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Abstract:  

Terms of address as an important linguistics items provide valuable 
information about the interlocutors, their relationship and their 
circumstances. This study was done to investigate the change route of 
Persian address terms in the two recent centuries including three historical 
periods of Qajar, Pahlavi and after the Islamic Revolution. Data were 
extracted from a corpus consisting 24 novels which are considered to 
better reflect social realities and various interpersonal relationships in 
different situations. The results indicated that Persian address terms and 
types change through time in line with changes in society. Developing 
new address terms over time which is the characteristic of dynamic 
languages show that Persian language is dynamic enough to comply with 
the sociocultural changes in its speech communities. Also, address terms 
can be clearly divided into positive and negative politeness. During the 
time, all positive address terms have increased in frequency while 
negative address terms have decreased indicating Persian language is 
moving from formality to intimacy in relationship. 
Furthermore, the results showed that change in address terms and types to 
a large extent is affected by different social factors, from among the most 
influencing are; religion, politics, education, gender-equity, social 
situations and interpersonal relations. 
 
Key words: address terms, change, positive politeness, negative   
politeness 
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1.1. Introduction  

Language is a social phenomenon. Gee (1999: 13) defined the social 

language as “different styles that we use to enact and recognize different 

identities in different settings”. Studying the language of people is a 

significant way to understand their culture and norms. Language reveals 

the people’s values and worldview. It is tied to their culture. According 

to Hudson (2001: 91), ‘the semantic system of a language is linked to the 

culture of its speakers’. Thus the meaning that a language can express is 

tied to the culture of its speakers. Language is essentially a means of 

communication. Parkinson (1985) stated that learning how individuals 

open conversations or how people address one another in a certain 

language is an important issue in studying communication and hence 

establishing social relationships between individuals. In the words of 

Aliakbari and Toni (2008: 3), establishing social relationship between 

individuals is perhaps the first step to every communicative event.  

The use of language in communication entails more than just 

exchanging information about thoughts and factual things from one 

person to another; it is an important circumstance in which the 

relationships among people are defined and negotiated. While engaging 
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in conversations people consciously or unconsciously show their 

identities, their belonging to a specific culture or social group and their 

desire to come close or distance themselves from others. Terms of 

address are the first step to establishing social relationship. These are 

almost never neutral in the interpersonal meaning they convey, as the 

choice of a particular form inevitably entails the expression of feelings 

and attitudes, and it is the result of an evaluation of the interlocutor and 

of the nature of the relationship holding between the participants.  

Terms of address are important linguistic mechanisms by which a 

speaker's attitude toward, and interpretation of his or her relationship 

with, a speaker is reflected (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 126). By 

appropriate use of address terms, people identify themselves as part of a 

social group while inappropriate choice of  the  address  hinders  good  

communication  between  the  speaker  and  the  hearer (Akindele , 

2008). The importance of address forms cannot be overestimated in the 

use of language in any human society.  

Address terms in different speech communities are worth study. They 

are likely to be different because different languages have different 

linguistic resources to express what is culturally permissible and 
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meaningful. Moreover, speakers use address terms to negotiate or 

transform a cultural system (Fitch 1991, Morford 1997) and issues such 

as sexuality, age, ethnicity and religion can also be inferred and realized 

from address terms (Afful 2006 a ).   

 

1.1.1. Linguistic definition of “address terms”  

As a universal concept in all languages of the world, there is little 

question on the meaning and definition of “address terms”. 

Oyetade (1995) refered to address terms as words or expressions used 

in face-to-face interaction and situations to designate the person being 

talked to while talk is in progress. Keshavarz (2001) defined this set as 

“linguistic forms that are used in addressing others to attract their 

attention or for referring to them in the course of a conversation.”   

To Braun (1988) address terms which may serve as a means of 

initiating contact, refers to linguistic forms which a speaker use to 

address his/her interlocutors. Braun (ibid) indicated that often address 

terms designate the interlocutors, but not necessarily so, since their literal 

lexical meaning can differ from or even contradict the addressee’s 

characteristics (p.7). For instance, in some Asian countries like Iran a girl 
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may address her friend’s mother as ‘aunt’ to show respect to her though 

there is no blood relation between them. 

To Afful (2006 b) address terms refer to the linguistic expressions by 

which a speaker designates an addressee in a face-to-face encounter. 

Lorente (2002) stated that “terms of address” are distinguished from 

“reference terms”. Although the same linguistic forms may be used for 

both address terms and reference terms to designate a person in a 

communicative encounter, there is evidence that this is not always the 

case. Also Braun (1988, p.11) indicated that rules of address and rules of 

reference may differ for kinship terms and nominal forms of address. For 

example, the English ‘grandson’, ‘niece’ and ‘nephew’ and their Arabic 

counterpart are common forms of reference, but will hardly be used as 

forms of address. Instead, the usual nominal variant for addressing a 

grandson, a niece or a nephew would be their first name. 

Nevala (2004) stated that the way we address someone directly and 

the manner in which we refer to that same person are not always the 

same. The use of direct address formulae is governed by a relationship 

between two participants: the speaker and the hearer. When choosing a 

term of reference, however, the speaker not only has to take into account 
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his/her relationship with the hearer, but also has to decide how to present 

the referent in a situationally appropriate manner. 

To Dickey (1996) ‘address terms’ as a speaker’s linguistic reference 

to his/her interlocutor(s) is clearly a very broad one and needs further 

division. He offered an obvious linguistic classification by their parts of 

speech; into nouns, pronouns, and verbs, and a further syntactic 

classification of ‘bound’ and ‘free’ forms.  

 

1.1.2. Social meanings and function of address terms  

The best place to look for a correspondence between language and 

society in the grammar of a language is in the pronouns and forms of 

address. Therefore, “address forms” have been of great interest to 

sociolinguists, anthropologists, and social psychologists because these 

forms can conspicuously manifest the relationship between language and 

society (Keshavarz 2001, p.6).  

Braun (1988, p.13) stated that from a sociolinguistic point of view, 

address behaviors are meaningful whenever speakers have to choose 

between several variants; all of which are grammatically correct in a 

given conversational context. Thus, it is assumed that extra-linguistic 


