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Givenness features: between zero expression and definite encoding of NPs (based on Komi) 

Abstract: Linguistic expressions in discourse which have the informational structural status 
given may contain a givenness feature as defined by Krifka (2007: 37): “A feature X of an 
expression α is a Givenness feature if X indicates whether the denotation of α is present in the 
Common Ground or not, and/or indicates the degree to which it is present in the immediate 
Common Ground”. Depending on the exact understanding of the notion of givenness—
topicality, saliency, identifiability, pragmatic definiteness, or others—, such a givenness 
feature may consist in zero-expression, deaccenting, pronominal expression, or equipping an 
NP with a givenness marker in form of a demonstrative pronoun, a definite article, a 
possessive pronoun or a possessive suffix. For possessive suffixes, it has been observed that 
the use of a subset of them (3rd, 2nd person singular) corresponds to the direct anaphoric, 
immediate situation, or larger situation use of definite articles (Fraurud 2001, Gerland 2014 
among many others), relativized by the important observation that differently from definite 
articles in e.g. English, German, or Hungarian, the use of the non-possessive possessive suffix 
is not fully grammaticalized and not obligatory (Nikolaeva 2003: 135). However, if the 
possessive suffix is involved in object marking as in Komi, its non-application may lead to 
ungrammaticality (e.g. Serdobol’skaya & Toldova 2016). On the other hand, topicality 
triggered deaccenting may override identifiability triggered object marking (Klumpp 2014).  

The present talk aims at understanding the application of givenness features in Komi, with 
emphasis on the possessive suffix. The analyzed data comes from a picture task with 50 
contemporary speakers of Komi, who behave differently in terms of “referential density” 
(actually a label for different languages, cf. Bickel 2003). The results are discussed in respect 
to other Finno-Ugric languages, framed by considerations on the use of terms like given and 
definite with non-article languages. 
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