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German referential indefinite dies is assumed to have the same general properties as English 
indefinite this (see for the latter Prince 1981, Ionin 2006): It shows rigid reference, i.e. it gives rise 
to apparent wide scope interpretations only. Prince (1981) also assigns a certain discourse 
function (in terms of discourse prominence in the expected discourse) to the discourse referents 
introduced by indefinite this. In order to prove this assumption by empirically testing the discourse 
properties of German dies, we designed a story continuation study that captures Prince’s informal 
notion of discourse expectation in three empirically measurable parameters: (i) referential 
persistence, (ii) topic shift potential, and (iii) topic persistence. The findings clearly indicate that 
referential indefinite dies in German assigns a much higher expectation for its discourse referents 
to be re-mentioned in the upcoming discourse, compared to the neutral indefinite article ein. 
 
Referential indefinite dies: German referential indefinite dies is assumed to have the same main 
properties as English indefinite this (von Heusinger 2011, Deichsel 2013): it behaves like a 
referential indefinite determiner (Prince 1981, Ionin 2006), passing the classic tests for 
indefiniteness and referentiality (Fodor & Sag 1982). Indefinite dies allows for referential readings 
only, i.e. only for widest scope readings, while the indefinite article ein allows for different scope 
readings, in particular when the indefinite is in the complement of a verb of propositional attitude. 
Furthermore, Prince (1981) argues that the function of referential indefinite this (as opposed to the 
unmarked indefinite article a(n)) is to signal to the hearer that ‘more information about the referent 
introduced is coming’. Thus, Prince correlates referentiality with discourse effects such as 
discourse expectation: 
 
(1) …A few years ago, there was this hippie, long-haired, slovenly… He confronted me… 

(Policeman; Terkel, 1974)  (Prince 1981: 233) 
 
Parameters of discourse prominence: In a story continuation study we investigated if there is a 
difference with respect to the discourse expectation of the two indefinite determiners indefinite dies 
and ein. The discourse expectation assigned to their discourse referents is empirically measured 
by adopting three parameters (Chiriacescu & von Heusinger 2010): (i) referential persistence or 
the number or anaphoric re-mentions of the referent in the subsequent discourse after its 
introduction (Gernsbacher & Shroyer 1989), (ii) topic shift potential or the likelihood of a referent to 
be re-mentioned as a topic at all (counts only the first time, when a referent is re-mentioned as a 
topic) and (iii) topic persistence or the overall number of anaphoric re-mentions as a topic in the 
subsequent discourse (Givón 1983).  
 
Experimental study: The study was designed as a story continuation experiment (written version 
of Gernsbacher & Shroyer 1989, see also Chiriacescu & von Heusinger 2010). The participants 
(n=24) read mini-discourses and were asked to add 6 natural-sounding, coherent continuation 
sentences. The form of the critical referents in the trigger discourses was manipulated, resulting in 
two conditions: (i) indefinite-dieser NPs vs. (ii) simple indefinite NPs marked with ein. The test 
items (n=10) were constructed in a way that forced a wide-scope interpretation on the critical 
referents in order to guarantee the comparability: the critical indefinite, in both conditions, was 
embedded under a verb of propositional attitude and anaphorically picked up by a pronoun in the 
next sentence – one of the main indicators for a wide scope reading of indefinites. 
 
 
 



(2) Example test item: 
Peter will nächste Woche diese/eine Spanierin besuchen. Er hat sie letztes Jahr in 
Barcelona kennengelernt. 
‘Peter wants to visit this/a Spanish girl next week. He met her in Barcelona last year.’ 

 
The continuations received by the participants were then coded with respect to the three 
parameters introduced above: 
 
Peter will nächste Woche diese Spanierin1 besuchen. Er hat 
sie1 letztes Jahr in Barcelona kennengelernt. 
“Peter wants to visit this Spanish girl1 next week. He met her1 
in Barcelona last year.“ 

 
Topic 

 
Ref. 
Per. 

 
Top. 
Shift 

 
Top. 
Per. 

S1: ErTOP traf sie1, als er in einer Schlange stand. 
       “HeTOP met her1, while he was lining up.“ 

other 1 0 0 

S2: Sie1TOP war  genervt vom Warten und fing ein  Gespräch an. 
       “She1TOP was tired of waiting and started a conversation.“ 

critical 
referent 

2 1 1 

S3: Sie1TOP hatte viele Gemeinsamkeiten mit ihm. 
      “She1TOP had lots of things in common with him.“ 

critical 
referent 

3 1 2 

 
Table 1: Coding methods and cumulative values for the three parameters 

 
Main results: The (i) referential persistence, (ii) the topic shift potential, and (iii) the topic 
persistence of the referents of the specific noun phrases headed by indefinite dieser are 
significantly higher compared to the values with respect to the three parameters of the referents 
introduced	   by specific noun phrases headed by ein (for all three parameters p<0,0001 in the 
Wilcoxon two sample rank sum test). 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Referential persistence, topic persistence and topic shift potential of critical referents, total values in 120 
stories/condition (10TI x 12 participants in each condition), with 6 sentence of each story (720 sentences) 

 
Conclusion & Discussion: The two German determiners – the referential indefinite dieser and 
the (wide scope) ein – vary significantly with respect to the degree of discourse prominence they 
exhibit. They are sensitive to the fine-grained difference between (true) referentiality and wide 
scope readings. Our results show that (at least with respect to its discourse behavior) referential 
indefinite dieser does not behave like the wide scope indefinite article ein: Ordinary indefinites with 
an indefinite article, even if they are used with wide scope, do not show high values of discourse 
expectation. On the other side, referential indefinite dieser clearly indicates a high discourse 
expectation.  
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