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In this paper I present a linguistic investigation of the literary style known as
free indirect discourse within the framework of formal semantics. I will argue
that a semantics for free indirect discourse involves more than a mechanism
for the independent context shifting of pronouns and other deictic elements.
My argumentation is fueled by literary examples of free indirect discourse
involving what I call language shifts:

(1) Most of the great flame-throwers were there and naturally, handling
Big John de Conquer and his works. How he had done everything big
on earth, then went up tuh heben without dying atall. Went up there
picking a guitar and got all de angels doing the ring-shout round and
round de throne. . . that brought them back to Tea Cake. How come he
couldn’t hit that box a lick or two?

[
Hurston 1937, Their Eyes Were Watching God.

]
Below I start with a short introduction to the phenomena of direct, indirect,
and free indirect discourse from a general linguistic perspective. I then intro-
duce formal semantics, and in particular, formal semantic analyses of indirect
and direct discourse. Free indirect discourse combines elements of both, but
it seems decidedly closer to direct discourse. I examine the reigning semantic
analysis of free indirect discourse, a variant of the demonstrative account
of direct discourse featuring “double context dependence” (Banfield 1982,
Schlenker 2004). After showing that this type of account has fundamental
difficulties with language shift data like (1), I close with a brief sketch of an
alternative analysis based on “mixed quotation.”

1 Direct, indirect, and free indirect discourse

Free indirect discourse is form of reporting what someone said or thought.
It is best defined by contrasting it with the more traditional forms of speech

∗ This is a draft of a paper intended for an audience of non-semanticists. Comments welcome.
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and thought reporting, viz. direct discourse (2a) and indirect discourse (2b).

(2) Two weeks later, Mary was getting ready to leave Amsterdam.
a. “Hurray! Tomorrow I’ll be home and I’ll never have to see this

place again,” she thought to herself.1

b. She thought to herself that she would be home the next day and
that she would never have to see that place again.

c. Hurray! Tomorrow she would be home and she would never have
to see this place again, she thought to herself.

All three report the same thought. In the remainder of this section we’ll look at
them all in some more detail. To settle some terminology up front: I will refer
to the reporter, i.e. the utterer, writer, or otherwise producer of a reporting
sentence (e.g. (2a,b,c)), as the narrator. I will refer to the reported speaker,
i.e. Mary in (2), as the protagonist.

Direct Discourse

With (2a), repeated below, the narrator reports the protagonist’s thought
verbatim, i.e. he presents Mary as mentally verbalizing the exclamation
Hurray! followed by the statement Tomorrow I’ll be home and I’ll never have to
see this place again.

(3) “Hurray! Tomorrow I’ll be home and I’ll never have to see this place
again,” she thought to herself.

[
=(2a)

]
This faithfulness to the linguistic form of the reported thought is the main
characteristic of direct discourse. It follows that the report would be strictly
speaking false if the original was worded significantly differently, even if the
actual content remains the same, as in I’m gonna be home tomorrow! Yeah! I
will never have to see this place ever again!

Let’s confront right away three common misconceptions about direct
speech/thought reports. First, whether, philosophically speaking, thoughts
really are English sentences is irrelevant. What matters is that the narrator
who writes a direct thought report like (3a) (or (3c) for that matter) assumes,
for the sake of telling an entertaining story, the folk psychological notion of
thought as internal utterance.

Second, whether the thought or utterance actually took place doesn’t
matter for classifying a sentence as a direct report. If the quoted thought

1 Often, direct thought (as opposed to speech) reports are marked with italics rather than
double or single quotation marks. Occasionally they are even left completely unmarked.
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didn’t occur, the report in (3) would be false, but it remains a direct thought
report nonetheless. In the terminology of linguistic pragmatics: reports (direct
or otherwise) do not somehow presuppose that a certain utterance or thought
took place, they assert it. Note that false reports can still be meaningful:
(3a), by virtue of its form alone, conveys a clear message, viz. that she had
a thought of this particular form at some salient time in the past. For this
reason, “non-actual reports” (John {didn’t say/might have said/might say/will
say}, “Never!”) are, linguistically speaking, also straightforward examples of
direct discourse.

Third, the notion of form faithfulness, which I will also refer to as the
verbatim requirement, is not absolute, but highly context dependent. In some
contexts a reporter is expected to be faithful to every uttered sound or written
letter – when quoting one’s sources in a scientific article, or in the court room,
for instance. In other cases, verbatim faithfulness is to be understood more
loosely. In an English language novel set in Germany, we will typically make do
with verbatim faithfulness modulo translation, modality (spoken vs. written),
false starts, hesitations, speech accent etc.2 If we read And then Johann said,
“I’m hungry, let’s eat”, we don’t conclude that Johann wrote/spoke that very
English sentence, rather we imagine him speaking German, and there may
well have been an ehmm or a pause between the two clauses. Presumably,
in real-time conversational direct discourse reporting what annoying things
your husband said the other day, even lower standards of verbatimness are
operative.

The obvious context dependence of the standards of verbatimness doesn’t
mean that anything goes, or that there is no principled difference with respect
to verbatim faithfulness between direct and indirect discourse. We can con-
sistently bring out the verbatim constraint of a direct discourse by observing
that an addressee of a direct report can object by challenging precisely the
form (not the content) of the original:

(4) A: But then Lisa said, “My dad and sister are coming”
B: No no, that’s not right, she didn’t say, “My dad and sister are

coming”; what she said was,
“My sister and my dad are coming.”
“My sister’s coming, and my father too!”
“Well, mah dad ’n sister’s a-comin’.”
“Meine Schwester und Vater kommen ja auch.”


2 Until any of these parameters suddenly becomes essential to the story, that is.
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B’s objection would be nonsensical if there was no presumption that A is
faithfully reporting the very words of Lisa in the first place. And indeed, such
metalinguistic objections do not make sense in indirect discourse, which, as
we I will argue below, do not require verbatim faithfulness to any degree:

B’: No no that’s not right, she didn’t say that her dad and her sister were
coming; what she said was that

*her sister and father were coming
*her sister was coming and that her father was coming
*you [addressing Lisa’s sister] and your father were coming.


Indirect Discourse

Consider now the indirect version of our example:

(5) She thought to herself that she would be home the next day and that
she would never have to see that place again.

[
=(2b)

]
It conveys that Mary had a thought, viz. the thought that she would be home
the next day and that she’d never have to see Amsterdam again. As with the
direct thought report, this will be false if she did not, at the salient past time,
have such a thought.

There are some superficial differences between direct and indirect dis-
course. For instance, direct discourse often comes with a form of quotation
marking, whether intonational, or in the form of italics, or actual quotation
marks as in (2a). Indirect discourse on the other hand may come with a com-
plementizer, like that in (2b). In other languages, we may find, for instance,
special mood morphemes (German Koniunktiv) or subordinate clause word
order (Dutch SOV) to indicate indirect reporting.

Let’s put aside these superficial, cross-linguistically variable, morphosyn-
tactic differences, and focus on more fundamental, semantic differences.
What sets apart indirect from direct discourse, semantically, is that the report
complement, i.e. the that-clause, purports to present only the informational
content of the protagonist’s original words, not her actual words. In other
words, an indirect report is true if the content of the protagonist’s original
thought matches the content of the narrator’s complement clause.

Switching to a language production perspective, note that, in order for
the narrator to convey the same content as the protagonist, he need not
use the same words – in fact, in most cases he shouldn’t. There are two
ubiquitous classes of linguistic phenomena that force the narrator to adjust
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the protagonist’s wording in an indirect discourse.
The first is primarily syntactic in nature. Since indirect discourse com-

plements are subordinate clauses, they simply cannot felicitously contain so-
called “root phenomena”, i.e. words, phrases, and grammatical constructions
restricted to main clauses (Banfield 1973). The underlying pragmatic/semantic
reason for these syntactic restrictions usually relates to the fact that it’s only
utterances of main clauses that correspond to speech acts. An example from
(2) is the exclamative Hurray!, which we see in the direct version (2a), but
which is syntactically excluded from occurring in a subordinate clause and
hence left out of the indirect version (2b). The corresponding pragmatic
reason in this case is, presumably, that Hurray! marks a non-assertoric speech
act rather than express a content.3

The second source of indirect discourse adjustments, has to do with
the semantics of context-dependent expressions, such as (pure) indexicals
(yesterday, here, now), demonstratives (this, that), person pronouns (I, she,
our), and tenses. The main observation is that, as Gottlob Frege put it, “if
someone wishes to say today something that he expressed yesterday using
the term ‘today’, he should replace it with ‘yesterday” (Frege 1918: 64). That
is, if a narrator, in his own context (also known as perspective, or deictic
center), wants to report the same content as the protagonist in her context,
he needs to properly adjust the relevant indexicals or he would express a
different content – the protagonist’s today or I is the narrator’s yesterday or
she.

Our report example illustrates this as follows. The actual thought, as
presented in the verbatim direct quotation, features the indexicals tomorrow,
this place, the present tense, and first person pronouns. In the indirect version
these forms are adjusted to the next day,4 that place, past tense, and third
person. Following Frege’s reasoning, this neatly follows from the content
faithfulness constraint that characterizes indirect discourse. The content that
the protagonist, Mary on her last day in Amsterdam, conveyed with her use
of tomorrow, this place, I and the present tense, corresponds to what the
narrator, who is evidently located differently in space-time, conveys with his
usage of the next day, that place, she, and the past tense. Had the narrator

3 A related phenomenon are the so-called addressee-oriented expressions, like some Japanese
honorifics or epithets, which can occur in syntactically embedded clauses, but are always
interpreted with respect to the narrator’s speech act/context (Coulmas 1985).

4 There is little to no actual experimental investigation of whether, or to what extent, this
adjustment of temporal and locative indexicals is indeed required. Plank (1986) for instance
has challenged this common assumption, claiming that a tomorrow or yesterday within an
indirect discourse complement allows both narrator and protagonist-oriented readings.
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kept the original wording, he would have expressed that he himself would be
leaving Amsterdam the day after he wrote (2b).

In sum, direct and indirect discourse are complementary report strategies:
in direct discourse the narrator is faithful to the actual words; in indirect dis-
course only to the content of the original words or thoughts. Consequently, in
indirect discourse production, all context-dependent expressions are adjusted
to fit with the narrator’s context. In addition, various linguistic constructions
have to be removed or paraphrased because they are (syntactically and/or
pragmasemantically) incompatible with syntactic subordination.

Free Indirect Discourse

Now consider, finally, our free indirect discourse example:

(6) Hurray! Tomorrow she would be home and she would never have to
see this place again, she thought to herself.

[
=(2c)

]
Superficially it looks more like a regular narrative statement than a report.
There is no hint of typographical quotation marking (italics, quotation marks),
nor are there any signs of syntactic subordination under a speech reporting
verb (she said that. . . ).5The context however makes it abundantly clear that
the sentence is not just the narrator describing a state of affairs. It’s not the
narrator’s intention to express his own excitement or relief that Mary is to
leave Amsterdam tomorrow (the day after his writing). Instead, this passage
clearly means to report Mary’s own excitement about leaving Amsterdam at
the relevant past time in the story. The optional, parenthetical she thought to
herself, the so-called frame of the report, solidifies this intuition: the preceding
sentence is to be construed as a report of a thought that Mary had.

So, (6) is a report. The question then arises, is it direct or indirect dis-
course? First of all, it’s not indirect. For all the three classes of reasons
discussed above: (i) superficially, there is no subordinating matrix say-
ing/thinking verb plus that-clause, only a parenthetical frame tagged on
at the end; (ii) syntactically, it contains a main-clause-only construction, viz.
the exclamation Hurray!; and (iii) semantically, the indexicals tomorrow and
this place are not interpreted relative to the narrator’s context to express a
content that can match the thought ascribed to Mary, but instead appear to
be verbatim echoes of the words that Mary entertained at the time at which

5 Even in languages that mark indirect discourse with an obligatory complementizer, or word-
order adjustment, these lack in free indirect discourse. The German Koniunktiv mood marking
is a special case that deserves further attention.
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she thought all this.
In all of these three respects, the free indirect discourse in (6) evidently

patterns with direct discourse. After all, direct discourse (i) does not have
complementizers but allows parenthetical frames, (ii) allows main clause-only
constructions, and (iii) contains verbatim copies of indexicals taken from
the original thought or utterance. Still, free indirect discourse is not direct
discourse either. Superficially, the main difference is the lack of quotation
marking, at least in writing.6 But if that was all there was to it we’d have no
problem classifying (6) as a direct discourse thought report, i.e. a parentheti-
cally marked report of Mary’s interior monologue, say. The main difference
between such a direct report, and our free indirect discourse is semantic: all
the pronouns and tenses have been adjusted to fit the narrator’s context (I
; she; will ; would). This obligatory adjustment of tenses and pronouns
is considered one of the defining characteristics of free indirect discourse
(Banfield 1982, Fludernik 1995).

Summing up, free indirect discourse is a third mode of reported speech
and thought. It differs in important syntactic and semantic respects from
indirect discourse, but, with respect to pronouns and tenses, also from direct
discourse.

2 Formal semantics and the direct–indirect distinction

Formal semantics, also known as truth conditional semantics, is by now a well
established branch of theoretical linguistics. It has its roots in the tradition
of formal logic and philosophy of language, and is not to be confused with
cognitive semantics, a more recent framework based on the reduction of
meaning to cognitive processes.7 Gottlob Frege, the founding father of formal
semantics (and modern logic), argued against such a mentalistic conception
of meaning as essentially a relation between words and mental concepts or
ideas. When I say John is crazy, I’m talking about John, not some idea of John
in my or your head. In formal semantics, meanings are the intersubjective
contents that we communicate when we utter sentences, not the inherently
private mental states, concepts and processes.8

6 It’s still an open empirical question if speakers (i.e., readers) mark free indirect discourse
intonationally, for instance by a change of voice.

7 Cf. Fauconnier 1994, or any more recent cognitive linguistics textbook, for more on the split
between cognitive and formal semantics that occurred in the 1980s.

8 The infamous principle of compositionality, which states that the meaning of a complex
expression is determined by the meanings of its constituent parts, is meant to reduce the
infinity of sentences and sentence meanings to a finite set of lexical items combined with a
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Since Frege, other philosophers have proposed more precise models of
what these meanings of sentences and expressions are. The guiding intuition
is that knowing the meaning expressed by a sentence enables one to decide
under what conditions it would be true. To turn this into a workable definition
of meaning we rely heavily on the notion of a possible world. Specifically, the
truth conditions of a sentence are modeled as a set of possible worlds, viz.,
those worlds in which the sentence would be true. We call this the proposition
expressed by the sentence and equate sentence meanings with propositions.9

This traditional, Fregean picture of meaning fails to take into account
any form of semantic context dependence. Since the behavior of indexicals,
pronouns and the like play a crucial role in distinguishing the three reporting
types, we’ll have to fix this. Following Kaplan (1989), we assume, in addition
to possible worlds, a domain of contexts of utterance – contexts for short
– to model the situation in which a speech act or thought originates. The
reference of indexicals will be determined by the context of their utterance:
I refers to the speaker of its utterance context, and here to its location. For
this purpose we take contexts to specify a number of parameters, like the
speaking/thinking agent and the time and place of the utterance/thought.
We then say that a sentence expresses a proposition (which is still a set of
worlds) only relative to its context of utterance, Moreover, uttered in different
contexts, a simple sentence like I am happy expresses different propositions.

A Semantics for Indirect Discourse

We can use this picture of linguistic meaning and context dependence to make
precise our intuitive characterization of indirect discourse in terms of content
faithfulness. What the narrator faithfully reports with his complement is the
proposition expressed. More precisely, the proposition that the protagonist
originally expressed in her original context should match the proposition that
the narrator expresses with his complement sentence in his current reporting
context.10

small set of composition rules. This way, even in the Fregean, non-mentalistic conception of
meaning, learning meanings can still be said to be a finite and hence cognitively plausible
process.

9 Note that there are infinitely many sentences, possible worlds, and propositions. As suggested
in footnote 8 above we rely on the principle of compositionality to reduce propositional
contents of sentences to smaller meaning units associated with expressions and so on down
to single words. The meanings lexically associated with simple words are set-theoretic objects
consisting of (sets of sets of. . . ) entities and possible worlds.

10 A little more precisely: A report of the form x said that ϕ uttered in a context c0 (with time
coordinate t0) is true if and only if (i) x uttered a sentence σ at a context c1 (with agent x
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To see how this proposition-based analysis captures the observed adjust-
ments of, say, pronouns and indexicals, consider a simple example report.

(7) Mary said that I am an idiot.

Intuitively this should be true precisely if Mary, the protagonist, said some-
thing to the effect that I, the narrator, am an idiot. Let’s assume that Mary
yesterday told me: You’re an idiot!. Intuitively, my report in (7) is then true,
so let’s check what the theory predicts based on the propositions expressed.
First, the proposition that Mary expressed in her utterance context, where
she was addressing me, is the proposition that (or, the set of worlds in which)
Emar is an idiot. And, indeed, this is precisely the proposition that I, Emar,
express with the complement (that) I am an idiot.

The Demonstrative analysis of direct discourse

Direct discourse then. As a form of quotation, direct discourse has received
a significant amount of attention from philosophers, but there is little work
in linguistic semantics. What’s worse, the philosophical literature provides a
number of quite radically views on the nature of quotation with no sign of
convergence. I will stick with the so-called demonstrative analysis (Davidson
1979), explicitly adopted in linguistics by Partee (1973a) and Banfield (1973),
and from there forms the basis of Schlenker’s (2004) influential semantic
analysis of free indirect discourse.11

The demonstrative analysis of quotation, first proposed by philosopher
Donald Davidson (1979) but adopted early on by Partee (1973a) and Banfield
(1973), analyzes a direct discourse report like (8a) as consisting of two
independent sentences, roughly as in (8b).

(8) a. Mary said, “You’re an idiot.”
b. You’re an idiot. Mary said that.

and time t1 before t0), and (ii) the proposition that the narrator expressed with ϕ in c0 is
the same as (or entailed by) the proposition that x expressed with her utterance σ in c1. Cf.
Zimmermann (1991).

11 I should note that in the cited paper Schlenker never talks about metalinguistic demonstra-
tives at all – in fact he doesn’t tell us anything about how to interpret the optional frame
clauses, nor about how to interpret direct discourse. When I talk about the Banfield/Schlenker
approach, or the double context analysis, I refer primarily to the current reconstruction,
which is perhaps better described as a mixed Schlenker (2004)/Eckardt (2012)-style formal-
ization of Banfield’s analysis, than a literal representation of the views of either Banfield or
Schlenker (or Eckardt).
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That is, the quoted sentence is analyzed as a stand-alone main clause and
the frame clause Mary said in (8a) actually contains a silent demonstrative as
direct object. This silent demonstrative that refers to the preceding sentence.
Without going in to details, I’ll assume an underlying analysis of metalinguistic
context enrichment, whereby the first sentence is not only interpreted but also
added to the context so that the demonstrative can refer back to it (Predelli
2008).

An immediate benefit of the demonstrative/paratactic analysis is that it
correctly predicts that the quotation behaves syntactically like a main clause,
allowing root phenomena like exclamatives. In addition, since the quoted
sentence is treated as a speech act of its own, we correctly predict some
measure of semantic transparency, such as Partee’s observation that anaphora
have no problem crossing direct quotation boundaries.

The problem with the demonstrative analysis lies in the interpretation of
quoted indexicals. According to the actual direct report in (8a) Mary called
her addressee, me, an idiot. But according to the mini discourse paraphrase in
(8b), you, my current addressee, are an idiot. Clearly, the paratactic analysis
of direct discourse needs some work.

The way to remedy this situation is to invoke a context shift. Banfield
introduces a somewhat complicated system (involving the so-called “1E/1C”
and “anaphoric E” principles, as well as a grammatical Direct Speech feature)
to model the following intuition: If a silent demonstrative hiding in a direct
discourse frame refers to a clause, all expressive and indexical elements
of that clause are to be evaluated relative to the protagonist’s “center of
consciousness”. In our current terminology of contexts and possible words,
this means that metalinguistic demonstrative reference triggers a shift from
the narrator’s context to the protagonist’s context. Applied to (8), while the
independent frame, Mary said that in (8b), is interpreted relative to the
narrative context, i.e. me addressing you, the quoted/demonstrated sentence,
You’re an idiot in (8b), is interpreted relative to the protagonist’s original
context of utterance. Consequently, the you refers not to you, but to Mary’s
addressee, i.e. me.12

Somewhat schematically, we analyze an utterance of the direct discourse
report Mary said, “You’re an idiot” in c0 (that is, as uttered by the narrator in

12 One problem remains. Although with context shifting we get the reference of the indexical
right, (8b) still leaves the narrator responsible for the assertion of the quoted phrase. This
means that the narrator calls me an idiot. We could fix this by postulating in addition to
the context shift a silent operator that turns the contribution of the quoted sentence into a
report, i.e. we introduce a silent indirect discourse embedding. I will not pursue this issue
further here.

10



Language Shifts in Free Indirect Discourse (draft of December 2, 2013)

c0, at the time of c0) as in (9). From here on I’ll be using c0 for the narrator’s
context, and c1 for the protagonist’s.

(9) c1: You’re an idiot. c0: Mary said that.x
The arrow represents the demonstrative reference, i.e., that refers to (the sur-
face form of) the preceding sentence. The context variables refer the different
speech situations of the sentences they modify, i.e., we are to interpret John
said that as uttered in c0, the narrative context, and You’re an idiot as uttered
in c1, the protagonist Mary’s context.

Conclusion: by combining context shift, paratactic decomposition, and a
silent metalinguistic demonstrative, we can get an adequate account of the
syntax and semantics of direct discourse.

3 Toward a Semantics of Free Indirect Discourse

Let’s recap. We’ve seen two quite distinct formal analyses of the classic re-
porting modes. Indirect discourse involves sameness of content, which we
captured by computing and comparing context dependent propositions. This
analysis predicts the systematic adjustment of all indexical and demonstrative
elements, including pronouns and tenses. Direct discourse involves a demon-
strative element that refers to the actual words of the clause in quotation
marks, which is treated as an independent main clause. This predicts verbatim
faithfulness to the original words, including root phenomena. A context shift
is necessary to correctly shift the interpretation of indexicals in the quoted
clause to the protagonist’s point of view.

So what is free indirect discourse? Based on the current analysis of the
direct–indirect distinction, the logical starting point would have to be a
demonstrative analysis. Clearly, free indirect discourse behaves syntactically
as an independent main clause rather than a subordinate clause – in fact,
that’s what the “free” stands for. Moreover, expressives and indexicals are,
intuitively speaking, interpreted with respect to the protagonist’s context. In
the demonstrative analysis we have already postulated such a context shift. In
the analysis of indirect discourse there is no such shift, the narrative context
determines the reference of all indexicals. Finally, there is a clear intuition that
a free indirect discourse presents the form of the reported thought, not just its
content (Banfield 1973, Schlenker 2004, Sharvit 2008). In our terminology,
this means that free indirect discourse induces the verbatim requirement.

The primary difficulty then is the interpretation of tenses and pronouns.
These are clearly also context dependent elements, but, unlike in direct
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discourse, they are interpreted with respect to the narrator’s context, not
the shifted, protagonist context. A solution would be to assume that free
indirect discourse is like direct discourse in involving parataxis and a silent
metalinguistic demonstrative, but unlike direct discourse in triggering only a
partial context shift. In Schlenker’s analysis, inspired by Banfield’s, this partial
shift is formalized by having the content of the free indirect discourse being
evaluated with respect to two distinct context parameters simultaneously:
a shifted “context of thought” (which we, following Eckardt (2012), call a
protagonist context, c1), and a “context of utterance” (which we call the
narrator context, c0).

(10) c1/c0: Hurray! Tomorrow she would be home and she would never
have to see this place again. c0: Mary thought thatx to herself.

We then define the interpretation of a sentence with respect to two contexts,
c1/c0, by interpreting tenses and pronouns with respect to c0, and everything
else with respect to c1. In other words, sentences in free indirect discourse
are analyzed as direct discourse for the most part, but as regular narrator’s
storytelling as far tenses and pronouns are concerned.

Applied to our example, we’d thus correctly predict that the exclamative
Hurray!, and the indexicals Tomorrow and this place originate with the pro-
tagonist Mary, i.e. we as readers should interpret them with respect to c1. The
pronoun she and the past tense in would originate with the narrator, i.e., we
understand them as the narrator telling us about a third person protagonist,
Mary, at some salient past story time.

The question then arises, why do exactly pronouns and tenses behave so
differently from other indexicals in this respect? Banfield leaves this question
unanswered. Schlenker proposes that this special behavior arises from a deep
grammatical distinction between pronouns and tenses on the one hand, and
other referential expressions on the other. Maier (2012) responds by chal-
lenging the underlying empirical assumption, showing that, as a matter of
fact, not all pronouns and not only pronouns and tenses are narrator-oriented
in free indirect discourse. He goes on to suggest a pragmatic rather than
grammatical basis for the observed narrator-bias for pronouns and tenses. For
the purpose of this paper I will put this ongoing discussion aside. Instead I
will offer here a different class of counterexamples to the Banfield/Schlenker
“double context” approach. These are literary examples of free indirect dis-
course where not just context dependent linguistic expressions, like indexicals
and exclamatives, are shifted to the protagonist, but certain aspects of the
language itself get shifted as well. I will argue that such language shifting
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cannot be adequately handled in terms of (partial) context shifting.

4 Language Shifts

Language shifting is the phenomenon whereby free indirect discourse allows
the writer to slip into the language (i.e. dialect/sociolect/idiolect) of the
protagonist. I start by illustrating the phenomenon with examples of various
different types of language shifting in free indirect discourse, and then argue
that in this respect free indirect discourse patterns with direct discourse rather
than indirect discourse.

Language shifts in free indirect discourse

There are a number of distinct aspects of language that may be shifted in free
indirect discourse. First, we can shift to a particular protagonist’s idiolect,
faithfully representing unusual idioms, idiosyncratic blends and other speech
or writing peculiarities that may characterize the individual’s speech and, by
extension, her inner monologue:

(11) a. She was angry. Oh, how they misunderestimated her!
b. Finally! Today she would visit her favoritest philtosopher in the

whole world.

Second, the narrator may choose to typographically represent certain aspects
of the protagonist’s accent:

(12) Ah well, her fathaire would shoorly help her out, she told John in
her thick French accent.

From there it is but a small step to shifts involving sociolects or dialects.
Hurston’s 1937 novel Their eyes were watching God is a well studied and
rich source of examples of such language shifting in free indirect discourse.
In this novel all free indirect discourse representations of the speech of
characters other than the main protagonist, Janie, are replete with idioms and
constructions typical of Southern and African American Vernacular English.

(13) a. He had always wanted to be a big voice, but de white folks had
all de sayso where he come from and everywhere else, exceptin’
dis place dat colored folks was buildin’ theirselves. Dat was right
too. De man dat built things oughta boss it.

[
Hurston 1937 Their eyes were watching God

]
b. Most of the great flame-throwers were there and naturally,
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handling Big John de Conquer and his works. How he had done
everything big on earth, then went up tuh heben without dying
atall. Went up there picking a guitar and got all de angels doing
the ring-shout round and round de throne . . . that brought them
back to Tea Cake. How come he couldn’t hit that box a lick or
two?

[
Ibid

]
Finally, shifts from one actual language to another, say, a French free

indirect discourse passage in an English narrative, appear to be quite rare, if
they exist at all. A common strategy to achieve a kind of shift to French in
an English free indirect discourse report, is to mix in just a few words of the
protagonist language:

(14) a. He and his six amis had come to the New World to gain gloire
and honneur through nouveaux exploits despite les dangers, but
instead got lost and spent June and July looking for the route.[

Keillor 1987 Lake Wobegon Days, ‘New Albion’; cited by Fludernik 1995
]

b. “Was het bon?” vroeg meneer Pardoes. Wie wie, het was heel
erg bon bon geweest.
“Was it bon?” asked Mr. Pardoes. Wee wee, it had been very bon
bon.

[
Schmidt 1980, Otje

]
It’s not altogether clear if these constitute cases of full English to French lan-
guage shifts. Arguably, what is reported by these free indirect discourse speech
reports is not the original speech itself, but rather the internal representation
of the original words as perceived by the main protagonist. Take (14b). What
we imagine Mr. Pardoes’s French speaking conversational partner probably
said is Oui oui, cést tr‘es bon. I submit that the free indirect discourse in (14b)
does not loosely report this utterance, but the pseudo-French impression it
made on Mr. Pardoes. If so, what at first sight appears to be an free indirect
discourse report of a French utterance, is really a free indirect discourse
report of Pardoes’s thought. This means that instead of a shift from Dutch
(the narrator’s language) to French, we have a shift from Dutch to Pardoes’s
language of thought, which is a peculiar pseudo-French/Dutch idiolect.

The data discussed here show that free indirect discourse can involve
various types of language shifting. In other words, a free indirect discourse
passage may faithfully represent the protagonist’s nonstandard idioms, syntax,
accent, sociolect and dialect.
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Language shifts in direct and indirect discourse

Language shifting of all types – accents, idiolects, dialects, even full languages
– are quite common, and well documented, for direct discourse. Here are just
some examples taken from Clark & Gerrig (1990):

(15) a. “Nothingth changed!” he yelled. “By God, Thally, you’re the
meaneth, thtubborneth, bitchieth, mule-headedeth, vengefulleth
cold-blooded therpent in the Thtate of Vermont.”

[
John Gardner, October Light, C&G:783

]
b. One day he said, “Leela, is high time we realize that we living in

a British country and I think we shouldn’t be shame to talk the
people language good.”

[
V.S. Naipaul, The Mystic Masseur; C&G:783

]
c. Wolfgang asked “Hast du Hunger?” and I answered “Ja.”

[
C&G:777

]
Banfield (1973), moreover, explicitly lists language shifting as one of the key
distinctions between direct and indirect discourse:

Different dialects and languages can appear in the introductory
clause and the direct quotation, as in [Joseph told Hareton,
‘They’ll be nowt bud lumps as big as maw nave’.] . . . But because
indirect speech has only one speaker, a literary text quoted indi-
rectly [. . . ] must conform to the style of his own speech, just as
a text in a foreign language quoted indirectly must be translated
into the unique speaker’s language or dialect.

[
Banfield 1973:24

]
In short, direct discourse allows language shifts, but indirect discourse does
not.

Banfield’s empirical generalization, though not uncontroversial, see below,
makes sense on our semantic analysis. A direct discourse, we said in section 1,
presents a faithful, verbatim reconstruction of a protagonist’s words – albeit
faithful only to some contextual degree. Typically, translations to the sur-
rounding narrative’s language and style will count as verbatim reproductions
in novels, but that all depends on the faithfulness threshold active in the
context. Perhaps, the narrative context of the direct discourse language shift
examples above pragmatically forces a more strict level of verbatimness. Thus
we’d invoke pragmatic considerations to explain why (sporadically, through-
out the novel, or occasionally for character X) a French, African American
Vernacular or Trinidadian English utterance gets quoted more faithfully in
one context than in another.

We also saw that indirect discourse does not impose any verbatim require-
ment. The faithfulness there is to the content, i.e. the proposition expressed.
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The narrator has to formulate a complement clause that expresses the same
proposition as the one the protagonist originally expressed. And if the narra-
tor writes a novel in standard American English prose, the most natural way
to express any content is by producing a clause in that same language, style,
and register. What language the protagonist used is irrelevant, the only thing
that counts is the content she managed to express.

Banfield’s generalization thus neatly follows from our semantic analysis
of the direct–indirect distinction. But is the generalization actually valid?
Banfield insightfully discusses the following potential counterexample from
Partee:

(16) Jed hollered that them brown cows was back in the corn patch
again.

[
Partee 1973b

]
This apparent language shifting indirect discourse report is acceptable “be-
cause the verb holler let’s us read the entire sentence and not just the embed-
ded one as in the dialect of the embedded sentence. But when the introductory
clause is clearly demarcated by a change in dialect from the embedded clause,
the sentence is much less acceptable” (Banfield 1973). In support of this
explanation, Banfield offers (two minor variants of) (17) as evidence:

(17) ??An employee of mine, whose language is extremely uncouth, insisted
that them brown cows were back in my corn patch again.

This example confirms that an actual, clear dialect shift in indirect discourse
can lead to severely degraded acceptability. We’ll return to this matter below
in order to explain the marginal acceptability of (17) and other, perhaps
slightly more convincing, apparent indirect discourse language shifts.

I conclude that language shifts occur in both free indirect discourse and
direct discourse, but not in indirect discourse. As expected, this is yet another
area where free indirect discourse patterns with direct discourse. The data are
fully explained by assuming that free indirect discourse, like direct discourse,
comes with a context dependent, verbatim faithfulness constraint. In other
words, free indirect discourse is, semantically, a form of quotation. Clearly,
an analysis of free indirect discourse as a special form of indirect discourse,
requiring content faithfulness, as proposed by Sharvit (2008), is at a severe
disadvantage here. Below I want to show why the more promising alternative,
the Banfield/Schlenker reduction of free indirect discourse to direct discourse
involving double context dependence, still cannot deal with language shift-
ing in free indirect discourse. Finally, in section 6 I briefly sketch my own
alternative analysis.
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5 Language shift as context shift?

Let’s take one of our minimal language shift examples from the previous
section, and see how we would have to adapt the double context approach to
capture its intended interpretation.

(18) Jane was angry. Oh, how they misunderestimated her!
[
=(11a)

]
The Banfield/Schlenker analysis as reconstructed above requires that we
assume an invisible frame with a metalinguistic demonstrative (x thought
that), which triggers a partial context shift, from c0 for the surrounding
narrative, to c1 for the protagonist’s world. This would lead to the following
schematically represented logical form:

(19) c0: Jane was angry.
c1/c0: Oh, how they misunderestimated her! c0: (she thought that).x

The interesting part is the middle sentence, the one that comes with two
contexts. Dependence on a context pair c1/c0 is defined so that (i) non-
pronominal indexicals and context sensitive parameters in expressives and
discourse particles are all interpreted with respect to the (shifted) protag-
onist context c1; and (ii) the pronoun her (and they) and the past tense in
misunderestimated are to be evaluated with respect to the narrative context
c0. That is, (Jane thought that) the misunderestimating took place at the time
at which she had the thought, and (she thought that) the misunderestimating
was directed at her. But, assuming that the novel is written in English, what
exactly is this relation of misunderestimating?

Let’s take a step back. We’re trying to describe the meaning of the report
in terms of a semantics for the language of the report, i.e. English. The
semantics of English maps expressions of that language to possibly context
dependent meanings. The double context analysis then allows us to interpret
all indexical elements in the scope of a free indirect discourse with respect
to the protagonist context c1, and pronouns and tenses with respect to c0.
But misunderestimate is not an indexical. Its meaning does not depend on
its context of utterance in the way that today’s meaning does, i.e. it doesn’t
depend on who, where and when the speaker is when she she uses it. The
meaning of misunderestimate crucially depends on what language (or idiolect)
the speaker is speaking (or thinking). In English it doesn’t mean anything,
it’s not part of the English lexicon, but in Jane’s idiolect it is, apparently, a
wellformed and meaningful lexical item. So, it looks like all we need in order
to make sense of the example is a mechanism of language shift or double
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language dependence, in addition to double context dependence.
To make this precise, we pair our classical utterance contexts with a

“language of utterance” parameter. Let L0 be the language of the narrator
in c0, i.e. English, and L1 the language of the protagonist in c1, i.e. Jane’s
idiolect. The logical form of the relevant sentence could be schematically
represented thus:

(20) 〈c1,L1〉/〈c0,L0〉: Oh, how they misunderestimated her!

The idea then is to interpret a free indirect discourse report as mostly belong-
ing to L1, and uttered in c1, except for the pronouns and tenses, which would
be in L0

13 and get their reference from c0.
This move however is not compatible with the view of semantics as a

system that assigns set-theoretic objects as meanings to expressions of a given
language. After all, we need to agree on what the language is before we can
even talk about wellformed expressions, let alone assign them meanings.
Clearly, the meaning of a sound like dry is language dependent in the sense
that it may denote the number three or non-wet, depending on whether its
understood as German or English. The same holds for homonyms within a
language. As Kaplan, a key figures in the foundational development of formal
semantics, put it:

Semantics can associate meanings with expressions [. . . ] but
given an utterance, semantics cannot tell us what expression
was uttered or what language it was uttered in. This is a prese-
mantic task.

[
Kaplan 1989

]
The English lexicon should assign English I a single, if context dependent,
meaning. But we cannot expect any lexicon to assign the “word” misunder-
estimate a “language dependent meaning”, i.e. a meaning that that would
give the relation of misunderstanding in John’s dialect, and that of underesti-
mating in Mary’s. John’s and Mary’s usages simply correspond to two distinct
expressions, each with its own meaning, in its own language.

We can bring out the fundamental problem with semantic language depen-
dence more concretely when we consider what it would entail for semantic
notions like contingency (= non-necessary truth) and the a priori (= facts

13 Actually, pronouns in a language shifted free indirect discourse may take the form of the
protagonist’s language or dialect, so we would either have to change the interpretation rule
somewhat or decompose pronouns into feature bundles and maintain that the abstract person
feature in a free indirect discourse report is technically part of L0. Cf. Maier (2012) for an
independent, free indirect discourse related reason for assuming such a decomposition.
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knowable by mere reasoning or introspection). Kripke presents the following
absurd consequence of assimilating language dependence to semantics.

One doesn’t say that ‘two plus two equals four’ is contingent
because people might have spoken a language in which ‘two
plus two equals four’ meant that seven is even.

[
Kripke 1980

]
Contingency is a semantic notion: the proposition expressed by a statement is
contingent if it holds in at least one but not all possible worlds. But obviously,
Kripke argues, when we do semantics, and look at other possible worlds, the
language must be fixed first. If we were to consider different languages in
different possible worlds, then everything would be contingent.

In Kaplan’s analysis of semantic context dependence, the same problem
pops up, but now for a prioricity. A sentence like I am here now is said to be a
priori, meaning that its truth can be verified without looking at the external
world. Kaplan models this semantically by defining a priori truth as truth in
every context of utterance. I am here now is then a priori because it’s true
simply by virtue of being uttered in a context, regardless of what that context
is like. But, if we build languages into our contexts, as suggested for free
indirect discourse above, this reduction fails: no sentence is true in every
language of utterance. Even I am here now can of course express a falsehood
in some such “context”, for instance in a context where the language is such
that I means John and am here now means is an idiot.

I conclude that, although language dependence and language shifting
are real and important mechanisms in the study of language, it is not some-
thing that we can handle in the same way that we handle world and context
dependence in formal semantics. Unlike context dependence, language de-
pendence is necessarily presemantic. Hence, the suggested extension of the
Banfield/Schlenker approach that treats them on a par ultimately fails. I’ve
thereby cleared the way for presenting my alternative analysis in the next
section. The main contribution of this paper, however, was negative, i.e.,
arguing on the basis of language shifting data against the emerging consensus
that the semantics of free indirect discourse involves some kind of context
shifting. This point has been made now.

6 Free indirect discourse as mixed quotation

Let’s return to Banfield’s discussion of potential counterexamples against
our shared prediction that language shifting may occur in direct but not in
indirect speech.
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(21) ??An employee of mine, whose language is extremely uncouth, insisted
that them brown cows were back in my corn patch again.

[
=(17)

]
Having shown that the clear language shift in (21) indeed makes the pur-
ported indirect discourse language shift quite infelicitous, she turns to another
potential counterexample. She suggests that the unexpected acceptability of
that example may be due to “mixed direct and indirect quotation”. Following
this suggestion I assume that, when read as a pure indirect report, (21) is
indeed fully infelicitous. Its marginal acceptability is the result of reading it
as (22), which is a perfectly fine English report:

(22) An employee of mine, whose language is extremely uncouth, insisted
that “them brown cows” were back in my corn patch again.

Banfield notes that, at the time of her writing, this mixed reporting style had
“not yet been investigated here or elsewhere” . Thankfully, this is no longer
the case. Mixed quotation, as it is now commonly called, has received a lot
of attention from philosophers and linguists since Davidson (1979) and, in
particular, Cappelen & Lepore (1997) first tried to analyze it. It is now well
established in the growing literature on the topic that mixed quotation indeed
occurs in spoken language with minimal to no overt quotation marking.
Moreover, mixed quotations are often reportive, and they induce indexical
shift. For instance, (23) is an indirect report of what Bill Watterson said,
which switches to an kind of direct report halfway.

(23) Bill Watterson said that reality “continues to ruin my life.”

The mix quoted indexical my refers not to the reporter, but to Watterson.
Moreover, the truth conditions of the report include the fact that Watterson
literally used the phrase continues to ruin my life.14

For our current purposes the crucial characteristic of mixed quotation is
that it freely allow all varieties of language shifting.

(24) a. Alice said that Nicola is a “philtosopher.”
[
Cappelen & Lepore 1997

]
b. Bush said he has an “eckullectic” reading list.

[
Maier 2008

]
c. A doctor tells him he is like a “vieille femme hystérique”; he

agrees.
[
de Brabanter 2010

]
Without going into formal details, the truth conditional contribution of a
mixed quotation, say (24b), is twofold: there’s a transparent component,

14 For the state of the art in mixed quotation semantics research, see Potts (2007), Shan (2011)
and Maier (2014).
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Bush saying that he has a certain type of reading list, and a metalinguistic
component, Bush using the word eckullectic from his won idiolect. We can
paraphrase this two-dimensional meaning of (24b) roughly as in (25):

(25) Bush said he has an reading list that is what he refers to as ‘eckullec-
tic’.

In the proposed paraphrase in (25) the word eckullectic is not used, it is merely
mentioned. I use single quotes to signify this mentioning, also known as pure
quotation. This is the same type of quotation we see in ‘cat’ has three letters,
where we’re not talking about cats, but about the word cat itself.

On the analysis of mixed quotation abbreviated by (25) we can view
(24b) as a perfectly grammatical, non-dialectal English sentence, which we
can fully interpret without the need to interpret the word eckullectic. The
proposed logical form leaves it open what Bush actually referred to (eclectic?)
when he uttered this non-English expression. In a way, the mixed quotation
marks induce a shift in meaning: “eckullectic” refers not to the (non-existent)
property of being eckullectic, but to the property of being whatever Bush
referred to with his utterance of ‘eckullectic’.

It seems that we have found in mixed quotation a mechanism that causes
a simultaneous language and context shift. And that was precisely what we
were after for free indirect discourse in section 5. This time, unlike the failed
attempt in section 5, we have a model of this type of shifting that does not
touch any contextual parameters. This time we don’t confuse semantics and
presemantics. We merely assumed some mechanism of pure quotation and
then used that to formulate a well-behaved semantics for mixed quotation.
Therefore I propose to analyze free indirect discourse as mixed quotation,
rather than as direct discourse in the sense of Banfield/Schlenker (i.e. with a
metalinguistic demonstrative and double context dependence).15

There is just one last wrinkle. Due to its reliance on pure quotation, mixed
quotation inherits the full verbatim requirement: whatever is in mixed quotes
must have been uttered in that very form. This leaves no room for the observed
narrator-oriented interpretation of pronouns and tenses. At this point, Maier
(2012) introduces another semantic mechanism, unquotation. Unquotation
is the inverse, so to speak, of mixed quotation. Like mixed quotation, it also
occurs in the wild, independent of free indirect discourse, both overtly and
covertly. In newspaper reporting, for instance, there is a general, pragmatic
tendency (sometimes even explicitly prescribed in journalistic style guides, as

15 The next step would be to take a closer look at direct discourse and see if we shouldn’t
analyze that in terms of mixed quotation as well.
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Maier notes) to integrate tenses and pronouns occurring in mixed quotations
into the surrounding narrative context. The tension between the adjustment
tendency and the verbatim requirement can be resolved by unquoting the
offending items, i.e. usually pronouns and the tenses. Since the verbatim
threshold in newspaper reporting is relatively high, and ambiguities must
be avoided if at all possible, the application of unquotation in that genre is
usually marked overtly, by means of square brackets.

(26) Mr. Graham has resolutely ducked the issue, saying he won’t play
the game of rumor-mongering, even though he has “learned from
[his] mistakes.”

[
Quoted from the Chicago Manual of Style by Maier 2012

]
For a discussion of the exact formal semantics and for examples of covert
unquotation, see Shan (2011) and Maier (2014). The point here is that such
an inverse to mixed quotation exists in natural language, and that, like mixed
quotation, it can be given a precise semantics.

With double quotation marks for mixed quotation, and square brackets
for unquotation, we can capture the truth conditions of free indirect discourse
reports (including language shift cases) with logical forms like this:

(27) He had always wanted to be a big voice, “but de white folks [had]
all the sayso where [he] come from and everywhere else exceptin’
dis place dat colored folks was buildin theirselves.”

7 Conclusion

I started this paper by arguing for a rather strict linguistic distinction between
direct and indirect discourse. Direct reports are faithful to the form of the
reported speech act or thought, while indirect discourse is faithful to the
content expressed. But within the realm of reported speech there are a
number of phenomena that seem to lie somewhere in between these two
extremes. In this paper we looked at one of these, free indirect discourse.

Free indirect discourse is a form of reporting that shares characteristics
with both direct and indirect discourse. For the semanticist, this raises the
question: can we treat it as a special type of direct discourse, or is it more
like an indirect report? Given (i) the behavior of indexicals and expressive
elements, (ii) the apparent faithfulness to form, and (iii) the possibility of
“language shifting”, a semantic analysis based on direct discourse seems the
way to go.

Banfield and Schlenker have proposed an extension of the demonstrative
analysis of quotation from direct discourse to free indirect discourse. In their
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account we interpret pronouns and tenses with respect to the narrator’s con-
text, but shifts all other indexical and expressive elements to the protagonist’s
context. Free indirect discourse reports are thus dependent on two context
parameters simultaneously.

I argue that the traditional notion of a context as a deictic center is too
weak to deal with cases of language shift, where the free indirect discourse is
presented in the language, idiolect, or dialect of the protagonist. Moreover,
the straightforward extension of the Banfield/Schlenker framework, whereby
language is treated as an extra parameter on a par with the traditional context
parameters (agent, here, now, etc.), ultimately fails on the grounds that it
mixes semantic and presemantic mechanisms in an incoherent way.

I end the paper with an outline of an alternative analysis. Free indirect
discourse is a form of quotation, but the apparent context and language
shifting are the result of a mechanism called mixed quotation. The fact
that pronouns and tenses are not shifted can then be modeled in terms of
unquotation, a semantic operation that, like mixed quotation, occasionally
surfaces overtly in certain genres of factual reporting.
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