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1. Presupposition vs. expectation
In current discussion about definite descriptions the
thing triggered by the definite article is often treated
as presupposition. The crucial argument is that it
survives the negation test. However, comparing the
definite article in (2) with a typical presupposition
trigger as stop in (1), a distinction between them
emerges. The addressee will accept the information
triggered by stop even if he is clueless about that. The
information triggered by the definite article can only
be accepted if the addressee knows it. This contrast is
illustrated in (3) and (4):

(1) Hans has stopped to smoke.
(2) Hans likes the girl.
(3) The response of the addressee to (1).

(4) The response of the addressee to (2).
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Hans has stopped to smoke. Hans used to smoke.

The addressee knows that Hans 
used to smoke.

accepted

The addressee doesn’t know that 
Hans used to smoke.

accepted

The addressee knows that Hans 
didn’t smoke.

rejected

Hans likes the girl. There is a unique/ 
salient/discourse-
old girl.

The addressee knows that there is a 
unique/ salient/discourse-old girl.

accepted

The addressee doesn’t know that 
there is a unique/ salient/discourse-
old girl.

rejected

The addressee knows that there is no 
unique/ salient/discourse-old girl.

rejected

Either we have a special presupposition which requires 
the addressee to know it before, or we probably may 
suggest that it is something other than presupposition.

The information triggered by definite article cannot be 
accepted by the addressee if he is clueless about it, 
because his expectation of the referent is not provable 
with his own knowledge and therefore is not satisfied. 

My supposition: A definite description 
presupposes only the existence of the referent. 
The additional information about the referent 

belongs to the addressee’s expectation.

2. What is expected ?
Based on three of the most influential theories of definiteness three 
possible expectations are suggested.                    

Since most definite descriptions can be analyzed from diverse points 
of view, special contexts are needed in order to compare the 
expectation-candidates with each other, e.g. see (5):

Since der Mann in (5a) is used recognitionally, we have to suppose 
that the question asked by Hans has activated the shared knowledge 
about the murder in Berlin, so that Peter is able to refer to the man via 
a definite description. Based on this supposition, a contrast arises by 
analyzing (5b). Das Messer could get a recognitional reading just like 
der Mann in (5a) or a bridging reading that it is the murder weapon. 
(5c) shows that the bridging reading is the more nature one. The 
expectation-candidates can now be compared with the help of (5b) by 
testing whether they lead to the bridging reading primarily. 

i. The addressee expects with the occurrence of a definite 
article the uniqueness of the referent (uniqueness theory);

ii. The addressee expects with the occurrence of a definite 
article the familiarity of the referent (familiarity theory);

iii. The addressee expects with the occurrence of a definite 
article that the referent is identifiable with a non-ambiguous 
relation to an local entity (functional theory).

(5) (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.)

i. Uniqueness: Both readings are accessible. There is no 
preference for one of them. Take the concept murder as the 
domain, we get the bridging reading; take the shared 
knowledge as the domain, we get the recognitional reading. 

ii. Familiarity: The recognitional reading is the primary one, 
because with the expectation of familiarity an old entity which 
is a knife is looked for. Whereas the bridging reading requires 
the repair mechanism accommodation.

iii. Function: The bridging reading is the primary one because a 
non-ambiguous relation to a local entity is expected. The 
recognitional reading is less preferred because it should be 
traced back to the direct referential nature of demonstratives.

3. Conclusions
The definite article triggers an expectation during the interpretation 
of a noun phrase. 
With the occurrence of a definite article the addressee expects that 
the referent is identifiable with a non-ambiguous relation to an local 
entity.
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