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INTRODUCTION. In their discussion of varieties of pronoun
systems, Miilhdusler and Harré (1990:63) note that “we cannot
exclude the possibility that the very notion of participant roles
is a culture-specific one, which has to be redefined and
reassessed for each language under study.” In the course of
studying the Lao pronominal system, I have found that the
sociocultural roles of participants in discourse are crucial in
selecting noun substitutes. The most frequently used noun
substitutes in dialogues and conversational exchanges in many
styles of Lao are not “standard” pronouns, but rather kinship
terms used pronominally.

This paper discusses the use and distribution of the terms
used in referring to oneself and to the other in 388 lines from a
Lao oral performance text. The type of performance text
chosen, Lao courting poetry, involves only two speakers; thus
the data from such a performance has a certain degree of
cultural and linguistic cohesiveness. There appear to be certain
sociocultural expectations for the kinds of kinship terminology
which will occur in such texts, and these are generally born out
by this data.

THE PROBLEM. | was interested in finding out, by analyzing
oral texts which focused on the relationship between a male
and a female, exactly what forms were used for self-reference
and what forms were used for reference to the other by each
performer. I also wanted to learn which forms were used most
frequently and under what conditions; I did not look at
anaphora. This performance is in poetic form, and I was
interested in finding out if there was some poetic pressure to
use particular forms more often than others. In summary, I
looked at the forms, their frequency, the linguistic conditions
under which they were found, and the poetic constraints.
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RELATED RESEARCH. In addition to the general work on
pronoun theory by Miihlhdusler and Harré quoted above, there
are a number of authors who have looked at the use of
pronouns and kinship terms in Southeast Asian languages. The
ones most relevant to this study include Cooke (1968) in his
work on Thai, Burmese and Vietnamese, Campbell (1969) in
his work on noun substitutes in Thai, Hoonchamlong (1992) in
her article on the uses of pAdm and dichdn in Thai, and Gething
in his work on Lao personal pronouns (1976), as well as my
own work on kinship terms used pronominally(Compton 1992,
1994).
Cooke notes in his conclusion

Probably the most obvious phenomenon revealed

by a comparison of pronominal reference in Thai,

Burmese, and Vietnamese is the frequent use that

all three languages make of a variety of personal

pronouns, kintype pronouns, and name nouns (147).
It is just such frequency and variety of forms that we find in the
Lao oral performance text under discussion here.

Campbell states that “Proper names, titles and kinship
terms...have pronominal characteristics of distribution.” He
goes on to say that these are particularly noteworthy for Thai
since with great frequency “the speaker in certain social
situations will use a given name, a kinship term, or a
professional or political title instead of one of the pronoun
forms....” (21). It is this same kind of usage pattern that [
noted in Lao texts and conversation (Compton 1992, 1994).

Hoonchamlong (1992) discusses the uses and distribution of
first person pronouns in Thai and suggests some possible
sociological factors that might have influenced the changes in
usage, while Gething (1976) provides semantic information on
Lao personal pronouns.

THE DATA. The first two sections of this performance of
courting poetry provided the data for this analysis. The form,
Lam Sithandone, was performed by two mohlam, a man,




Mohlam Sunee, and a woman, Mohlam Duangphaeng. I
selected this material because it was a performance by Lao
speakers for an audience of Lao speakers.

Every instance in which a pronoun or kinship term was used
by the performers to refer to self or the other was recorded on
cards including the linguistic environment in which each item
appeared. Occurrences of other pronouns in the data were also
noted.

Table I. illustrates the tremendous variety in the words used
for self-referral (‘I,” ‘me,” ‘my’) by the female singer. In
Duangphaeng’s first turn alone we find, in descending order of
frequency of occurrence, eleven different words or phrases.

Table 1. Duangphaeng’s Terms of Self-Reference

Text
Lao Transcription # Gloss Reference
U9 néar 56 ‘woman’ I, me, my
ﬁ93 ndorg 22  ‘younger sib’ I, me, my
Se khaa 7 ‘T I, me, my
890199 sdawnaar 7 ‘young woman’l, me, my
009wy diiapphéep 4 ‘Duangphaeng’ I, me, my
9000 sdaw m3oldm 2 ‘female singer’ I, me
W% m3olam 1 ‘expert singer’ I, me

009w m3o diianphéen 1 ‘Expert Duangphaeng’ 1

Wy phéen 1 ‘Phaeng’ I
gqoooﬂuwg Séawdﬁagphéeq 1 ‘Miss Duangphaeng’ |

ésg) khboy 1 T I

These eleven different usages emphasize different aspects of
the self in relation to the other performer. These references
include a noun, a kin term, two pronouns, and various
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combinations for ‘woman’ and ‘mohlam,’ as well as her own
name. In 229 lines of poetry, she referred to herself 93 times.
Note that the singer used her own name, Duangphaeng, five
times and the shortened form Phaeng once. This contrasts with
Sunee, who did not use his own name at all during his first
turn.

Sunee, the male singer, does use a variety of references for
himself, though his are not as numerous as those of
Duangphaeng. In the following table, presented in descending
order, are the references he uses in his first turn.

Table 2. Sunee’s Terms of Self-Reference

Text
Lao Transcription # Gloss Reference
ZiJa phii 15 ‘older sibling’ [, me, my
999  Aday 6 ‘older male sibling’ I, my
SJu hifam 6 ‘I’ (poetic) I, me
% m3oldim 3 ‘expert singer’ I, me
29 khaa 2T I
29¢  khdoy 27 I
298  saay 2 ‘male’ me

His first turn consists of 159 lines, and in it Sunee refers to
himself 36 times. He uses two kin terms, three pronouns, a
profession, and a noun. It is interesting to note that whereas the
female singer used her personal name extensively, Sunee does
not use his at all in this turn. He does not totally avoid, it
however, because in his second turn in the performance he
does use it two times, both times with his title, Mohlam Sunee;
however, we have not included data from the second turn here.



Just as she shows great variation in the terms for ‘I’ or self,
when the singer Duangphaeng refers to the male performer,
Sunee, she uses a wide variety of terms for ‘you.” Below is a
table which presents that variation and the frequency of each
word or phrase for ‘you’ or ‘your’. I have indicated which
terms can also be found as terms of address.

Table 3. Duangphaeng’s Terms for ‘You’

Text
Lao Transcription # Gloss Reference
99¢  aay 33 ‘older male sib’  you, your, yours
@ﬁ sunti 9 ‘Sunee’ you, address
(39 caw 7 ‘you’ you
z‘h phii 6 ‘older sibling’ you, your
0124 tdakhim 2 ‘dark eyes’ you
] nti 2 ‘Nee’ you, address
U98) naay 2 ‘sir, boss’ you, address
29¢) sday 1 ‘male’ you

U908 iidot saay 1 ‘wonderful male’ you, address
©99¢)  fida Aay 1 ‘respected elder male sib’ you
$9080  aaysunii 1 ‘elder male sib Sunee’ you
990UUa% day mdolam 1 ‘elder male sib Mohlam®  you
VDU  ndan 1 ‘gentle one’ you
U0 sanéehda 1 ‘sweetheart’ you

SWOMDIW Tiphoo tdawdian 1 ‘dear sweet-eyed man’ you

Note that some terms occur sometimes with the meaning ‘you’
in a sentence such as ‘You (Sunee) said...” and sometimes as
terms of address, as in ‘Think about it, Sunee dear.’
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Sunee also shows variation in the terms he uses to refer to
Duangphaeng. Note that Sunee uses the standard pronoun caw
‘you’ only about one-fourth of the time in his performance.
The kin term n3op ‘younger sibling’ dominates, with about half
of the appearances in the data, closely followed by ndap
‘woman; female.’

Table 4. Sunee’s Terms for ‘You’

Text

Lao  Transcription # Gloss Reference
199 nop 32 ‘younger sibling’ you, your
U219  naapg 14 ‘woman’ you
c%‘] caw 11 ‘you, your’ you, your
U19(98) ndany 39y 7 ‘dear woman’ dear woman
212 U199

khamdom n3on 2 ‘royal younger sib’ (same)
921 dan 2 ‘beloved’ beloved
MWD LWL

mdom pha ndany 1 ‘royal woman’ royal woman
QUM sanéehda 1 ‘sweetheart’ sweetheart
810  sdaw 1 ‘unmarried woman’ (same)

Since the two performers are ostensibly courting each other,
it is not surprising that there are not many occurrences of
pronouns or kinship terms for the third person in the data.
Duangphaeng does have a third person pronoun which she uses
quite a bit, but it is generally used to refer to respected others
in the plural (‘they’), though it also occurs with a singular
reference ‘he’ or ‘one’s.’” The distribution and use of this
pronoun is shown in the table provided below.
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Table 5. Duangphaeng’s Use of the Pronoun phon

Pronoun Text
Lao Transcription # Gloss Reference
(VD phan waa 8 ‘they’ They say

299910 (WUROL
kh3on day phau phon stiay 1 ‘he’ Of such an attractive man

o b Z
JoUVO9KNY
bat nii phan tan kéen 1 ‘he’ Now he pretended. ..
@ & v
CﬁJ €SYWUERD
sia héen phon lgew 1°one’s’It’s a waste of one’s energy

Other pronominal forms appearing in Duangphaeng’s section
of the performance are listed below.

Table 6. Other Pronouns in Duangphaeng’s Material

Text
Lao Transcription # Gloss Reference
(S9  héw 3 ‘we, our’ we, our
e phay 3 ‘who, whoever’  who, whoever
99  &n 3 ‘own self’ self
(29  khiw 1 ‘other; he, him;  someone else

she, her’



122

Each time it occurs, the pronoun hdw ‘we’ refers both to
Duangphaeng and to Sunee; thus, I did not include it in the
table on self referral. Similarly, the term é&p ‘self’ was not
included in Table I because it was used in this data to refer to
the other performer.

Finally, a phrase, YNOVUYVUEON Ada day mdokhéen, which
includes a title of respect (74a), a kin term (4ay), and a
profession (mJokhéen), is used by Duangphaeng to address the
instrumentalist accompanying the performance: ‘respected

(elder brother) khene player.’
Only two pronouns which are not first or second person were

found in Sunee’s turn. They are given below.

Table 7. Other Pronouns Used by Sunee

Text
Lao Transcription # Gloss Reference
Ju man 5 4t it; there (is)
Tes phiy 1 ‘who; anyone’ anyone

DiscUSSION. I had expected to find that the kin term for
younger sibling would be used by the female performer to refer
to herself, and that she would use the kin term for older brother
to refer to the male performer. Similarly, I had expected that
the male performer would refer to himself as older brother and
to the female performer as younger sibling. I did not expect to
find heavy usage of pronouns for ‘I’ and ‘you’ since this was
courting poetry and thus the speech was about entering into an
intimate relationship. This was essentially what was found in
analyzing the data, but with some interesting differences.

The female performer, Duangphaeng, did indeed refer to
herself using the term for younger sibling (22 times); however,
she was more than twice as likely to use a term for woman as
her term of self reference (56 times). (See Table 1.). In terms of
actual frequency of self reference, Duangphaeng used standard



pronouns 7% of the time, the term for younger sibling 21% of
the time, and terms for woman 60% of the time. The rest of
the time she used versions of her own name and versions of her
profession, (mohlam), or a combination of the two, for about
10% of the time.

The male performer, Sunee, did indeed use the term for older
brother as I had expected; however, the term which he used
most frequently for older brother was phiri, not the more
common term for older brother, 4ay. (See Table II.) The term
phiiis more likely to occur in Thai and does not often occur in
most dialects of Lao in Laos. As a young man, Mohlam Sunee
had lived in the Campassak region which was under Thai
governance in the early 1940s. It is possible that this
influenced his usage, for he uses both phir and 4day in the data,
though phiiis more prominent. Combining these two terms, we
find that Sunee used kinship terms for self referral 58% of the
time. He used Asam, the poetic pronoun for ‘I,” 17% of the
time, standard pronouns 11% of the time, and his profession
(mohlam) or the word for male 11% of the time.

When Duangphaeng referred to Sunee (the other, you), she
also used both of the kinship terms for older brother; however,
for her the term 4ay is used much more frequently than is
phii. Combining these two terms, we find that Duangphaeng
used kinship terms to speak to Sunee 60% of the time. She
used a version of his name 17% of the time, and the pronoun
caw ‘you’ 10% of the time. Titles, profession and affectionate
terms made up the remaining 13% of the references.

When Sunee sang to Duangphaeng (the other, you), the term
he used most frequently was the kinship term n3oz, in fact in
nearly half of the references ( 48%) he used this term. Terms
for woman, ndap and sdaw, occurred 32% of the time, the
standard pronoun cdw appeared 15% of the time, while
affectionate terms and titles made up the remaining 5% of the
references.

As noted above, both performers did not use standard
pronouns very often. The most common usage was of cidw
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‘you.” When this pronoun was used, it sometimes appeared in
the tone requirement slot in the poetry for the second tone
mark, mdy théo . There are five such required positions for the
second tone mark in one verse of k3on fidon poetry, but the
pronoun cdw can be found only occasionally in these positions
in the performances of both of the singers.

As for kinship terms found in the required positions for the
second tone mark, more than half of the occurrences of ndop
‘younger sibling” used by Sunee (19) appeared in such
positions. Similarly, Duangphaeng used this term in poetic
positions that require the second tone mark half of the time.
She also used 4ay in second tone positions about one-third of
the time.

There are four positions in this poetic form that require the
use of a word with the first tone mark, mdy éek. Only one of
the kinship terms used in this performance, phij, has that tone,
and this word occurred only once in such a position. None of
the standard first or second person pronouns in this data uses
the first tone mark. Another pronoun that did appear in a
particular position in the poetry was found in the phrase ‘they
say’ which occurred eight times in Duangphaeng’s
performance in the introductory phrase in a line.

CoONCLUSION. The analysis of this data leads one to conclude
that in essentially intimate speech between adults, kin terms
and personal names, titles, and affectionate terms are likely to
dominate self-reference and other-reference.  “Standard”
pronouns were used infrequently between the two speakers in
the performance analyzed, usually less than 20% of the time.
In fact, it appears that pronouns should be considered the
exception rather than the rule in such discourse. The kin terms
used have “floating person,” for when used by one speaker,
they reflect the ‘I’, but when used by the other, the ‘you’ is
indicated.

Another finding is that the term ndap was used with great
frequency, as least in this Southern Lao dialect, as a woman’s
term of self-reference in extended discourse. This is significant



because n4ap, meaning ‘woman,’ is not a kinship term, but a
noun used as self-reference in the subject and object slots in
numerous sentences (56) in the data. This same term is also
used by the male speaker to refer to the female speaker in the
positions in the sentence where a pronoun for ‘you’ or ‘yours
or a kinship term for younger sibling would generally appear.

For both speakers, the kinship terms were used with much
greater frequency, to refer to self (I, me, my) than were the
actual first person pronouns. Similarly, the kinship terms were
used with much greater frequency to refer to the other (you,
yours) than were standard pronouns. In terms of the poetic
structure, with the exception of the word for younger sibling, it
appears to be sociocultural usage and not poetic pressure which
has influenced the choice of pronouns and kinship terms in this
performance. Furthermore, this data clearly illustrates that it is
not standard pronouns, but kinship terms used pronominally
that are preferred by Lao speakers in intimate discourse.
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