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Familiarity, Uniqueness or Function? 

– Definite article as a trigger of discourse expectation 

Jin Cui, University Stuttgart & University Cologne 

A theory of definiteness is one of the central issues in semantics. In this paper I argue that 

the main function of definite article is not triggering a presupposition but rather a discourse 

expectation by the hearer about the referent of the definite description. The bridging usage of 

definite article is taken as the crucial way to test different potential expectations triggered by 

definite article. Based on contexts in which a definite description may have more than one 

possible reading, three of the most influential theories of definiteness are compared with each 

other. In conclusion, the functional analysis is judged as the correct one. Eventually the 

expectation triggered by definite article should shed some light on the discussion about the 

theory of definiteness. 

The uniqueness theory (Russell1905, Hawkins 1978) claims that definite article indicates 

the uniqueness of the referent with respect to some domain restriction. The familiarity theory 

(Christophersen 1939, Kamp 1981, Heim 1982) suggests that the referent of a definite 

description should be old in the discourse. The functional theory (Löbner 1985) claims that 

definite article indicates a function which takes an old entity as the input and denotes the 

referent as the output. But none of them can explain all uses of definite article perfectly. Since 

Strawson (1950) the meaning of definite article, whatever it is, is often analyzed in the current 

discussion as presupposition. The crucial argument which supports this analysis is that the 

thing triggered by definite article can survive the negation test. However, comparing the 

presupposition trigger aufhören in (1) with the definite article in (2), we see that there is a 

difference between them. The presupposition in (1) can be understood and accepted by the 

hearer without requiring him to know it before. The hearer may even not know who Hans is, 

but the information that Hans used to smoke can still be triggered automatically. Different 

from presupposition triggers like aufhören the meaning of definite article cannot be triggered 

in this way. The definite description der Mann in (2) is not interpretable if the hearer doesn’t 

know that there is a unique man in some domain or that there is a familiar man in the 

discourse. Either we should claim that the thing triggered by definite article is a special 

presupposition which cannot be reconstructed and requires the hearer to know it before, or we 

probably have to suggest that it is something other than presupposition.  

(1) Hans hat aufgehört, zu rauchen. 

(2) Der Mann ist krank. 

The main supposition in this paper is that definte article doesn’t trigger a presupposition 

but rather an expectation by the hearer about the referent of the definite description. In general, 

when a definite article occurs, it is expected by the hearer that the referent described by the 

NP follows the definite article is identifiable with the help of the current verbal/non-verbal 

context or of some shared knowledge of the speaker and the hearer. Otherwise the occurrence 

of a definite article is not appropriate. Since the term identifiability is too broad, some more 

concrete description of the expectation triggered by definite article is needed. Based on the 

three theories of definiteness mentioned above following candidates can be suggested: 
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a. The hearer expects with the occurrence of a definite article the uniqueness of the 

referent described by the NP follows the definite article; 

b. The hearer expects with the occurrence of a definite article the familiarity of the 

referent described by the NP follows the definite article; 

c. The hearer expects with the occurrence of a definite article an unambiguous relation 

between the referent described by the NP follows the definite article and an old entity 

in the discourse. 

Actually, in most regular cases of the occurrence of definite article all the three candidates 

seem to be correct. In order to compare them with each other I have resource to a context in 

which a definite description has two potential readings. The first potential reading is a 

recognitional reading which needs some activated shared knowledge between both the 

speaker and the hearer. The second potential reading is a bridging reading which requires an 

anchor in the local context. The expectation-candidate that leads to the most spontaneous 

reading primarily should be judged as the mostly correct one. Consider the example in (3): 

(3) (One day, Hans and Peter read a message in the newspaper that a German man was 

murdered in Berlin and that a knife was found at the crime scene. The next day Hans 

reads another report with the content that the knife found at the crime scene is not the 

murder weapon. When Hans meets Peter later, he asks:"Can you remember the 

murder in Berlin?") 

(a) Peter:“ Ja, natürlich, und der Mann war ein Deutscher.“ (Yes, of course, the man 

was a German.) 

(b) Peter:“Ja, natürlich, und man hat das Messer am Tatort gefunden.“ (Yes, of course, 

the knife was found at the scene.) 

(c) Hans:“ Warte mal, das stimmt nicht. Das gefundene Messer ist nicht die 

Mordwaffe.“ (Wait, that's not correct. The knife found at the scene is not the 

murder weapon.) 

There is no entity which is a man in the current discourse and it is impossible to build a 

bridge between “man” and “murder” so that “man” cannot be interpreted as a bridging NP (cf. 

(4)). The only way to explain the appropriate occurrence of the definite description der Mann 

(the man) in (3a) is to suppose that the question asked by Hans activates the shared 

knowledge about the murder in Berlin between both partners. Therefore Peter is able to refer 

to the unique/familiar man in this shared knowledge with a definite description. Based on this 

supposition, a problem arises by analyzing the sentence (3b). The definite description das 

Messer (the knife) may have two potential readings. It could get a recognitional reading 

because the shared knowledge of the murder in Berlin is activated and there is a 

unique/familiar knife in this knowledge. It also could get a bridging reading because it is 

possible to reconstruct an association between “knife” and “murder” so that das Messer is 

interpreted as the murder weapon (cf. (5)). 

(4) In Berlin fand ein Mord statt. *Der Mann war ein Deutscher. 

(5) In Berlin fand ein Mord statt. Das Messer wurde am Tatort gefunden. 
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Intuitively, the definite description das Messer in (3b) receives primarily the bridging 

reading, namely that it is the knife that was used as the murder weapon. Therefore the 

response of Hans in (3c) is regarded as natural. Otherwise, if we take the recognitional 

reading as the spontaneous reading we will not accept (3c) as an appropriate response. 

Applying the three expectation-candidates above to this case it is noticed that the first two 

candidates cannot explain the phenomenon in (3). If the uniqueness or the familiarity of the 

referent is expected by the hearer, he should accept first at all the recognitional reading, 

because both the uniqueness and the familiarity are satisfied as long as the shared knowledge 

about the murder in Berlin is activated. Thus the expectation is satisfied the hearer has no 

reason to put additional effort to reconstruct a bridge between murder and knife. With respect 

to the fact that the bridging reading is the primary reading I suppose that the expectation 

triggered by definite article is not satisfied by the recognitional reading based on some 

activated shared knowledge by both partners. The third candidate supports this supposition 

perfectly. The hearer primarily reconstructs a bridge between the murder and the knife despite 

extra effort, because an unambiguous relation between the referent of the definite description 

and an old entity is expected.  

With the aid of contexts such as in (3) I argue that a definite article triggers the discourse 

expectation of an unambiguous relation between the referent of the definite description and an 

old entity. I this moment, I am not claiming that the functional theory wins the competition, 

but rather that the assumption based on the functional theory about discourse expectation 

triggered by definite article is probably the correct one. 
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