
Influence of the category of definiteness on the semantic field – contrastive analysis of selected 

German-Polish translations of non-fictional and literary texts 

 

The aim of this paper is to show the contrastive shape of the category of definiteness between two 

Indo-European languages, Polish from the group of Slavic languages and German from the group of 

Germanic languages. Looking at these two languages, one would think that Polish has worse conditions 

for expressing definiteness, since it does not use articles. However, this article aims to answer the 

question whether this is indeed the case. 

In order to explore the essence of German articles, we must first look at the generally known three-

way division into definite, indefinite and zero articles. The approach here is a pragmatic-semantic one, 

which means that attention is to be drawn above all to the use of the articles in concrete 

communication situations. 

Since articles provide information on how different elements in the discourse relate to each other, the 

concept of frame semantics and mental approach used by Ronald Langacker (Langacker 2005: 129-

133) is well suited to investigate the influence of definiteness on the semantic field (also a key term 

from the field of cognitive linguistics). This is because the field can change under the influence of a 

referential expression, including the definite and indefinite article, in such a way that a different 

overlap of meaning – the essence when transferring a concept from one language to another – arises 

during translation. In this context, all referential expressions have the same function – they ensure that 

speaker and hearer focus their attention on the same object of conceptualization (cf. Filar 2017: 27-

38). 

In the practical part of this work, the focus will be on the expressive possibilities of definiteness in the 

case of two types of text whose field of application is very different, but in which the article (in German) 

frequently appears as a constituent element. Examples are fixed expressions, phrases, in which it 

makes a decisive difference which degree of definiteness is used. In marketing texts, these tend to be 

conventionalized expressions, whereas in literature it is more likely to handle with momentary 

formations. In the latter, the article has the greater influence on semantics, since literary texts are the 

more expressive type of text. The aim of this analysis is therefore to show which compensatory 

strategies are to be used in Polish to keep the recipient’s attention focused on the same object of 

conceptualization. In addition, it will be determined whether the absence of the linguistic device of 

articles semantically impoverishes the target text. Charles Fillmore’s concept of scenes and frames 

semantics will serve this purpose, as it is the best way to determine what changes the scene created 

by the original frame in the recipient of the original is subjected to in the translation. 

The illustrative material will be Herta Müller's Herztier (the English translation is entitled: The Land of 

Green Plums) and its translation into Polish created by Alicja Buras and entitled Sercątko from the field 

of literature and selected advertising texts from my own translation work. 

 

  



References: 

 

1. Becker L.: Articles in the World’s Languages. Series: Linguistische Arbeiten, vol. 577, 

Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2021. 

2. Bisle-Müller H.: Artikelwörter im Deutschen: semantische und pragmatische Aspekte ihrer 

Verwendung. Berlin/Boston: Walter de Gruyter, 2011. 

3. Ehrhardt C., Heringer H. J.: Pragmatik. Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2011. 

4. Filar M.: Kognitywne badania nad semantyką tekstu z perspektywy angloamerykańskiej i z 

perspektywy germanistycznej. „Lingwistyka Stosowana”, vol. 23, no. 3, 2017, pp. 27–38. 

5. Fillmore C. J.: Frame Semantics. In: ibidem: Linguistics in the Morning Calm. Selected Papers 

from SICOL. Seoul: Hanshin, 1982. 

6. Fleischer W.: Phraseologie der deutschen Gegenwartssprache. Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 1997. 

7. Koniuszaniec G.: Über Determinatoren im Deutschen und Polnischen. „Studia Germanica 

Posnaniensia“, vol. 13, 1984, pp. 71-80. 

8. Langacker R.: Cognitive Grammar: A Basic Introduction. Oxford–New York: Oxford University 

9. Langacker R.: Wykłady z gramatyki kognitywnej. Lublin, 2005. 

10. Müller H.: Herztier. Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch, 2007. 

11. Müller H.: Sercątko. Przeł. Alicja Buras. Wołowiec: Wydawnictwo Czarne, 2009. 

12. Neubert A.: Pragmatik. In: Snell-Hornby M., Hönig H. G., Schmitt P. A. (eds.): Handbuch 

Translation, Tübingen: Stauffenburg Verlag, 2006. 

13. Reiter N.: Slavische Kasus- und deutsche Artikelopposition. „Zeitschrift für Slavische 

Philologie“, vol. 39, no. 2, 1977, pp. 357-372. 

14. Tabakowska E.: Językoznawstwo kognitywne a poetyka przekładu. Transl. by Agnieszka 

Pokojska. Kraków: Towarzystwo Autorów i Wydawców Prac Naukowych Universitas, 2001. 

https://ecm.ebscohost.com/Books/Search/DoSearch?SearchField=SeriesTitle&SearchTerm=Linguistische%20Arbeiten%20Ser%2C%20v.577
https://www.jstor.org/stable/i23996966

