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Key Points

• Subjectification and intersubjectification have been conceptualized in different ways
• Subjectification and intersubjectification are multidirectional processes from a diachronic point of view
• Subjectification and intersubjectification have recently been reconceptualized in new models of increased discourse

orientation or constructionalization
• The pathways of (inter)subjectification require further diachronic typological testing

Abstract

This entry presents the state-of-the-art of research into the pathways of subjectification and intersubjectification across
language histories. First, I detail the various ways in which these processes have been conceptualized by scholars. Second, I
critically examine the evidence for diachronic connections between subjectification and intersubjectification and a lack
thereof. Third and finally, I explore the ways in which the pathways of (inter)subjectification should undergo wider
diachronic typological study, especially based on corpus evidence from language histories other than English.

Introduction

It is well known that the ways in which we use language may lead to the semantic coding of what were only pragmatic implicatures
before. Due to the role played by speakers and hearers, one important consequence of this is that expressions may become more
‘subjective’ or ‘intersubjective’ over time, processes which are commonly referred to as subjectification and intersubjectification. Gener-
ally speaking, we can say that expressions become semantically more based in the speaker’s perspective with subjectification, as
illustrated by English indeed which shifted its original meaning from ‘in action’ to ‘in actuality’ (Traugott & Dasher, 2002, p.
159). In the case of intersubjectification, expressions become more based in the addressee’s perspective, as for example shown
by the use of previously subjectified expressions such as surely or of course to anticipate the addressee’s knowledge and or agreement,
e.g. ‘surely/of course, that is not my fault’. In this article, I discuss how both processess have been conceptualized, detail the different
ways in which they may be connected diachronically and sketch the potential impact of both on languages across the world.

The Delimitation of (Inter)Subjectification

At the heart of the concepts of subjectification and intersubjectification lies the vexed question which dimension of (inter)subjec-
tivity one takes as the defining criterion. As summarized concisely by Narrog and Heine (2021, pp. 93e99), both concepts have each
been used in at least three distinct ways (cf. also De Smet & Verstraete, 2006, who distinguish different types of subjectivity). Against
the backdrop of a long prehistory, linguistic subjectivity has mainly been taken as (A) subjectivity in terms of speaker commitment (cf.
Traugott, 2010; Narrog, 2012a, pp. 13e31), even though other scholars have seen subjectivity (B) in terms of speaker deixis and con-
strual, e.g. in the theory-specific way of Cognitive Linguistics (e.g. Verhagen, 2005), or as (C) subjectivity in terms of speaker-restricted
knowledge (Nuyts, 2001; Portner, 2009). Intersubjectivity has especially been defined (A) in terms of coding attention towards the
addressee, both toward the addressee’s epistemic and social self (most notably by Traugott, 2003, 2010 and many after her). Far
fewer have taken intersubjectivity (B) in terms of both hearer or speaker plus hearer deixis (cf. Verhagen, 2005 who takes the presence
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of speaker and hearer as conceptualizers to be the intersubjective basis of a construal), or (C) in terms of shared accessibility of infor-
mation, connected to evidentiality (Nuyts, 2001). Undoubtedly, the most influential approach has been the one advocated by Trau-
gott, especially because it was the only approach which was applied to diachronic data.

Yet, this is not to say that Traugott’s approach has gone unchallenged. On the one hand, scholars have taken issue with the fact
that Traugott presumed that intersubjectification must be preceded by subjectification, because this should be an empirical question
(as discussed below, cf. also Narrog, 2012b; Ghesquière et al., 2012; la Roi, 2022). On the other hand, scholars have sought to refine
the concept of intersubjectivity and intersubjectification as proposed by Traugott; for instance, Ghesquière et al. (2012, pp.
133e144) split up intersubjectivity in responsive intersubjectivity (e.g. turn-taking, response elicitation, aiding discourse continuity),
attitudinal intersubjectivity (e.g. politeness-oriented), and textual intersubjectivity (e.g. focus, backgrounding, counter-expectation),
whereas Narrog and Heine (2021, pp. 92e117) instead replace both terms with a model of their own. They suggest an alternative
diachronic model of so-called increased discourse orientation, a concept that covers increased speaker orientation, increased hearer
orientation and increased speech (text) organizational orientation as separate parameters. As a result of this interest in the connec-
tions of (inter)subjectivity with textual functions (broadly defined), Traugott (2022, pp. 197) has now also identified so-called tex-
tualization, referring to the “increase in the degree to which SP/Ws pay overt attention to text-creation and invite AD/R to interpret
textual relationships.”

Diachronic Connections Between Subjectification and Intersubjectification

Despite the increased awareness of the impact of (inter)subjectification, we have only recently become aware of the fact that there
does not seem to be a clear-cut directionality from subjectification to intersubjectification, as proposed initially by Traugott and as
mentioned above. Ghesquière (2010) for example provided diachronic evidence from adjectives of completeness (e.g. whole,
complete) which shift from objective descriptive determiner to secondary determiner to emphasizer (e.g. ‘complete idiot’ or ‘whole
trains of years’). Others have explicitly stated that any diachronic connection between the two should be an empirical question
(Ghesquière et al., 2012; Narrog, 2012b; Van Olmen, 2010). In fact, Ghesquière et al. suggest that “textually intersubjective items
may develop from responsively intersubjective ones” (Ghesquière et al., 2012, p. 144) and conclude that “the chronological link
between subjectified and intersubjectified uses is better described as multidirectional”. Moving beyond this proverbial chicken
and egg question, la Roi (2022) has pointed out that there are also expressions that do not take the step of subjectification at
all, even in cases of intersubjectification. Based on a corpus study of the imperative amélei in a diachronic corpus of Ancient Greek
(V BCEdII AD), la Roi showed that its original meaning ‘no worries (about X)’ and original use (viz. with a genitive complement)
only had a weak responsive intersubjective function, but that the imperative soon developed more heavily intersubjective meanings
comparable to the English discourse marker ‘of course’: it was (i) increasingly used not only in response to requests and questions
but also independent of any speech act demanding ‘response’, (ii) became decategorialized from its imperative status and shifted to
sentence-external positions to function as a ‘particle’, and (iii) it came to be used to mark asserted intersubjective agreement, even
where it was contentious (cf. the rhetorical use of English “Of course, you will agree that we cannot go on like this”). What this
illustrates is that expressions with an already hearer-oriented function may display a range of different developments that can be
related to their intersubjectification (compare Narrog & Heine, 2021, p. 97 for theoretical speculation on this point). To such coun-
terarguments against the earlier intersubjectification-presupposes-subjectification-approach, we should also add recently noted
cases of objectification (Narrog & Heine, 2021, pp. 110e113), e.g. from a subjective tag question to a relativizer. Lastly, Traugott
has recently also revised her stance on the question of directionality between these processess; discussing possible connections
between subjectification, intersubjectification and textualization in recent constructional work on discourse markers, she suggested
that “attempts to interpret an order of development among the three is mistaken” because “all three are involved in the construc-
tionalization of a [[Conjunct] 4 [DSM]] pairing at the same time” (Traugott, 2022, p. 202). More empirical research is needed to
verify the pathways that are possible in these domains.

Subjectification and Intersubjectification Across Language Histories

This brief review of the possible diachronic connections between the two processess should also not give the false impression that
we know enough yet about the diachronic pathways of constructions involving (inter)subjectification. After all, most research on
(inter)subjectification has focused on diachronic corpus evidence from English, or well-known Germanic and Romance languages
(cf. the contrastive analysis of vision imperatives by Van Olmen, 2010), even though the Japanese example of an intersubjectively
rich honorific system has continued to feature in various contributions (e.g. already in Traugott & Dasher, 2002). Other Indo-
European langauges which provide exceptionally long periods of attestation, such as Greek, have only started to be explored (la
Roi, 2022, 2025, forthc). Although, there is now also more work on non-Indo-European languages, such as Korean (e.g. Rhee,
2012), Mandarin Chinese (e.g. Tantucci, 2021), Japanese (e.g. Narrog, 2012b) or Lakandon Maya, Kogi and Ika (see Bergqvist,
2018), other macro-areas are not covered yet. At this point, we can therefore hardly state that there is enough diachronic corpus
evidence to corroborate or falsify all (inter)subjectification pathways, in part also because some studies infer diachrony from
synchronic data.
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Moreover, a review of the literature on the (inter)subjectification pathways likewise indicates a need for wider cross-linguistic
testing across language histories. First of all, though it had become relevant to scholars to identify formal correlates of intersubjec-
tification (such as linear position or prosodic features), the consensus currently seems to be that there is not enough empirical
evidence to corroborate such correlations (Breban, 2016, pp. 142e143; Brems, 2021, pp. 339e340), despite the fact that there
may be a stronger connection of right periphery with intersubjectivity (see Brems, 2021, p. 340 with references). Second, expressions
with an intersubjective orientation, such as imperatives, may develop functions that are of keen interest to current typological schol-
arship. To illustrate briefly, la Roi (forthc) shows that vision imperatives develop apprehensional functions in the diachrony of
Ancient Greek, viz. ‘see to it that not X’, to encode the non-realization of an undesirable situation (Kuteva et al., 2019, p. 852).
Also, he compares the translation of an apprehensional construction in the Greek New Testament consisting of an imperative
and a negated complement and shows that other languages must have extended vision imperatives to this domain as well, as in
e.g. English watch out or you will be destroyed by each other (cf. Portuguese vede, Swedish se, Italian guardate), whereas others use
more explicitly apprehensive constructions (such as Norwegian, which has da er risikoen stor for at “that there is a great risk that”
or Spanish, which translates with the subjunctive tengan cuidado “be careful”). Equally, there has been a sustained interest in typo-
logical scholarship in the cross-linguistic polysemy of auditory/visual perception predicates and cognition (Georgakopoulos et al.,
2022), a polysemy which may be interpreted diachronically as a form of subjectification since external impulses are reinterpreted as
based in the subjective viewpoint of the speaker (cf. Sweetser, 1990 already on this point). Third and finally, there is some early
evidence that there may be a more direct interplay between intersubjectification and textual-pragmatic histories which is actually
specific to languages, as shown by the fact that intersubjectively marked formulae may become attached to specific parts of Post-
Classical Greek letters over time and hence reflect language-specific textual-pragmatic norms (la Roi, 2025).

Conclusion

After initial explorations of the processes of subjectification and intersubjectification identified a directionality from the former to
the latter, scholars have shown that there is evidence for pathways in alternative directions, including possible limitations to just one
of them (e.g. intersubjectification only). This has already led to an awareness of the multidirectionality of both or, alternatively, to
a reconceptualization of these processes within new models of increased discourse orientation or constructionalization. Finally,
further cross-linguistic testing of these pathways should improve our understanding of them, especially with evidence beyond
Germanic and Romance languages.
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