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"GUILLAUME | VA PAS GAGNER, C'EST D'ABORD MAMAN"
GENESIS OF THE FIRST PERSON PRONOWN

Mireille BRIGAUDIOT
Aliyah MORGENSTERN
Catherine NICOLAS

INTRODUCTION

Sincethe turn of the twentieth century, we know that
betweenthe agesof 2 and 3, children use severallinguistic
forms to refer to their self as subjectof the utteranceghey
produce.ln Frenchandin English, the two languagesve have
studiedfor this work, the following forms were analyzedby
variousauthors

- preverbal vowels. for example Bloch's daughter
(1924)says/a/ in front of nhounsbut alsoin front of verbs.
This phenomenorasbeen more recently well describedby

Lois Bloom (1970)who givestwo possibleexplanationdor the

occurrencef /7 / in Erik's dataat 1;07 in expressionsuchas

n - T4 n -

sit”, home".Accordingto her"onepossiblesourcefor



/" / mayhavebeenthe pronounl; this interpretationof 77/ in
constructionswith verbs becamemore tenable at Eric Il
(1;10), when the form was often | in context before verbs
only. A secondpossiblesourcemay have beenthe prenoun
articlea or the™”

- first name or a nickname: for example Bain's
daughterSheila(1936) saysher nameat 1;08 to talk about
herselfSeebeeat.

- the pronouns me and my, in Frenchmoi:. Grégoire
(1937)describedis sonCharlesat 1;09 as saying/mapapet/
(menot potty, meanindg'l don'twantto go onthe potty").

- You, in Frenchtu: whenCooley'sdaughten1930) says
you want cake at 2;02, sheis the one who wants a piece of
cake.

- 1, in Frenchje: at 1;11, Bain's daughtersays| help
Mama
We must add another phenomenonwhich some of these
authorshavereferredto, theabsencef form in front of verbs
whenl is mandatoryin adultEnglishand”je" in adultFrench.

- null form: for exampleat 2;01, Bloch'sdaughtersays
/papomefhat put, meanindg'l wantto putonthe hat").

Theseexampleshowthatthe acquisitionof the pronoun
| is in progressvhenchildrenare aroundthe age of two. But

how canthe use of theseseveralcompetingforms by young



speakerbeexplained?Are therestageswvhich preparefor the
useof | ? Whatarethe problemswe are presentedvith when
we studythe acquisitionof this tiny, slipperypronoun?
Severalauthorsgo beyondthe simple record of these
variousforms and makeattemptsat explaining the genesisof
thefirst personpronounby referringto problemswhich for us

correspondo threedifferentpointsof view.

A psychologicabroblem:self awareness

Sincethe middle of the nineteentihcentury,psychologists
haveinsistedon the relation betweenfirst personpronouns
(me |) and an important stage in the psychological
developmentoncerningself awarenesschildren start being
awareof themselvesonly when they acquire"self-pronouns”
(Lobish, 1851). Whetherthey use those pronounsis directly
relatedto the "feeling of personality”(Wallon, 1934). "Before
theappearancef je... children...havenotunderstoodhat the
representationhey have of themselvess different from the
oneothershaveof them" (Piaget,1926).Evenif this feeling of
self is sometimesacknowledgedo be alreadypresentin the
child before these productions, they correspond to
psychologicalprocessesvhich canbe consideredas"a fact of
introspective awareness generated by a realization of

differentialawareness(Pichon,1936). This explanationof the



absencef a form in termsof a psychological'lack™ hasbeen

quitecriticized.

i . bl

For Pavlovitch (1920), the observersof child language
often confusethe notion of personand the acquisition of
pronominalforms.Indeedself awarenessannotbe saidto be
lessintensewhenchildrenusetheir first nameinsteadof the
pronounje. Theappearancef first personpronounsdoesnot
necessarilyorrespondo thefirst settingup of sdf awareness
(Stern& Stern,1907),andthedistinctionbetweerthe self and
the other, but is ratherin connectionwith the difficulty in
usingthe linguistic system(Jdesperserl 922, Sabeau-Jouannet
1975).

However,a numberof works showthat the referenceof
eachselfword usedby the child is not the same."Baby" and
the first namerefer to the physical self, to the image, the
shadow,whereasthe pronoun| refers to the social self in
interactionwith the others(Nelson1989).In her analysisof
Emily's monologues Nelson presentsthe "different temporal
contents"of self-referenceFrom 1;08 to 1;11, Emmyis the
term thelittle girl usesthe mostto mark an "objective self".
After 1;11, she will prefer the pronoun | to mark her

"subjective self' when the "system of temporal reference"



emergesTwo systemsself-referenceandtemporalreference,
arethereforedevelopingoverthe sameperiod.

According to Nancy Budwig (1985, 89, 90) who takes
both linguistic forms anddiscursivefunctionsinto accountin
her methodology,children code internal stateswith | and
agentivity with my. Agentivity is treatedas a prototype and
corresponds$o responsibleactionswith "intentto bring about
a change". "Internal states™ corresponds to assertive
utterances,for example Jeff says | wear it after he has
negociatedvith the researcheand hasobtainedto wear the
microphone. When they want to mark their status of
experiencerchildrenwill prefertheform/I.

Besideghe questionof this locutory intentionexpressed
by the children, we must also deal with the questionof the
referent.Indeed, since pronounsdo not have a stable and
objectivereferent(Jakobsor1963,Benvenistel966), children
encounter great difficulties which lead to the famous
"pronominal reversal”. The problem is to find out whether
whenchildrensayyou insteadof |, they considerpronounsas
referring to specific personsthereforeequivalentto proper
namesg(Clark 1978), or to rolesin discourse(Charneyl1980,
Chiat 1982, 1986 0Oshima-Takand992).In orderto analyze
this problem, we must consider the conditions in which

acquisitiontakesplace.



An interactionproblem
It is importantto understandhe consequencesf the

linguistic "input”. There is a tight connectionbetweenthe

errorsthe children make and certain usesof pronounsand

proper namesin the languageaddressedo them (Preyer
1887). Some authorshave evenshown that French mothers
usea variety of termsinsteadof tu (you) whenthey speakto

their children:il /Zelle, on, nous moije. This motheresaemight

paradoxically both help and hamperthe children in their

acquisition process (Sabeau-Jouannel975, Rabain-Jamin

1984 ,Rabain-Jami& Sabeau-Jouann&p89).

Unlike previous works, instead of wondering why
childrenDO NOT SAY |, we askedourselves!but what DO they
saywhentheyusethe variousforms we havementioned?'Our
taskis to seekthe coherenceof children'sspeechn their way

of expressindgheir selfwith their own markers.

DATA, METHODOLOGY, RESULTS

We have studiedthree corpuseswith dialoguesbetween

adultsand childrenin their naturalenvironment.One of the

children,Peter,s anEnglishspeakerthe datawas collectedby



Lois Bloom andherteam(Bloom & Lahey 1978). 1t is part of
the CHILDES database(MacWhinney 1991). The two other
children, Guillaumeand Julietteare Frenchspeakersthe data
wascollectedby BrigaudiotandNicolas(1990).

We have systematically listed and analyzed their
selfwords We begarnwith thefirst productionof their namein
subjectposition. Thethreechildrenwere1l;08. We endedwhen
they all stoppedusing their name in subject position. The
children were 2;10. We have paraphraseacach utterancein
which the children expressedtheir self in adult speech,
accordingto thelinguistic and extralinguistic context.Hereis
an exampleof how we interpretedthe following utterancen
its context:

Peter(2;00)is looking at LoisandPatwho are going to put the
toysawayandleave.

Lois: We'regonnaput our toysawayandgo home.
Peter:Petergo home.

Mother: | think thetoysare gonnago home.

We know the child is sorry eachtime the team leavesand
takesthe toys away.We thereforeassignthe meaning"l want
to go hometoo" to Petergo home implying "not only the toys
andnotonly yougo home".

Those paraphrasesave enabledus to categorizeuses

which we arenow goingto list asthey appeardiachronically.



We will successivelyanalyzethe categoriesof usesand the

formswithin eachperiod.

Table 1:Use ofSelf-reference by Peter, Guillaurmad Juliette
: : i istic

Fromagel;:08

Categories.

Two categoriescan be separatedWe have namedthem
Will/  Project, and Turn taking/Opposition (Brigaudiot,
Morgensterr& Nicolas,1994).

In the Will/Project category we havetakeninto account
all theutterancesn which the childrenare sayingl wantto or
| am going to with the meaning"l am able to do like a
grownup","l succeed".

Example;just beforeJduliettecreepaunderthebedto geta toy,
shesaysaller la-dess®us (gounderthere).

In the Turn taking/Oppositioncategory, the children
emphasizdeheir doings versusothers'doings. The selfwords
are first usedin utterancesmeaning"my turn”, or "not you,
me".

Example The Brigaudiotfamily is goingon a trip. The mother

says:Jevaisfaire ta valise (I'm gonnamakeyour suitcas¢ and



Guillaumesays:Guillaumewhich for us means”"l and not you
amgoingto makemy suitcase."

Eorms.

Variousformscorrespondo thetwo categorie®f uses.

In the Will/Project category the mostfrequentform used
in both languagess null form. It seemsasif the "verb" were
enoughto expressactions(do), desires(gef) andwills (wanf).
We only find the first personpronounl in Peter'sdata. That
could be explainedby the fact that the datawas transcribed
orthographicallywhich could leadto over-interpretationskor
Chiat(1986),variousphonemegroducedby childrenin front
of verbs can be interpretedeither as | or as you But the
transcriptionproblem might not be the only explanationfor
the occurrenceof | atsuchanearlyagein Peter'sdata.lndeed,
according to Bloom, Lightbown & Hood (1975), Peter is
consideredhsa "pronominalstyle” child usinga high number
of proforms such as | and my as agents,in contrast to
"nominalstyle" childrenwho usemostly names.

In orderto expresslhurn takingandOppositionthe three
children mostly usetheir propername.We also find me my,
moi, in the databut we can note that Peterusesl| here too.
This usewhich we only find in the English data might come
from syntacticadifferencedetweenthe two languagesln the

situation where severalprotagonistsare presentand oneof
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the speakersvould like to stressthe fact that he wantsto be
the agent,an Englishspeakermould sayl'm gonnado it (stress
onl) andaFrenchspeakerould sayc'estmoi qui vais le faire

(useof moiin asetexpression).

Fromage2:03

Categories.

Within the framework of self-designationithe children
saymorethingsandusealargernumberof forms.

TheWill/Project categorykeepsdts subjectivenature.The
children expresstheir feelings, their emotions,their desires
(Juliettesayst'as soif / you're thirsty meaning"I'm thirsty"),
but also make comments-evaluation@vhen askedwhat he is
doing, Peteranswerd just fixing this guitar) and narratetheir
pastactions(Guillaumesaysfait desbétisesaujourd’hui/ did
naughtythingstodaytalking abouthis dayat school).

The Turn taking/Oppositioncategorynow also includes
comparisonbetweerthe self and others.
Ex: Juliette’'smother describesa picture of an animal in a
book: il donnela patte (he gives his paw), and Juliette says
moi aussi,donnela patte(metoo, givethe paw).

Eorms.
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In the Will/Project category| becomesthe privileged
marker in English, je appearsin French but also tu (you
meaning). Besideghe null-form remainsquite frequent.

In the Turn taking/Oppositioncategory, there is an
importantuseof mein Englishandthe propernamein subject
positionhasbeendropped.The Frend childrenstill frequently
usetheir namealongwith moi

The specificity of this periodin the genesisof the first
personpronounis the high numberof the forms used,5 for

Peter 6 for Guillaumeand8 for Juliette.

At 2:10

We considerthat the two categoriesnergeinto one, the
children expressa subjectivel inside their relation to the
other. Their utteranceshow involve Time, Mode and Aspect.
Herearethreeexamplesaat2;10:
Guillaumeafter he hasbeentold T'esun petit (You're a little
boy) says non,je suisgrand! (no, | ambig!).
As heis checkingout everybody'shame,Petersaysl am Peter,
I'm not Patsy
Juliettetells her motherRegardeje siffle commeles enfants
(Look, I canwhistlelike the children).

Theyaretalking abouttheir statusandtheir abilities.
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Someforms disappeafrom the languageof the children
suchastu andthe first namein French,me my in English.
Othergrammaticalmarkersnow replacethe variousselfwords
thechildrenusedbefore:whereadPeterusedto saymy do, he
now saysl'm doing with | to designatehimself and the

completelNG form, like adults.

ANALYSIS

Our analysisof the three children'sdatahasenabledus
to draw two categorieswith forms which evolve when the
childrenarebetweenthe agesof 1;08 and2;10. We therefore
agreewith Budwig'sresults(1989).0ur two categorieof uses
couldbeconsideredhscoveringthe contrasteduseof | versus
my by thethreeyoungesthildrenin her study (1;08to 2;06).
Indeed the "Will-Project, Affects, Commens$-Evaluations,
Narratives"categorycorresponddo internal statesfound in
assertions. The "Turn taking, opposition, comparison”
category correspondsto "high agentivity” as defined by
Budwig: two or more participants,highly kinetic verbs, telic
situation, purposefulaction, affirmation. Our resultscomply
with the semantianeaningshe attributesto the two typesof

forms: experienceandagent(1993).
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We now proposeto considerthe entire datain orderto
seta hypothesisvhich would explainhow thesetwo categories
helpusunderstandhe genesiof thefirst personpronoun.We
wentbackto the children'sfirst words,andwe found them at
theroot of all further developmentaswe will how proceedto
demonstrate.

For a long time, children'slanguageis deictic, they do
not needto mark the personof the verb, they arelearningto
speakaboutwhattheywantin the presensituation.Guillaume
saysouvrir and Petersaysopen when they mean| want to
open We think they alreadyhavethe ability to verbalizetheir
desireand their will beforethe agewe havechosento begin
with in our study. Guillaume says humhumat 1;02 for his
motherto openabox. Besideswe alsothink that the ability to
verbalizeagentivity is precocious Children particularly learn
how to word it in routine gamesin oppositionto the other.
Theimportanceof thesecontextsis well-known, especiallythe
give andtake gamesdescribedoy Bruner (1975)in which the
markingof theagents particularlyclear.

The children also have the means to deal with their
competition with the adult. When Guillaume says raconter
(tell), his motherstartsreadinga story. Guillaumethen hasto
protest:.non Guillaumefor her to understandhat he wantsto

read.



14

This locutory force is fundamentafor usin the genesis.
We havetakenup phenomenavhich testify to this importance
in two otherlanguagesin Spanish Emilio, studiedby Vila, and
his teamin Barcelona(Vila, GonzalezZanon,1987),overuses
first personmarks.He saysmelo comoyo (me,| eatit). In
French Sign language, Laurene, studied by Morgenstern
(1994), overmarksthe self pointing gesturewhere an adult
only needsto usethe verb, sincethe speakerns implicitly the
subjectof the sentencelnsteadof signingdrink, shesignsme
drink..

Hereis avery simplefigure, summarizingour view of the

acquisitionproces=of self designation.

Figure 1:Two sources of the first person pronoun

During the period in which the children's languageis
entirelydeictic,therearetwo main sourcesof the first person
pronounin their speech.

Theyeitherexpressaffect,modality or aspectandin this
case, their first person utterancesmostly focus on the
predicate (WHAT). The children stress what they have
achievedwhat they feel andwhat they want. Their utterances

are of courseentirely subjectiveand the enunciatoris fully
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responsiblegor them. The predicateis thereforeconstructed
throughthe speaker'subjectivity.

Or they focus on the subjectof the utterance(WHO),
therefore on who is doing the action, expressing the
individuality of the selfasopposedo the other.

By giving the hypothesisof two sourcesn the genesisof
the first person,we do not take into accountthe analysisof
the various forms produced by the children as being
overextension®f | (Rispoli 1994).In our analysis,| and me
aretwo differentwordsin Peter'danguageFor example when
he saysme foundit, | find it, we give it the meaning"l have
foundit, notyou AND | amableto find it evenif | am no more
thanalittle boy".

At the end of this process,the children will then say
WHO doesWHAT (when and how) in and out of a deictic
context:

(Juliette)Touta I'heurej'ai baillé parcequej'étais sommeil(A
while ago,| yawnedbecauseée hadtired).

(Guillaume) Quand je suis trois ans, je peux souffler les
bougies (Whenl bethree,l canblow the candle3.

We hereagreewith Nelson'sresults(1989):the stabilizationof
| is contemporarywith that of the temporalmarkerssuchas
tout al'heure (a while ago), guandje suistrois ans (whenl be

three. Whenwe evokewhatis not presentwe are ableto talk
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about what we do and feel without having to position
ourselvesin oppositionto the other. That is when we use a
fully-fledged I. In a situationwherethe other is present,the
ability to sayje (1) on its own on the onehand,andmoi (me
in order to opposeoneselfto others on the other hand,
enableghe childrento say moi je (stressed). They are then
wordingwhatwe call inter subjectivity.

All these hypotheses are of a psycholinguistic nature
sincewe havetried to find regularusesover a long periodin
two languages. Among the processesinvolved in the
acquisitionof self-referencewe also take into accounthow
children deal with the language they hear. For example
Guillaume and Julietteonly usetu (you) insteadof je (1) in
expressiondhey have heardthe adultssay in order to word
prohibitions,achievementyr internalstatesJuliettesayst'as
mal (it hurts you) when somethinghurts _herand Guillaume
says t'allumes (you put the light on) when he has finally
succeededh putting the light on. Our studythereforelacks a
preciseanalysisof the mother'sspeechin order to be more
completeThatwould enableusto find out if preverbalvowels
first appearnn repetitionsjust like tu (you). For example,in
Juliette'scaseat 1;09:

Mother: Oh! tu asfait untrou! Tuasabiméle livre! (Oh! you've

madea hole! Youwreckedthe book!).
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Juliette: /ame/

Mother: Oui, abimé.(Yeswrecked).

Juliette:/olabim/ (Ohwreckit)

Mother: Oui, t'as abimé!(yesyou'vewreckedt).

Juliette: /" bim alatabim / (wreckyouwreck)

CONCLUSION

The fact that children do not use | to mark the first
personin subject position from the very start, has been
interpretedasa lack of self-awarenessm the beginningof the
century. However, whether the children say veux ¢ca (want
this) or je veux ca (I want this), adults know they are
expressindheir own desirewith no ambiguity.

Besideschildrenalsousetheir name,meand my (moi in
French).In that case,they are claiming responsibilityfor the
ongoing action in a turn taking process.We have therefore
drawntwo categorie®f usesbeginningat the ageof 1;08, with
the characteristics "Will/Project” in one and "Turn
taking/Opposition’'In the other.

When the children beginto talk abouttheir feelings or
pasteventstheytakepossessioof the formsthey haveheard

in thosecontexts(l, you).
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And finally, sincethey areableto positionthemselvesn
relation to the other and to word their subjectivity (I'm
hungry, | fell, | don't want to stay here they now have the
means to verbalize their own feelings within the inter
subjectivityof discoursgWhentold | love meatballs]et's have
somefor lunch theycananswerButl don'tlike then).

This genesids formally easierto tracein Frenchthanin
English in which the forms | and | (stressed)are hard to
differentiateeventhough they refer to two different values.
Thatmay be the reasorwhy Englishspeakingchildrenusethe
formsmeandmy (a phonicandsyntacticakcombinationof me
andl) in subjectposition.It would thereforebe interestingto
takestresganto accountn furtheranalyses.

Whenwe studythe acquisitionproces=of self-reference,
it is of courseimportantto distinguishthe phenomenaof a
psycholinguisticnature,andthosewhich are strictly linguistic
andarelinked to theformal acquisitionof the mothertongue.
A study of various languages.especially non Indo-European
languageswould confirm that there are two problems:the
formal linguistic phenomenahouldtake on different forms,

whereaghe psycholinguistichypothesisvould be validated.



