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The present paper investigates the grammaticalized use of the pronoun sån ‘such’ in Swedish 
multiethnic youth language. It is demonstrated that sån is going through a process of 
grammaticalization, resulting in the emergence of a new determiner in Swedish. This 
development is especially interesting since the lexical source is an indefinite comparative 
pronoun. Historically and cross-linguistically, indefinite determiners are “almost invariably” 
derived from numerals for ‘one’ (Heine 2003: 594).  
 The paper is written within the realm of the project “Language and language use among 
young people in multilingual urban settings”, funded by the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary 
Foundation. The overarching goal of the project is to describe, analyze and compare the 
everyday language use of young people living in multilingual settings in the three largest 
cities in Sweden, viz. Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö. The analysis of the use of sån is 
based on a subset of data collected within the project, viz. so called self recordings made by 
female adolescents in two different upper secondary schools in Malmö.  
 Compared to standard Swedish, sån shows both semantically and syntactically novel 
uses. Most strikingly sån may function as a determiner, viz. in contexts where it seemingly 
substitutes the indefinite article. In the presentational construction, cf. (1), the logical subject 
sån man ‘such man’ serves the function of introducing a new discourse referent. In standard 
Swedish the logical subject would instead be en man ‘a man’. 
 
(1)  Det var sån man... 
  it was such man… 
  There was this man... 
 
Determiners adhere to the inventory of so-called grounding elements, a small set of highly 
grammaticalized elements that are criterial to the formation of a nominal (Langacker 2000, 
2002a, 2002b, 2004). Within Cognitive Grammar the term grounding is used for relating a 
designated entity to the ground, i.e. the context of the speech event: the participants, its 
immediate circumstances (such as time and place), previous discourse, shared knowledge of 
the participants, etc. By way of grounding the speech-act participants are able to establish 
mental contact with the designated entity.  
 The primary descriptive meaning of sån is to compare two entities concerning type. This 
meaning is present, although backgrounded, also in the determiner function, i.e. as a 
grounding element. In (1), sån man ‘such man’ is construed as a type of man known to the 
hearer, although the referent is not previously mentioned and presumably unknown to the 
hearer. The overall indefinite meaning thus comprises a definite meaning element arising 
from the conception of (a known) type inherent in sån. As will be argued, the semantic 
motivation for the development of sån into a determiner is the inherent demonstrative 
meaning of the comparative pronoun. When using sån to introduce a new referent the speaker 
“points to” a type of referent, which serves to identify the new referent. In my talk I will 
account for the process of grammaticalization of sån in terms of the notion of gradual 
subjectification (Langacker 1990).  
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