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A Study of Person Deixis Used in Place of Pronouns in the Myanmar
Language

Nwe Ni Tin*

Abstract

In communicating through the use of language with one another for a variety of social
purposes on an everyday basis, people use deictic expressions to address themselves or others.
It is found that there are various deictic expressions depending on the addresser and the
addressee or the hearer. By politely using the deictic expressions in a social field, a successful
social relationship will come up with the development of language and society. This paper
presents from the point of view of semantics the person deixis used in place of pronouns in
the Myanmar language.
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Introduction

Like a bridge connected for people to travel from a place to another, language serves as
a medium for people to communicate smoothly with one another. People essentially speak for
a variety of their daily social purposes. They address one another through the use of deictic
expressions. Behind the deictic expressions, there is a reflection of soft social relations. It is
found that there are various deictic expressions depending on the addresser and the addressee.
or the hearer. There are different deictic expressions depending on language users’ sex, age,
rank, position, behavior, character and background situations. In linguistics, such spoken terms
are called address terms. The deictic expressions used in place of pronouns can be used in all
places of pronouns as the addresser and those as the addressee. Likewise, it is found that nn'like" ‘
uses of pronouns in other languages, those in Myanmar are widespread on the basis of the fact
that they are addressed. In this paper, different uses of deictic expressions are studied from the
point of view of semantics.

Aim
This paper is aimed at effectively depicting the relations between language and society
through the effective use of deictic expressions in Myanmar, better understanding the nature -
and features of the Myanmar language, and relevantly applying language use. In addition, it is
also aimed at building up a successful social relationship through the relevant use of deictic
expressions in the social field, and strengthening communicative skills through the use of
language.

Data and Method Used

Collecting the deictic expressions used in the field of daily social relations, those used
in social media, data from the articles in the daily- pubhshed Sandawchein newspaper, and the
Rector’s speech delivered on the occasion of the 19" convocation ceremony of Yangor
University of Foreign Languages held on 12 January 2019, this paper was conducted from the
view-points of Sociolinguistics and Semantics.
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Research Questions

(1) How important are deictic expressions in the field of social relations?

(2) How are person deixis in the Myanmar language used differently?

(3) Can person deixis set up a successful social relationship?

(4) Unless the deictic expressions used in social media are used systematically, which
difficulties may rise up in safeguarding the Myanmar language and literature?

Literature Review

As regards deictic expressions, Ma Soe Soe Myint’s dissertation on “A Pragmatic
Study of Interactive Speech Patterns”, Ma Aye Mi Aung’s dissertation on “Address Terms in
the Myanmar Language”, and Ma Nwe Ni Tin’s paper on “A Study of the Vocabulary Used in
Social Media” have already come out. However, dissertations and research papers which focus
on person deixis have not come out yet. With a view to filling the gap, this paper studied
person deixis classified.

1. Deictic Expressions and Experts’ Views

As regards deictic expressions, language experts define them in various ways. A
language expert Finch (Finch, 2000, 214) said, “Deixis is a Greek word meaning ‘indicate or
show’”.

Likewise, a language expert Yule(Yule,1996,10) said, “Deixis is a technical term from
Greek. It means ‘points’ via language. Any language form used to accomplish this pointing is
called a deictic expression.”

Deixis is of three kinds: person deixis, temporal deixis, and spatial deixis. It is found
that in quite a number of languages including Myanmar, person deixis is of different uses and
expanded with specialized words and expressions depending on age, status, gender, extent of
familiarity, background situations.

Myanmar language expert Sayagyi U Pe Maung Tin also said, “The words used in
place of nouns both in writing and in speaking are termed pronouns.” (U Pe Maung Tin,
Myanmar Grammar, 1954).

‘T, ‘we’, ‘you’, ‘he’, ‘she’, and ‘it’ can be said to be direct person deixis. In addition, in
the Myanmar language, the use of o§ (‘we’) is found to be generally indicative of the
inclusion of the addresser and others.

In saying, o} meom, ¢§.0o&tel:[B0SonuS’ (I/we like mohingha), o3, refers to the addresser
as a single person, but it is also used in a situation in which others are included and referred to.
The addresser can be addressed ascli ogj4eoodi ogger ogd1 odoS and o3,. The addressee
can be addressed as o€31 oCqp: 4S1 and popS:. The deictic expressions are used in various
ways depending on intimacy and background situations.

2. Deictic expressions in personal names

Deictic expressions in personal names are found to indicate familiarity, formality,
respect and value, but sometimes politeness or rudeness arising out of one’s feelings or
emotions. Deictic expressions in personal names can be divided as full-name deixis, prefixed-
name deixis, shortened-name deixis, and duplicated-name deixis.
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2.1. Full-name deixis

As regards deictic expressions, personal names are used in various forms depending on
one’s feelings and emotions. For example,

(1) eéoéocon: ooemuo%oi:mo: (“Khin Khin Htar, won’t you memorize your lessons?”)
(2) ogpean (94[64c9deco (“Thanda Aung, hurry up!)
(3) §058n¢ egemoicoo: (“Nwe Ni Tin, how are you?”)
In the above-mentioned sentences, the emotional states held by the addresser towards
the addressee can be seen. In sentence (1), in a situation which a girl named Khin Khin Htar
was asked by her mother to memorize her lessons, the addresser used her given name instead

of the common term of dearness 208: (daughter) indicating her impatience towards her

daughter. In sentence (2), the addresser’s impatience can be seen by addressing her friend who
was getting late for school through the use of her given name.

In sentence (3), the greeting goS§ooécgemndicon: seems to be indicative of

unintimacy and formality. Deictic expressions on given names indicate the fact that the elder
address the younger, the higher-ranking official his or her subordinate, and the peers among
themselves. On the other hand, depending on the situations between the addresser and the
addressee, they seem to express intimacy, unintimacy, or unfamiliarity.

2.2. Prefixed-name deixis

Prefixes are used in addressing names. For example, deictic expressions addressing
girls such as Ah Hla, Mi Chaw and Ma Maw are the uses indicating intimacy. Name prefixes
such as Maung, U and Daw are also used in different situations depending on age, rank and
formality. For example, it is found that U Tun Oo, Ko Than Soe, Maung Myat Thu, Daw
Thuzar, Ma Nilar, Ah Hla, Ah Tun, Mi Chaw, Ma Naw, and so on are in common use.

Likewise, name prefixes such as ‘c’, ‘§:’and ‘8’ are also used. The prefix ‘c’ seems to
indicate intimacy or belittlement. In ancient judicial trials, the use of ‘c’ is found to be meant
for male persons, for example, céeané. Likewise, the use of ‘8’ is a term of dearness
addressed to male persons, for example, ‘§:em0¢’ for ceoéewond . For female persons, ‘8’ is
used before their given names as a term of dearness among themselves such as ‘8eses’ and
‘8[gy’. ‘8" is also used for degrading others. However, the use of ‘3’ before female names of
Mon is culturally indicative of gentleness.

2.3. Shortened-name deixis

Myanmar people use various deictic expressions in addressing each other depending on
background situations, feelings, emotions and intimacy. For example, the name a3o»04: is
shortened as 04z, §:03(@6: as §: [86:, and em:(e{g@: as eme:(g. Such shortened-name deixis
indicate friendship and kindness between the addresser and the addressee.

The use of shortened names is found not only in Myanmar people but also in other
nationalities. For example, in English names, ‘Rob’ is dearly used for ‘Robert’, ‘Elizabeth/Liz’

for ‘Elizabeth Taylor’, and ‘Jolly’ for Angelina Jolly. The use of shortened names to address
each other depending on the intimacy between the addresser and the addressee is lovely.
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2.4. Duplicated-name deixis

Duplicated-name deixis indicates the intimacy between the addresser and the addressee.
For example, ‘Soe Soe’ is duplicated for ‘Marlar Soe’, ‘Naing Naing’ for ‘Shwewah Naing’,
and ‘Aung Aung’ for ‘Thiha Aung’. In duplicating names, the final element is found to be
duplicated.

2.5. Deictic expressions combining occupations and names

Some deictic expressions are found to be used by the addresser in addressing the addressee.
Deictic expressions combining occupations and names are, for example,

soep(3: 318w soqpemt soepe and o epeaoad:
oSq,oS&ﬁ o3g)03@: (o3qpuS is used for female teachers.)
e3la300¢ esgcoo’ (medical doctor)

¢cS¢imea00é: (army officer)

Deictic expressions combining occupations and names seem to be indicative of
formality and respectfulness.

2.6. Deictic expressions combining degrees and names

The educational degree one holds is used before one’s given name. (For example, those who
hold doctoral degrees are formally addressed ‘Dr’ before their given names.)

Dr. Kyf Shwin
Dr. Mi Mi Aung
Dr. Yin Myo Thu

Such deictic expressions are used formally at respective workplaces. They indicate
respectfulness and formality.

2.7. Deictic expressions used in kinship terms

There are such deictic expressions used in kinship terms addressed to one’s own relatives as
Beol meel o3y =gor (eo[o3:) Siecon meall ;[Bimwdad Bwder ceséscor
écc\)n pSeccos OgGCO:I OROGCV:I 20DIGCV 208:6c0: and efg:eco:. Such kinship terms
are also used in addressing those who are not one’s own relatives, but treated as though they
were one’s own relatives. In addition, spouses tend to address each other through the use of the
terms addressed to them by their offspring such as aoco@: and ace@:. Deictic expressions
used in kinship terms indicate dearness, warmth, and intimate family relations.

2.8. Deictic expressions on occupations

On the basis of the addressed persons’ occupations, there are deictic expressions used
in place of pronouns. For cxample, o;@: (minister), @$°$ (minister for information),

sop(03: (headmaster), olgyd (rector), 4qS (director general), c‘}c&m@: (colonel),
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ealo3om (doctor), soep (teacher), soepo§ (medical doctor), compéisoqp (male school

teacher), soqpe (female school teacher), o§e4qp (qp[o3:) (manager), g e4(03: (lawyer),
oC1o00: (actor), e&:o08: (actress) omisoqp (driver), o:qjeoep (artist) ooooz§ieoep
(cartoonist), @2:3ep: (chef).

Deictic expressions on occupations are indicative of formality and respect on the one
hand, and non-intimacy on the other hand.

2.9. Deictic expressions on appearance

In addressing people, Myanmar people use deictic expressions on appearance rather
than names. For example, agé@n mému B?BQE!  FPEDIGCVI 0o303s

oopodiqeontel 810051 1 Grnodfey and clicwod §:.
Deictic expressions on appearance are used to show respect to and to look down on
others.

2.10. Deictic expressions on habitual actions

On the basis of the people’s mental states and their habitual actions, deictic expressions
on habitual actions are used. For example, mqoSooeo: daoeou opc3é1 esotav et

w@ﬁs@n ézmﬁccn cm%ooﬁcpv o3gei cdgadi copti Bodgodicqé: ecvdedmnl
cqoogcﬁccqﬁu eqPa3giad| cqod ecoms qiéieaodi o[36:3:1 00mpd[B1 ecpqé!

0410410081 Goangpi e8I aocogol: and geods.

Deictic expressions on habitual actions are indicative of other people’s weaknesses.

2.11. Deictic expressions on emotions

Certain deictic expressions are found to indicate the addresser’s attitudes towards the
addressee. For example,

200160011 S1cuSecol Meo:

BeScco: P30 250r§sco:
gdefo3: qdad[o3:
Q§lc3@u oﬁ:cm& ogo:coo%u c\i@z
cn']oSc@oé: qac‘fu 2eaE| Q! 8$w| eoSeé:@:e
Deictic expressions on emotions are found to vary depending on the addresser’s

emotions towards the addressee. In particular, they reflect the addresser’s attitudes towards the
addressee.

2.13. Deictic expressions on loan words

A contact between the two languages enables the words of a language to enter the
vocabulary of the other language. The loan words that enter a language in this way are used as
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deictic expressions. For example, the loan words from English coming into Myanmar are
found to be used as deictic expressions, for example,

BgnS §odi Bgpl 3uSSi o8

oSS0 :ﬂﬁo%oool eic,qp
I, You, MD, AE, EC, Driver, CEO

The above-mentioned loan words are found to be used as deictic expressions in the
Myanmar language.

2.14. Deictic expressions mixed with language codes

While a language is basically being used, certain elements of another language are
mixed into it. For example,

“You” o3 "I ¢[goo0o1d| o300l o3,

[ told you to study hard.

“engineer” [03: ;e bgdegad

Hi, Engineer, what are you busy with?
slmeon, ag§ecdeoqpé:q “rector” ol
He’s the “rector” of our university.

28: QGQ_gé:o%éqléo?.o'] “teacher”
Today, I"d like to ask leave from you, teacher.

Deictic expressions mixed with language codes are widely used among educated persons.

2.15. Deictic expressions used in respective regions

Certain deictic expressions are found to vary depending on different regions. They
include (1) deictic expressions addressed to young people and (2) deictic expressions addressed
to old people.

(1) Deictic expressions addressed to young people

§:o001 (0gec0:)(Mandalay)

02105/ emadecvri cuScouS/8cuS (Mawlamyaing)

::oomiz/ 3:o$: (Dawei)

comicud/egodcudi somdeceS (Myeik)

®2¢ (Kyangin)

oge (Mid-land Myanmar)

(2) Deictic expressions addressed to old people

®> (Father) [Mid-land regions — Butalin, Monywa, Minhla] {used for one’s own

relatives}

%o (Mother) [Mid-land regions — Butalin, Monywa, Minhla] {used for one’s own

relatives}

::o@: (Uncle) [Gyobingauk] {used for one’s own relatives}
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colCogiql/ goi08:q¢ (Grandmother) [Ohnhtwe Village, Htilin] {used for both
relatives and non-ralatives}
8(c3s 8eco 8cwod (Aunt) [Htilin] {used for both relatives and non-ralatives}

46073 /ogige/cli =og4 (1) [Htilin]

Deictic expressions used in respective regions are lovable, and provide a large number
of regional knowledge. However, some deictic expressions addressed to races are found to face
them certain difficulties in doing office work and some other matters. For example, when they
are enrolled for registration, they just give their so-called names instead of their given ones,
causing difficulties to them.

2.16. Deictic expressions used based on background situations
Deictic expressions used based on background situations include o1 &1 ecypt

qé1 eoodi cli oqydi og§ecod: o3uS. In situations where intimate friends address each
other, they say oé:1 41 cl, and in situations where spouses angrily address each other, they
say:
Husband: 103 mecoiecgal 0qgadolcd cloudasslsfgoqecss

How many times do I have to tell you to take care of the children?
Vite: ghor ol chqgbiegonher ghgocogSiomoffencsy

Don'’t blame me alone repeatedly. You are also responsible.

The two male friends address each other in an intimate situation, as indicated below:
A: ey elymanudeoncedcdi

Hey, man, when are you coming?
B: craﬁcovs PGSOV cg.mSchccoocﬁcmmB_o'] eudn

I'm not fre? now. I think I'll come next week.

Therefore, what is said by intimate friends themselves changes on the basis of
background situations. For example, they usually address each other with their names, but
when a ceremony or a meeting is held, they address each other using “U” or “Daw” before
their names according to such background situations.

2.17. Deictic expressions used on wedding ceremonies

On wedding ceremonies, the Master of Ceremonies addresses the bride and the
bridegroom in the midst of the audience as:

0H026e28 603/ 0H 0006l §/ 66 03,2001/ 6003, 28

2.18. Deictic expressions used on convocation ceremonies

The Head of Education, who awards degrees to the candidates who attend the
convocation ceremony as eeoéo3 / eudoy , as indicated by his speech extracted below:
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[Extracted -from the Rector’s speech delivered on the occasion of the 19"
convocation ceremony of the Yangon University of Foreign Languages held on
12 January 2019.]

3. Deictic expressions used in social media

If deictic expressions used in social media are studied, what is addressed to male and
female persons is found to be interesting.- However, although it seems to be a good symbol
from the point of view of linguistics on the one hand as the vocabulary of the Myanmar
language increases, the form, essence and characteristics of the language may disappear on the
other hand as its speech sounds and orthography are changed. Therefore, deictic expressions
used in social media are not to be overused.

3.1. Deictic expressions addressed to male persons

:\lcooqu:: - aoo:@:/ :D’D:COI:

3oy 88
203 - @503/ g
pSecoi-  epo:

3.2. Deictic expressions addressed to female persons
Sister — Sis
éecm: — 6CO:
e — »uSe

meco: — ¢o1/ 9841

wo[F: — §:

c ¢
00 - @00
qﬁw -— %IQ

Q Q
e — DL

It is found that ©8: is widely used for 208: (daughter) in social media. Such wider uses
in social media spread to printed media. The use of ©8: as in ogzcgc\n:u:é (Am I beautiful?)
said by a female person addressing herself, is found to be mentioned on pages (a) and (b) in the
special section of the daily newspaper “Sandawchain™ (Volume 3, No. 1001) published on 20
January 2016:

A girl on Facebook looked lovely on well-known B6 12 with her lips pouted a
little. I really gave her a ‘LIKE’. | happened to remember such a girl in the habit of
taking her selfies posted on Facebook and asking, “Am [ beautiful?” (Sandawchain, 20-
9-2016, pages (b) and (c), lines 6-10)
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Therefore, the deictic expression ‘©8:* is found to come to printed media
through social media. It can be assumed that the use of ‘oo’ from 208: is changed to
‘@81’ , which is more dearly addressed. In fact, the use of the consonant ‘o’ is changed
to the use of the consonant ‘o’

3.3. Deictic expressions expressing dearness

Deictic expressions depend on a situation relating to both the addresser and the
addressee. Such expressions are basically used in face-to-face communication. (Khin Aye,
2014, p 240)

2o cc0: —>  gdeco:
201600 —>  Dg80p4ieco:
0§00 §:600: —> 002G

mecos —>  Get
gooqpeaoding —>  ogjlodecot

Bo3m[godecoigproodgi(mBpdemadiong —»  egdodeco:
ap039906020¢ 6[go¢ 0y —»  wododecu:

As these expressions are basically used in face-to-face communication, they are also
basically used in online media, thereby indicating the relationship between language and social
community.

3.4. Loan deictic expressions used in social media

It is a characteristic of language that language contact enables the words of a language
to come into another language and to become loan words that have come to exist in that
language. (Khin Min, 1997, p 138)

Since ancient times, there has been a tradition in which contact between nations enables
foreign words to come into the Myanmar language as loan words. In the same way, since the
colonial period, contact between languages due to political and military affairs has enabled
English loan words to come into the Myanmar language. Nowadays, thanks to sophisticated
technologies, people around the world can easily communicate each other. From that, English
loan words have entered the Myanmar language with momentum. Now, such words as
computer, internet, e-mail, and Facebook have been internalized and familiarized in the
Myanmar language.

Saya Maung Khin Min (Danubyu) shed light on the fact that “the computer and the
internet have emerged for easy communication. People from afar can not only speak but also
see each other. They can do the chatting. Through Facebook, broad communication can be
done. Video conferencing can be done. Communication technologies that will emerge in the
future are open-ended.” (Khin Min, 2015, p 47) Therefore, English words have entered
Myanmar vocabulary used in social media through technologies, and mixed with Myanmar
words as loan words widely used in the language. For example,

sister — sis
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brother — bro
friend — fri
expired — ex

temporary love/ secret love — crush

secret dater — silent

lovely person — cutie

lonely person — FA

It is found that the loan words entering the Myanmar language are widely used in social media.

Benefits of deictic expressions used in social media

It is found that deictic expressions used in social media bring benefits and bad effects
as well to language. According to the nature that language increases, new words are loaned,
expanded, and created. As demanded by the current period, a large number of words have
entered the language on the basis of new ideas, new situations, new businesses, and new
technologies. Thanks to new words, new pieces of knowledge have increased. Therefore, by
relevantly using new words used in social media in accordance with the criteria, rules and
regulations of a society, the language in the society can be used effectively.

Bad effects of deictic expressions used in social media

Most of the young people are familiar with social media. They adorably use social
media. When the use of social media is repeated, new words are created. The existing words
such as o3(a3: and aoeco: are shortened as og: and ee: and the use of o3(o3: is changed to

:rS:oq] as a tongue twister. Such uses were first started with some person, and are gradually

followed by other people around him or her spreading to many persons who have come to
think that such uses are modern. In the course of time, such errors may be thought as correct,
and the features of language and literature may be lost.

From the point of view of sociology, if such deictic expressions used in social media
are used in great numbers, it will be difficult to hear and read genuine Myanmar language in
Myanmar society. With the passing of time, the features of the Myanmar language may be lost.
Although the fact that language is productivity is true, the idea that only if one speaks deictic
expressions used in social media, one may attain social acceptance and be modern may deviate
the trends of Myanmar language and literature.

Findings on Person Deixis

As there are deictic expressions used in terms of direct relationship, there are also those
used in terms of friendship and respect. One’s real mother is addressed “mum” in terms of
kinship, but women of one’s mother’s age are usually addressed “mum” in terms of respect.
However, a male person at the age of one’s real father is not addressed “dad” apart from one’s
father-in-law. It is found that deictic expressions used at home and those used outside are
different.
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Overview

Person deictic expressions are found to vary depending on age, occupation and extent
of intimacy. In the Myanmar language, a systematic use of person deixis is to reveal Myanmar
people’s respectfulness, adoration, value, dearness and friendship. An effective use of deictic
expressions in place of pronouns may lead to a situation in which they flourish in the field of
social relations.

Conclusion

Deictic expressions in the Myanmar language explicitly indicate the relationship
between language and society. By using them relevantly depending on the social situations of
the society concerned, a variety of social matters that are to be carried out within a social
community will be smoothly accomplished, and communicative skills will advance. With that,
deictic expressions in foreign languages will then be comparatively studied with those in the
Myanmar language. '
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