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Abstract

Language signs including definite and indefinite signs, can be interpreted
divergently in different linguistic contexts. The survey is aiming to find
whether a noun is taken as definite or indefinite merely due to some added
elements and signs or not. It is done based on the theoretical foundations of
“Definiteness” by Christopher Lyons (1999). Taking the same approach, the
formal signs introduced by the previous works on the subject, are taken into
account as the immediate formal coding definite/ indefinite nouns, found in
“Ham-Bam” corpus (2022). In following, the cases are analyzed and
described semantically through making some comparisons with artificial
utterances, considering the discourse and aiming to pragmatics. As the
conclusion, definiteness isn't an absolute concept but a comparative one
which defines some nouns as more or less definite in contrast to their
equivalents within the same co-text. Generic nouns, referring to a mental
referent, which is common as a prototype among the speakers of a language
in isolation, must be considered in a discoursal co-text in aspect of meeting
the final pragmatical aim, per case.
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1. Introduction

Since linguistic signs, including “definite” ones, can be interpreted
divergently in different (non-)linguistic contexts, this work is aiming to
study whether a noun is definitely taken as a definite noun by the addressee
merely due to being accompanied by some (in)definite signs or not. Then,
the peripheral questions are: 1) What are semantically definite signs and
behaviors accompanying the nouns in Persian language?; 1) What criterion/
criteria are considered to take a noun as definite/ indefinite?; 111) Why some
nouns are taken as definite and some not (indefinite)?

2. Literature review

The studies about definiteness have been done taking one of these two
approaches: 1. The cross-linguistic studies done through contrasting the
instances, usually considering typological features; 2. On an individual
language. Clearly, the second on Persian makes the major part of the
background of the study. They are mostly about definite and indefinite signs
and their functions through formal and grammatical point of views.
However, some of them implicit semantical features and their key role on
the extent a noun is interpreted as definite. They didn't come up with a
consistent and clear attitude toward generic noun definiteness.

Moien (1958) talked about (in)definite signs in Persian language; under the
same topic, he made some important points about the nouns followed by /i/
and a relative clause. Quirk et al. (1985) talked about English (in)definite
signs; they mostly cited different sources of knowledge and their role on
interpreting a noun as definite. Monshizadeh (1997) implied how a
presumed indefinite sign in Persian language (/yek/) is just rooted in poor
translation from the origin languages. Khanlari (1998) had an approximately
semantical as well as formal attitude to (in)definiteness in Persian, since he
considered the (in)definite signs through a semantical point of view. Croft
(2002) studied in a cross-linguistic approach and cited how (in)definiteness
is associated with some other factors, for example animacy. He also brough
about a definiteness hierarchy based on these factors. Qatre (2007) showed
how definite and indefinite are differently represented, in a morphological
or syntactic or even inflectional level, in Persian language. Rasekh Mahand
(2009) considered the formal (in)definite signs. He talked about the
interconnection between some other syntactic features and (in)definiteness.

3. Methodology

As “it cannot be assumed that what resembles definiteness in certain
languages is exactly the same semantic category as observed in other
languages” (Lyons, 1999: 47), and the study is done specifically about
Persian language, the considered definitions of definiteness, are taken from
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the studies on Persian Language than the cross-linguistic ones. Taking the
same approach of the book “definiteness” (Lyons, 1999), the formal signs
introduced by the previous works on the subject, are taken into account as
the immediate formal coding for (in)definite nouns, within the context,
found m four randomly chosen parts of “Ham-Bam” corpus (2022). It's a
colloquial corpus gathered by interviews with all groups of people. The
analyses were done considering the discourses and in a semantic point of
view which includes some criteria affecting the definiteness: inclusiveness
and uniqueness, familiarity and background knowledge, and referring and
identifiability. To make comparisons between the equivalents with and
without the signs, some artificial utterances are made, as well. We also
benefit from the layered structure to find what elements are left out on the
surface. Then the signs are questioned whether they can function in favor of
more/ less definite referring for the recipient or not? Context, as an important
factor in semantic- pragmatic studies, includes the immediate linguistic
context in this case. The extraction of the associated contextual elements is
in a way which includes any element affecting the interpretation of the noun
within. However, some other resources of knowledge are available, too; for
example, the general knowledge shared by Persian language speakers.

4. Results

The formal signs introduced by the previous works on the subject including
proper nouns, /yek/, /i/ at the end of the nouns, /e/ sound at the end of the
words, bearing no associated elements, demonstrative pronouns, modifiers,
and relative clauses are all found in the corpus. Some referents of the nouns
are just mental ones, and some references are indicating an object which can/
can not be identified by the addressee. Some of the references, refer to a
unique entity and some can include more than a single referent which can be
differentiated. Never mind how a referent is, all the nouns are
comprehensible by the addressee in a way the semantic components assigned
to the referent of the noun are enough to find out the message of the
producer.

5. Discussion

The linguistic context/ the associated elements are definitely affecting on the
interpretation of the nouns as they add some semantic components to the
referent. At the same time, the context can turn a concrete referent to an
abstract one which isn’t as much definite any more. Then, the proper nouns,
can be definite in a morphological isolated situation, not within a context.
The criterion which defines whether the semantic components assigned to
the referent of a noun are enough for understanding the message, is
ascertained in the contextual case. Sometimes, the semantic components
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come before the noun and sometimes they appear after the noun; so, not
necessarily the previous knowledge is clarifying into definiteness. Some
references of the nouns are understandable directly through their own
components; while, some nouns are empty of any semantic component.
Then, the noun (or whatever appears instead of the noun, for example a
pronoun) refers to another noun which has a referent with semantic
components. Some associated pieces of information are neutral and some
are in contrast to the criteria affecting the definiteness, for example the
quantifiers which are in contrast to uniqueness. As the context goes further,
some pieces of information including semantic components are being added
to the same references.

6. Conclusion

The context should be considered in Persian language studies of definiteness
because: 1. In Persian language, definiteness is a semantic concept which
appears in contextual situations; 2. The context gives the mostly
distinguishing semantic components to the referent of the nouns; 3. The
context defines whether the given components are enough for the addressee
to find the message or not. Then, answering the questions, all the
accompanying elements functioning in favor of clarifying semantic
components can be considered as definiteness signs in Persian language. The
context will define a noun’s definiteness based on satisfying the aim of the
message. According to this, in a typical context, the indefinite nouns may
hold one of these two: 1. They will get more definite in following so as to
they aren’t blocking in comprehending the message, any more; 2. They have
enough semantic components and indeed, they are definite enough.
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