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Introduction

Aims:

♦ to describe in a comparative way how definiteness is marked 
in certain Coptic dialects 

♦ to answer the question: What is the functional difference 
between the two series of definite determiners in dialects 
that make use of a double system of determination? 

♦ Proposal 

� The functional split can be explained by distinguishing different 
strategies of referential identification 

� hypothesis not yet widely tested in texts, but supported by 
linguistics typology and diachronic studies 



Coptic dialects and definite article in Egyptian

← Dialects between the 4th és 6th centuries
After Funk (1988: 182)

About the Coptic dialects: 

inter alia Funk (1988), Kahle (1954: 193-278),
Kasser (1991), Vergote (1973: 53-59),
Worrell (1934: 63-82), and Egedi (2012: 17-28)

DEM > DEF.ART.  
pA-series > p-series

About the LE articles:

Černy-Groll (1978: §3.2. and §3.5); Erman (1933: §§171-182); 
Junge (1996: §2.1.1-3); 
Loprieno (1995: 69); 
Neveu (1996: §2.1)

More detailed analyses of the emergence of the article:
Kroeber (1970); Loprieno (1980); Kupreyev (2014)
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About definiteness and reference

The semantic and pragmatic notion of definiteness can be considered
to be universal, only its grammatical realization is a language specific property

(cf. Lyons 1999, esp. Ch. 1. and 7. For an overview, see also Abbott 2004)

Article:
♦ many languages have no article at all , 

♦ in languages that have an article, these articles may even behave differently

♦ there are languages that distinguish more than one sets of definite articles

Definiteness = referential identification

� the speaker signals that the hearer is able to assign a referent for a certain 
noun phrase because i.) accessible in context or 
ii.) familiar via general knowledge of the world

� existence and uniqueness relative to the discourse situation 
(cf. Hawkins 1991)



Strategies for referential identification

"There are many new cafés in the city ." 

(here, where we live)
"What does the cheesecake cost?"

(here, in the café)

situational uniqueness

"The sun is shining brightly." 
"I am never bored with the Italian cuisine "

larger situational use
= inherent uniqueness

"There's a new café in our street. 
The cheesecake is just perfect!" / 
"The owner has just come back from Japan."

associative-anaphoric 
use 

"There's a new café in our street. We have nothing 
in the fridge. Let's go and see what we can get in 
the café ."

anaphoric use
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Strategies for referential identification

"There are many new cafés in the city ." 

(here, where we live)

"What does the cheesecake cost?"
(here, in the café)

situational uniqueness

"The sun is shining brightly." 

"I am never bored with the Italian cuisine "

larger situational use

= inherent uniqueness

"There's a new café in our street. The 
cheesecake is just perfect!" / "The owner has 
just come back from Japan."

associative-anaphoric 
use 

"There's a new café in our street. We have 
nothing in the fridge. Let's go and see what we 
can get in the café ."

anaphoric use

general knowledge of the world



Basic conceptual lexical types of nouns (Löbner 2011 )

functional nouns <e,e>

father, head, age, subject, etc.

relational nouns <e,<e,t>

sister, leg, part, attribute, etc.

+R

individual nouns <e>

moon, weather, date, Maria, etc.

sortal nouns <e,t>

stone, book, adjective, water, etc.

–R

+U –U 

Löbner (1985): semantic and pragmatic definiteness

Löbner (2011): semantic and pragmatic uniqueness
+ congruent vs. incongruent definiteness



Definite articles in Sahidic

(1) a. p--rwme b. t--swše c. N-rwme/swše

p-rôme t-sôše n-rôme/sôše
DEF:SG.M-man DEF:SG.F-field DEF:PL-man/field

‘the man’ ‘the field’ ‘the men/fields’

(2) a. pe-xroou b. te-sxime c. ne-snhu

pe-hroou te-shime ne-snêu
DEF:SG.M-voice DEF:SG.F-woman DEF:PL-brother
‘the voice’ ‘the woman’ ‘brothers/siblings’

Formenlehre: Layton 2000: §52; Steindorff 1951: §136-139; Stern 1880: §§227-230; 
Till 1961: §§87-91, 94-99; Vergote 1983: §§121-122, 124-125. 

N-t-p-definite article

nef-tef-pef-possessive article

nei-tei-pei-demonstrative article

ni-+-pi- -pi-determination

ne-te-pe-”long” definite article

PLSG.FSG.M



Definite articles in Sahidic

pi -determination: reduced form of demonstratives?

Polotsky (1957:229-230): exhaustive listing of contexts
• in temporal and spatial expressions
• in comparative constructions of the form Nce N-ni- ‘like’ (always in plural!)  

• in the expression pi-… N-ouwt ‘the same…’. (cf. Layton 2000: §58: “insisting upon 
identification”) 

• an affective/emotive use in attributive constructions (e.g. something described as 
admirable or horrible) 

The determiner pi- and its corresponding pronominal form ph: Lambdin (1983: 30.8. remote demonstratives); Layton 
(2000: §58. affective demonstrative); Steindorff (1951: §89 and §136); Stern (1880: §§227); Vergote (1983: §§127-128)

N-t-p-definite article

nef-tef-pef-possessive article

nei-tei-pei-demonstrative article

ni-+-pi- -emotive / demonstrative? article

ne-te-pe-”long” definite article

PLSG.FSG.M



Definite articles in Sahidic

(3) p-eoou p-ebol xitM pi--oua N-ouwt

p-eoou p-ebol hitm pi -oua n-ouôt
DEF:SG.M-glory DEF:SG.M-out from DEF:SG.M-one ADJZ-single

‘How will ye be able to believe, taking glory from one another, 
and the glory which is from the/this only one ye seek not for.’ [John 5:44]

(4) a-f-ouw¥b je pi-rwme et-ou-moute ero-f je IS

a-f-ouôšb če pi -rôme et-ou-moute ero-f  če i<êsou>s
PF-3SG.M-answer that DEF:SG.M-man REL-3PL-call to-3SG.M that Jesus

‘he answered that the/this man who is called Jesus 
(is he who made clay and put it on my eyes…)’ [John 9:11]

Manuscript: P. Palau Ribes Inv. 183. (5th century)



Definite articles in Bohairic

(5) a. piom b. tve c. nenšhri nabraam [John 8:39]

p-iom t-phe nen -šêri n-abraam
DEF:SG.M-sea DEF:SG.F-sky DEF:PL-son POSS-Abraham

‘the sea’ ‘the sky’ ‘the sons of Abraham’

(6) a. pirwmi b. +sximi c. nirwmi

pi -rômi ti -shimi ni -rômi
DEF:SG.M-man DEF:SG.F-woman DEF:PL-man

‘the man’ ‘the woman’ ‘the men’

Lit. (mainly on B5): Stern 1880: §§226-227; Mallon 1907: §§41-44; 
Polotsky 1968: 243; Depuydt 1985; Shisha-Halevy 1994, 2007:430-447

ni-+-pi-‘strong’ article

nen-t- / c-p- / v-‘weak’ article

PLSG.FSG.M

NB.  *n- → nen- with possessed nouns only



The functional difference of the two series
as described in literature

“deictic, cohesive specifying article”
“characterizes the noun as familiar 
and of high specificity”

“the genus or class naming determination”
“the determinator is deictically inert, non-
phoric, properizing”
---
“non-cohesive, pure- actualization 
designative or naming article”

Shisha-Halevy
(1994: 233-234) 
and (2007: 389, 392)

agrees on previous definitions- the indication of unique beings, 
- the generic use, 
- the use ‘par excellence’
all derive from the basic notion of indicating
one element of a genus as the representa-
tive of the entire genus

Depuydt (1985: 59)

‘individual’‘generically’Polotsky (1968: 243)

“détermine avec plus de precision, il 
indique un individu en particulier”

“détermine d'une manière moins précise ; il 
se place devant les noms génériques ou 
abstraits et devant les noms d'êtres 
uniques”

Mallon (1907: §42) 
“on emploie l’un ou l’autre article 
selon le degré de determination 
qu’on veut donner au nom”

“(...) hat der starke artikel eine 
vereinzelnd und unterscheidend 
bestimmende bedeutung”

“(...) hat der schwächere artikel gewöhnlich 
eine allgemein bestimmende bedeutung, 
und findet daher vor generischen und 
abstracten begriffen seine anwendung”

Stern (1880: §227)

‘strong’ article‘weak’ article



Proposal
A distinction based on semantic vs. pragmatic definiteness

• Weak article: inherent and situational uniqueness (including singular generics) 
• Strong article: anaphoric and associative-anaphoric use, pragmatic definiteness

Weak articles in possessive constructions:
(the problem of plural weak art. nen-)
Weak articles grammaticalized
to encode inherently unique AND 
inherently relational nouns 

Question: How do we know that anaphoric article are not demonstratives?

→ Associative-anaphoric use! (no DEM allowed)

(7) afi de nje IHS afjemf eafouw

a-f-i de nče iê<sou>s a-f-čem-f e-a-f-ouô
PF-3SG-come  SP PTCL Jesus PF-3SG-find-3SG SBRD-PF-3SG-complete

eferD nnexoou 4en-pi-mxau

e-f-er-4 n-n-ehoou xen-pi -mhau
SBRD-3SG-do-4 PART-DEF:PL-day in-DEF.SG.M-tomb

‘Jesus came, and he found that he (Lazarus) had already been in the tomb four 
days.’ [John 11:17]

functional nounsrelational nouns
+R

individual nounssortal nouns –R

+U –U 



Text: John 6:16-21 MS.: P. Bodmer III. Edition:  Kasser (1958)

(8) etarouxi de ¥wpi anefmachths ei exrhi eviom . aualhi eujoi au¥e epat mpiiom
ekavarnaoum neatyemts ouw es¥wpipe nempateIHS I xarwoupe . neapiiom de twoun
ep¥wipe ntenoujinnifi nteuni¥+ nchou . etau<ou>ei ebol nKEnstasion ie L . aunau
eIHS efmo¥i xijenpiiom eaf4wnt epjoi . auerxo+ . ncof de pejaf nwou jeanokpe
mpererxo+ . nau<ou>w¥ depe e¥opf erwou epijoi satotf apijoi moni epyro epima
[enau]naxwl erof

“16An evening having come, his disciples came down to the sea ; 17and having entered into a ship , they 
were going across the sea to Kapharnaum. And the dusk had now come, and Jesus had not yet come 
to them. 18And the sea was heaving by the blow of a great wind. 19Having then been distant about 
twenty-five stadia or thirty, they saw Jesus walking upon the sea , approaching the ship , and they 
feared. 20But he said to them: ‘It is me, do not be afraid’ 21They were wishing then to get him into the 
ship with them, and immediately the ship landed at the shore on the land to which they were to go.”

Analysis of the determined noun phrases:

viom ph-iom ‘the sea’ first mention, but unique reference �

oujoi ou -čoi ‘a ship’ first mention, new referent �

piiom pi -iom ‘the sea’ unique reference, anaphoric ��

tyemts t-khemts ‘the darkness’ abstract noun, unique reference �

piiom pi -iom ‘the sea’ unique reference, anaphoric ��

piiom pi -iom ‘the sea’ unique reference, anaphoric ��

pjoi p-čoi ‘the ship’ anaphoric ?
pijoi pi -čoi ‘the ship’ anaphoric ��

pijoi pi -čoi ‘the ship’ anaphoric ��

pyro p-khro ‘the shore’ relational �

pima pi -ma ‘the place’ cataphoric �



Definite articles in early Fayyumic

Manuscript: BM Or. 5707 (Crum and Kenyon 1900) � John 3:5-4:49 
~ 120 simple, definite determiners



Typological considerations

Double systems 

Two sets of articles in German dialects (weak vs. strong, full vs. reduced):
♦ Himmelmann (1997: 54-55): Rhineland dialects, North Frisian dialect 
♦ Schroeder (2006): Low German dialects next to the North Sea
♦ Studler (2011): Swiss German
♦ Simonenko (2014): Austro-Bavarian (an Upper-German dialect)

Opposition of simple marking vs. double marking
♦ e.g. Swedish (cf. Lyons 1999: 327; Schroeder 2006: 564)

Diachronic aspects – evidence from language change

New article to encode pragmatic definiteness
♦ Egedi (2013, 2014): Old Hungarian
♦ Czardybon (2012): Upper Silesian dialect of Polish
♦ Breu (2004) and Scholze (2012): Colloquial Upper Sorbian (Slavic dialect) 
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