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Abstract

This paper attempts a corpus-based study of demonstrative phrases in English and
Arabic with the aim of comparing the syntactic, semantic and pragmatic behaviour of
demonstratives in both languages. The corpora used for this study are (a) part of the
British component of the International Corpus of English (ICE-GB), and (b) part of
the Contemporary Corpus of Arabic (CCA) compiled at the University of Leeds and
freely available for download. This study starts from the theoretical hypothesis put
forward by Diessel (to appear) that the main function of demonstratives is to maintain
joint attention in discourse. In order to evaluate this hypothesis, the paper focuses on
demonstratives as determiners through the analysis of two features. First, it discusses
the relation between the demonstrative determiners and their antecedents, in terms of
classifying the types of use as direct coreferential, indirect coreferential, or anaphoric.
In the cases of indirect coreference, a further classification is done on the basis of the
semantic relation holding between the head noun in the demonstrative phrase and the
antecedent (eg. hypernymy, synonymy, etc.). Second, the paper highlights the effect
of genre on the use and function of demonstrative phrases. The English and Arabic
corpora are both divided into two sub-categories: fiction (short stories) and non-
fiction (essays on natural and social sciences). Preliminary results show, for example,
that the vast majority of demonstrative determiners in non-fictional texts are directly
coreferential with their antecedents. Examples of indirect coreference and non-
nominal antecedents present interesting cases for the assessment of the amount of
inference needed in the process of reference assignment. The analysis of those
features in English and Arabic are also compared to similar analyses done for other
languages. The results made available through this study could also serve as
background information for the development of reference resolution systems for
English and Arabic.
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