Semantic referentiality
refers to the use of man having explicit antecedents in discourse, while pragmatic referentiality refers to the
use of man lacking explicit antecedents and, thereby, requires inference to interpret the meaning of man.

Figure 2: Continuum of referentiality degree of the pronoun man

High Low

Semantic referentiality Pragmatic referentiality

Contextual ambiguities found in examples (37) and (38) can prove the nature of the continuum posited. In
example (37), the pronoun man may be interpreted as either referring to the whole discourse or referring to the
speaker himself. This example perfectly displays the unclear boundary between semantic referentiality and
pragmatic referentiality.

Example (38), in contrast, does not display an ambiguity between semantic and pragmatic referentiality
but shows a gradience between subtypes within the category of pragmatic referentiality, as pronoun man may
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be interpreted as a speaking subject referent (the speaker itself) or a common ground referent (the entity
mentioned earlier).

(37) mua mé: klap cak  thampa:n raw rus: Suiap’a:
when  mother come.back from work 1PL disassemble clothes
mé: phiia ha: se:tsata:y lé:w paj cr.  swia  piak piak
mother to find  coins TAM go find shirt  wet
k3. thi:m mé: wad: thammaj P2a.pna:m léow  mdj  chdj
LNK ask mother coOMP Q bathe TAM NEG  use
pld:chéttia mé: bo.k  wa: ndn J&TTR puia k'sy  mé
towel mother tell comp DEM COoP sweat  of mother
fay léw rak mé: capcaj vy man truiy caj ma:
listen  TAM love  mother  whole-heartedly LNK PRO touched come
Conthity  thik wan  ni:
until every  day DEM

“When our mother came back from working, we tore through her clothes to find some money. Then,
we found her wet shirt. We asked her why she did not dry herself with a towel, but she replied that it
was her sweat. Upon hearing that, we have been feeling whole-heartly touched until today.’

(38) A:t3p chdj nEn plvm Pk thawraj bs:k  na?
TAM use money add additional Q tell  PTC
B:mdj ty hiiay k'rap  man tham set  thanwe:la:  néman
NEG tam worry  PTC PRO make  finish in.time certainly

A: ‘Let me know if you need more money.’
B: ‘No worries. [ will get it done/it will be done in time.’

Based on the semantic and pragmatic referentiality and ambiguous cases illustrating a combination of the two
types, the pronoun man conveys a referentiality that lies along the continuum below, thereby supporting the
claim that referential property is not dichotomous but occurs by degree.

Figure 3: Referentiality continuum of the pronoun man in Thai

Types of Semantic Pragmatic
referentiality  referentiality referentiality
Continuum
Explicitness ~ More explicit Less explicit
Concreteness More concrete Less concrete
Inference Less More
inferential inferential
Nominal Non-nominal antecedent No antecedent
referent
Types of
reference Speaki C
peaking ommon
Noun phrase Verb phrase Clause Discourse Context-based subject sround
referent S
referent referent
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Figure 3 reveals the gradient nature of the referentiality of man. It demonstrates a gradual shift from semantic
referentiality, characterized by the presence of explicit antecedents that denote concrete referents, to pragmatic
referentiality, which entails implicit antecedents and indicates less tangible or abstract referents. This
pragmatic referentiality encompasses the expression of the speaker’s attitude, viewpoint, and shared
background with listeners.

5 Discussion

As shown in the previous section, degree of referentiality varies with regard to the type of context in which the
pronoun man occurs. These contexts include two main groups: linguistic and non-linguistic. While the former
deals with the occurrence of explicit linguistic elements within the discourse, the latter is a matter of the
physical surroundings and mutual knowledge among interlocutors beyond a given utterance.

The referential pronoun man, when occurring with an explicit linguistic antecedent, exhibits semantic
referentiality. This type of referentiality always co-occurs with linguistic contexts that refer to specific parts
of an utterance adjacent to a focused unit, such as a sound or word (Crystal 2008:108-109). The pronoun man
without explicit antecedents has also been proven to be referential in some cases when a given context is
sufficient for its referent retrieval. Such a case therefore exhibits pragmatic referentiality, which is defined by
its property of context-induced inference as shown in the example (30) reduplicated in (39).

(39) A:kn sd? ké:k wanks:t léw car? cokdr:

eat PTC cake birthday LNK TAM lucky

B:man khin ma: t"iin k. la phi: jak n3.n
PRO Up come to neck PTC ADR want.to sleep
ja:pdraw 17 t3:nni:
only LNK now

A: ‘Eat this birthday cake and you will be lucky.’
B: ‘I am full. I just want to lie down now.’

It is obvious that the pronoun man in this example has no explicit antecedent. However, the situational context
relating to an eating event invites us to interpret man as any food being eaten. This strongly confirms that the
use of the pronoun man without explicit antecedent is not normally identical to its non-referential use. It is thus
unacceptable to treat all antecedent-lacking cases as non-referential uses of man as claimed in previous studies.
Referentiality degree of man should, rather, be divided into two subcategories lying on a continuum between
semantic and pragmatic referentiality.

The assumed pragmatic referentiality of the pronoun man is theorized to be grounded in its usage patterns.
Specifically, when employed as a subject, man refers to an entire discourse characterized by an indistinct
syntactic boundary and multiple events. When man is used as a subject, its referential function goes beyond a
single syntactic unit to include the whole discourse. This interpretation of pragmatic referentiality shows how
determining the pronoun man’s functions in its usage is complicated. The nuanced nature of this reference
becomes apparent in its ability to encapsulate diverse events within a discourse, contributing to the complexity
of the pragmatic functions attributed to the pronoun man. This analysis highlights the dynamic nature of
referentiality in linguistic usage. It stresses the importance of looking at both syntactic and contextual factors
when studying the pragmatic aspects of pronoun usage, especially when the referential scope goes beyond
normal syntactic limits. This is perfectly aligned with what Gundel, Hedberg, and Zacharski (2005) found in
their study on third-person pronoun use in a casual English conversation. Specifically, their findings exhibited
that it is a somewhat difficult task to judge whether a personal pronoun is referential or not, as some inferable
pronouns were found to be referentially vague.

The findings contribute to cross-linguistic studies on expletive pronouns, particularly in the context of
pro-drop languages, by providing a nuanced understanding of their roles in discourse. In pro-drop languages
such as Thai and Vietnamese, the third-person, non-gendered, and inanimate pronouns man and né often serve
expletive-like functions, enhancing discourse coherence without being constrained by the syntactic necessity
of subject filling. For instance, man in Thai parallels né in Vietnamese, which Greco, Phan, and Haegeman
(2017) describe as functioning effectively without explicit antecedents, yet still contributing meaningfully to
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textual clarity. This highlights a broader typological pattern where expletive-like pronouns facilitate cohesion
in languages that, unlike English, do not mandate overt syntactic subjects.

These findings have theoretical implications for the typology of expletive pronouns. By situating man
within a continuum framework, this study highlights how languages such as Thai achieve discourse coherence
through flexible pronominal systems that operate independently of strict syntactic requirements. This
framework challenges the traditional binary distinction between expletive and referential pronouns, suggesting
a gradience in their discourse roles. Furthermore, a comparative analysis of man in Thai and nd in Vietnamese,
particularly in contrast to true syntactic expletives such as it in English, reveals cross-linguistic variation in
how coherence is maintained.

6 Summary

The pronoun man exhibits referentiality, which can be divided into two categories: semantic and pragmatic.
The former refers to cases in which man substitutes a nominal expression of directly involved concrete entities
in the real world, while the latter covers cases in which the pronoun in question refers to an implicit antecedent,
thereby requiring inference. These two distinct categories of referentiality are not an either/or alternative but
lie on a continuum with semantic referentiality on one end and pragmatic referentiality on the other. This study
brings fresh insight to man, which refers not only to nominal expressions but also hon-nominal categories verb
phrases, clauses, and discourses, thereby supporting the gradient nature of referentiality.

By framing man as fulfilling a pragmatic rather than strictly syntactic role, this study paves the way for
future research into the functions of expletive-like pronouns in topic-prominent and pro-drop languages. This
perspective opens new avenues for examining how such pronouns contribute to discourse coherence and
textual cohesion across typologically diverse languages. Future research could test the proposed continuum
model in other topic-prominent or pro-drop languages, exploring parallels and divergences in the functions of
expletive-like pronouns. For instance, extending the analysis to other Southeast Asian languages, such as
Khmer or Burmese, could provide a broader understanding of regional typological patterns.
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Appendix: List of abbreviations

ADR addressive CL clause

CLF classifier COMP complementizer
cop copula DEM demonstrative
DISC discourse DM discourse marker
DOM direct object marker IMPERS  impersonal
INDEF indefinite LNK linker

NEG negative NP noun phrase
PASS passive PL plural

PRO pronoun PTC particle

Q guestion QNT quantifier

RECP reciprocal REFL reflexive
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REL relativizer SG singular
TAM tense-aspect-mood VP verb phrase
1,2,3 grammatical person
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