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Emphasis on Possession: Evidence from Mazandarani
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Mazandarani [1] is a basically unwritten Iranian language, more accurately, a northwestern
Iranian dialect, [2] spoken mainly in northern Iran along the eastern part of the Caspian
coastline, hence a Caspian dialect, i.e. a dialect of “the Caspian group”. [3] The geographical
distribution of Mazandarani is not limited to the Mazandaran Province and the western part
of the Golestan Province; even the local people of the northern outskirts and villages of

Tehran speak in Mazandarani.

As for the present study, the examples mentioned and analyzed are based on the data
collected during field research at Nowkandeh, a small town located in the Golestan Province,

at about 47 kms to the west of Gorgan, the capital city of the province.

Mazandarani possessive adjectives have the same form as their corresponding pronouns.

To adduce an example, te means both ‘your’ and ‘yours’, as in 7in te piran-¢ [ this your

shirt-is ‘This is your shirt.’] vs. 2in te-¢ [this yours—-is ‘This is yours.’].

However, Mazandarani possessive pronouns can also appear in other, longer forms, too.
For example, the unmarked possessive pronoun te may appear as follows: te-sh and te-sh-
en, hence rendering such structures as 7in te-e¢/tesh-¢/te-sh-en-¢. (The enclitic -& means
‘is’.) These forms have literally the same meaning; however, they are different with regard to
the varying, hence relative, degrees of emphasis they imply. In other words, the suffix-like -
sh- and -sh-en- serve as emphasis markers. Interestingly, not all possessive structures,
comprising a possessive classifier adjective plus a head noun, can be rendered as such.
Research into the data reveals that when there is an alienable possessive relation, such

emphatic, and longer, forms can readily substitute the original possessive structure. This

phenomenon is not applicable to cases of inalienable possessive relations. For instance, 7un



me per-¢ [that my father-is ‘That is my father’] cannot be put as *2un me-¢ [that mine-is

‘That is mine’], while the earlier example is quite acceptable.

In addition to the condition of alienability, two further conditions must be satisfied. First,

the copulative verb must be the enclitic form -&. Although it is possible to replace -¢ with
the full form copulative verb haste ‘is’, such replacement would not render emphatic forms.
For example, 7in me kela-& [this my hat-is ‘“This is my hat’] can be changed to 7in me kela
haste [‘This is my hat’]. Hence, 2in me-¢ [this mine-is ‘This is mine’] can be changed to 7in
me-sh-& or ?2in me-sh-en-¢ ; however, such forms as *72in me-sh/ me-sh-en hast-¢ are
unacceptable. Secondly, the verb must be in simple present tense. If the tense is changed to
the past or future, these emphatic markers cannot be added. As it concerns the interplay
between the morphology of possessive pronouns and the pragmatics of showing one’s
emphasis on ownership, this phenomenon can also be considered as a morphopragmatic

topic in Mazandarani.

Notes:

1. The name has got various spellings in English. While Crystal (1997, p. 448) records it
as “Mazandarani,” other sources, e.g. Grimes (2000), record it as “Mazanderani”. However,
Crystal’s spelling is closer to the correct Persian pronunciation of the name. It may be

interesting to know that uneducated Mazandarani-speaking people refer to their dialect as

either Geleki /geleki/- not to be confused with Gilaki /gileki/, which is also another Caspian
dialect, or (less frequently) as Mazeni /mazeni/.

2. Shokri (1995: 13) quotes from Oransky (1358 Sh/ 1980, p. 331). However, Kent (1953, p.
7) maintains that “The Caspian dialects [...] probably derived from ancient Scythian”.
Linguistically, Mazandarani has not been sufficiently studied, particularly from the
viewpoints that concern discourse analysis or pragmatics. As the phenomenon of mutual
intelligibility is a “matter of degree,” (Hudson, 1996, p. 35), there is one-way, not mutual,
intelligibility in the dialect: Mazandarani-speaking people understand Persian, but the latter
do not.

3. This is Bloomfield’s designation (1933, p. 62).
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