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The indefinite article — Indefinite? — Article?

Abstract

Perlmutter (1970) argued that the indefinite article is categorically different from the definite article and
proposed that it is a clitic version of the numeral "one". But there are, as Perlmutter himself pointed out,
instances of "a" as well as of "one" that don't seem to have the semantics of the numeral. Hence a divorce of "a"
(and of "one") from "numeral"-hood is called for. Furthermore, there are instances of what looks like the
indefinite article (e.g., German "ein" or its Dutch, etc. counterpart) which occur in contexts from which the
indefinite article is supposed to be excluded: with plural nouns, with non-count nouns, in definite noun
phrases, etc. This state of affairs was addressed by Bennis et al. (1998), and others since, by reference to a so-
called 'spurious article, homophonous with the traditional indefinite article "een/ein".

The goal of the present paper is twofold: First of all, I argue that German "ein" is not always an ‘indefinite
article,' and, pursuing the idea that there is only one "ein", it is hence never an ‘indefinite article.' Secondly, I
explore some consequences for the structural representation of certain function words which contain "ein" as
one of their components, in particular "kein" as well as its English counterpart "no". The discussion promotes a
strongly non-lexicalist view, advocating a syntactic derivation of function words, including movement.

This working paper is available in University of Pennsylvania Working Papers in Linguistics: http://repository.upenn.edu/pwpl/
vol18/iss1/19
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The indefinite article — Indefinite? — Article?

Thomas Leti

1 Introduction

Perlmutter (1970) argued that the indefinite article isgatieally different from the definite article
and proposed that it is a clitic version of the numenaé (cf. also Roehrs 2009). But there are, as
Perlmutter himself pointed out, instancesafs well as obnethat don’t seem to have the semantics
of the numeral. Hence a divorce@{and ofoné from numerathood is called for (cf. Kayne 2009).
Furthermore, there are instances of what looks like thefinide article (e.g., Germaein or its
Dutch, etc. counterpart) which occur in contexts from whigsé indefinite article is supposed to
be excluded: with plural nouns, with non-count nouns, inrdi&finoun phrases, etc. This state of
affairs was addressed by Bennis et al. (1998), and others,dily reference to a so-callespurious
article, homophonous with the traditional indefinite artiden/ein

The goal of the present paper is twofold: First of all, | ar¢juet Germarein is not always an
‘indefinite article,” and, pursuing the idea that there i$yameein, it is hence never an ‘indefinite
article.” Secondly, | explore some consequences for thettral representation of certain function
words which contairein as one of their components, in particukain as well as its English coun-
terpartno. The discussion promotes a strongly non-lexicalist vievogating a syntactic derivation
of function words, including movement (cf. Leu 2008a, 2010)

2 Zooming in on the “indefinite article”

The traditional terrmindefinite articleis useful for a number of purposes (lexicography, language
teaching, etc.). But from the perspective of theoretiaadliistics, it stands in the way of a better
understanding of the nature of, e.g., Germaam

2.1 einem ein+em

Consider (1).

(1) mit einemTrick German
with a.DAT trick

Most linguists would agree tha&inemin (1) is the German indefinite article. It is, however, also
immediately clear that this is an imprecision. It entaits, istance, thaémof einemin (1) is part

of the indefinite article. However, arguably the saemoccurs in definite contexts (2a,b) and in
adjectival contexts (2c), i.e., in the absence of an indefaiticle. And finally, the indefinite article
sometimes occurs without theen (2d).

(2) a. mit d-em Trick = -emoccurs in definite contexts.
with theDAT trick
b. mit ihm = -emoccurs in definite contexts.
with him.DAT
c. mit rot-em Wein = -emsuffixes to non-articles (e.g., adjectives).
with red-DAT wine
d. EinTrick geriigt. = sometimes the “indef. art.” occurs withom

A trick suffices

Hence we can conclude thamis not part of the “indefinite article.” In fact thesmis a dative case
marker.

*Aspects of this work were inspired by R. Kayne’s spring 20 MLNectures in morphosyntax. For helpful
discussion I'm particularly grateful to Oana Savescu aaffdella Zanuttini.
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2.2 ein: [...]+ein

Many linguists would presumably agree with the idea #rats not literally part of the indefinite
article in (1), and will point out that what s/he meant is healin, as e.g., in (3a). It is further also
widely agreed upon that the indefinite article has certagperties: It marks the containing noun
phrase as indefinite (3a), and distributionally speakirgiicompatible with plural nouns (3b) and
with non-count nouns (3c).

3) The indefinite article is. ..
a. Ein Hundhat michangebellt. ...indefinite
a dog hasme at.barked
b. (*Eine) Hundehabenmichangebellt. ...iIncompatible with plural nouns
(@) dogs have me at.barked
c. (*Ein) Wissen st (*eine) Macht. ...incompatible with non-count nouns

(@) knowledges (a) power

But given these properties we can, with the same kind of aeguias above in section 2.1, question
whethereinis really the “indefinite article.” Consider examples (4ieh show that sometimesn
occurs in definite contexts (4a), that sometirigoccurs with plural nouns (4b), and that sometimes
einoccurs with non-count nouns (4t).

(4) einoccurs...
a. Dein Bier wird warm. ...in definite contexts
your beergets warm
b. MeineFreundesindschon da. ... with a plural noun
my friends are alreadyhere
c. Ichbrauchekein Wasser. ...with a non-count noun

| need no water

Hence we can conclude thain is not the indefinite article. But if so, then what is the ‘ifidée
article’? - And what isein? - The rest of the paper is devoted to addressing these tvatigug

3 What is the “indefinite article”?

The proposal in this section is that the indefinite articleslnot exisé What exists is a set of zero-
operators which constitute a subset of operators that @dodbie left ofein. Consider the examples
in (5).3

(5) a. m-einBuch ‘my  book’ b. k-einBuch ‘no book’
d-ein Buch ‘your book’ no book
s-ein Buch ‘his/herbook’
c. welcheinBuch ‘whata book’ d. was fur einBuch ‘what kind of book’
whicha Buch whatfora book

The elementin can be preceded by a person element, as in (5a), which hasmééé properties
and is associated with possessor semantics. Or it can beda@dy an element that is associated
with negative quantification (5b). Or it can be preceded byhaetement, as in (5c¢,d), which is
associated with illocutionary force as well as quantifimadil properties, and which syntactically is
clearly a phrasal constituent. Let us refer to the set ofgthithat precedeinin each of the above
examples as operators.

1Bennis et al. (1998) discuss occurrences in Dutch of a “spetiarticle, i.e., an indefinite article occurring
with mass nouns, plurals, and proper names in certain emvieats (cf. Haegeman 2007, Leu 2010, Roehrs
20009).

2The idea that there is no “indefinite article” has been prefqsreviously, cf. Vater 1982 and subsequent
work, which treats Germagin as a Q head, distinct from the category of the definite article

3Cf. also Roehrs (in progress) for discussion of morpholaigiccomplex words involvinggin.
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The noun phrases in (5) enter into distinct quantificatidnaiferential / (person-)deictic re-
lations with the containing clause and the context of utteea Notice that it is the constituent
precedingeinthat determines most of the semantic properties of the nbuasp. Assuming that it
is correct to attribute to the noun phrase in (6a) certairesgimaspects in the realm of quantification
and/or referentiality not shared with all the examples iy itgalmost) follows from compositional-
ity that the right analysis of (6a) features a zero-opera®represented in (6B).

(6) a. einBuch
a book
b. [OPA] + ein Buch

We may ask how OP is integrated in the noun phrase, or, more narrowly, whatelation between
einand OP* is. | will try and answer one aspect of that question, by lagkat other occurrences
of ein. In a number of (related) cases, it has been argued thatlthan derivations involve move-
ment of a constituent to the left @in. | will briefly mention a few earlier proposals and relevant
considerations and suggest treating®&halogously.

3.1 Wh-ein

One case in which wh-elements have been argued to have #wt effmoving a noun modifier to
the left of the indefinite article is that of English degreenfiing (Bresnan 1973, Hendrick 1990,
Troseth 2004, Leu 2008a).

(7) a. a[pretty big] car = b.  [how big] (of) a howbig bOOK. .. ?

Following the lead of English degree fronting, a similart@derivation is also supported (to
varying degrees of obviousness) for the occurrenc&foéin NPin (5).

A first plausibly very similar case is that of Germamias fir (Leu 2008b, cf. also Vangsnes
2008a,b).

(8) a. was furonBuch German
whatfor a book
b. [ [xpwas fur] [on [ Buch &p]]]
A

Was fir is a basically adjectival modifier with a wh-element. Tas fir constituent can occur to
the left of ein, or it can occur to the right of (the counterpart efp (for details see Leu 2008a:
chapter 5), suggesting that when occurring to the leétinft moved there.

The case ofvelch einseems very similar to that afas fir (Leu 2008a: chapter 6). Bennis
et al. (1998) and Corver (2004) suggest an analysis in whielvh-element comes to precetby
means of leftward movement.

(9) a. wat nboeken Dutch
whata books
b. [op Wiﬂj [or [p[x NIkl [xp boeken f t "fj 1

Notice in this example that theprecedes a plural noun (cf. also Haegeman 2007 on West Flemis
wel).

3.2 Possessivm-ein

In a similar vein, Den Dikken (1998) and Corver (2004) prapthegat the possessive determiner (the
Dutch cognate of Germamyeinbe analyzed as involving movement of the possessor to theflef
n. Notice that the two components that makenuipn (‘my’) do not form a constituent on this view.

(10) a. mijn boeken Dutch
my books

4The IA superscript to the operator OP is a notational meadsstimguish the null operator from the overt
elements that precedénin (5), and which form a natural class with ¥fn the currently relevant respects.
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b. [op [pp P2 nlii]j [or [p[x NIkl [xp boekenf: t ‘tj 1

The idea that at some pointin the derivation the possessee#ito the left is supported for instance
by the fact about Hungarian that the possesee nominal sisppgreement morphology, agreeing
with the possessor (Szabolcsi 1994). Assuming no upwarttimyothe possessor must originate in
a position lower than the agreement head (or in its Spec).

3.3 k-ein

Finally, we are left with the negative determinegin (‘no’). Recalling the above argument from
English degree fronting, note that such degree frontingbeatriggered not only by a wh-element
but also by a negative element (Troseth 2004), as in (11).

(11) a. alverygood]student = b.  [*(not) very good] (of) afotverygoodStudent
/e ——

HenceNEG can also trigger noun phrase internal movement in such cdsetsme propose, by
analogy to the above cases, tkaininvolves movement of a constituent containktp the left of
ein(Leu 2008a}.

(12) [xap NEGK-]j eine § Bucher
(13)

NEG
A

2 _ eine ~
thegk- txp Blcher

3.4 ein and the indefinite article

| mentioned earlier that in a number of cases, e.g., 1{9).e., ein) can occur with mass nouns,
plurals, and even proper names, and often doesn’t seem toleda indefiniteness. Bennis et al.
(1998) conclude that in such cases it is not the indefinitelarbut a what they calipurious article

Let us agree with this conclusiénBut let us note that this results in a case of homonymy
between the “spuriousin and the “real article’ein. Furthermore, not only do the two articles
sound the same, but they also exhibit identical inflectigmaperties, both with regard to their own
inflection and with regard to the inflection “triggered” onaléwing adjective. Hence settling for
accidental homonymy would mean declaring defeat. The @alpo (6), on the other hand, offers
an immediate and simple remedy to the accidental qualithisfhiomonymism, at the expense of
the postulate of a (possibly single-membered) set of sdpetators.

3.5 Conclusion

| conclude that what traditional grammatical descriptioall theindefinite articleis really a con-
glomerate of components of a partial derivation in whithis merged and a (phonetically zero)
operator moves to the left of ft.

(14) Proposal: [ OP [ein ...t Buch]]

In other words, | propose thatnis never the indefinite article.

5The idea thakein (‘no’) is (at least) bi-morphemic seems standardly accepted#eip004, Penka and
Zeijlstra 2005, Roehrs in progress, cf. also Klima 1964 fat, its Old High German ancestoiheinseems to
derive from (at least) three components, being composeitoh+ numeralein, i.e., ‘not + and/also + one’
(Pfeifer 2003).

6In Leu 2008c, | disagreed with it for reasons that are obui&tethe present proposal.

"Indefinite noun phrases have a number of possible readirigsifiy 1992, lhsane 2008). It is conceivable
that these should be distinguished (in part) in terms otdiffit operators. The question of why they are non-
overt in what looks like a systematic fashion would beconeegasingly salient.
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4 What is ein?

Assuming the preceding discussion to be on the right tragkkmow whatein isn’t, namely an
indefinite article. But we still don’t know whatiniis.

The goals of this (somewhat programmatic) section hencé/réo find a unifying theme
that characterizes all the occurrencesedf in (5), and (B) to explore certain immediate struc-
tural/derivational consequencés.

4.1 ein and numerals

In one of its occurrencesjnis traditionally called a numeral. The idea that the indéfiaiticleein
and the numeragin are related is widely acknowledged (Perlmutter 1970, K&30@9, Roehrs in
progress: among others) and should be taken seriously.

Let us consider Kayne’s (2009) proposal that the numenalis really the indefinite article
adjacent to a silerdgINGLE.

(15) a. asingle book
b. one SINGLE book

This proposal immediately unifies the two usegwfdistinguishing them in terms of the context of
occurrence. The unification aspect is appealing and | wargtan it.

Kayne (2009) further discusses other numerals and proploaethey occur in the specifier of
the indefinite article, in which case the indefinite artideains unpronounced. | will directly adopt
the essence of this proposal, in combination with Kayned8b) proposal that (certain) quantity
expressions (e.gmanyandfew) are accompanied by a (silent) nomimalMBER. Specifically, |
adopt the idea that the numeral interpretation derives fiegociation with such a (silent) nominal
NUMBER. Thus we arrive at the idea that the numeral useinhas the representation in (16).

(16) numerall|: ein Buch = SINGLE ein NUMBER Buch

The intuition behind the proposal leans on the observatiandin is related tan (as is certainly
the case in locative expressioffsimilarly, the intuition is easily accessible in my corresging
proposal for numerals higher thane(in English):

(17) numerals> |1]: four books = four  IN NUMBER books
4.2 M-einand French possessives

In section 3.2 we encountered the idea that possessivardeers likemein (‘my’) consist of two
elements: a possessor and a functional element that réh&teessessor and the possessee.

(18) [op [pp Po rTj]j [or [plx Nkl [xp boekenf: t ‘tj 1

In the case of Germameinthat relating element isin. Possibly this should be related to French
(19b,c), suggesting a correspondence between Ge(eignand Frenchdef (cf. Kayne 1994,
Den Dikken 1998, Corver 2004, Leu 2008a).

(19) a. m-in Buch b. le livre deJean C. unami a moi
my-ein book thebookof John a friendof me

8Den Dikken (2006) foreshadows aspects of the present pabpgsyenerating spuriousenas the relator
of a small clause, on a par with Dutch/Gernads, Englishasand the like, i.e., prepositional elements.

9To the extent that this parallelism is not accidental, we wohsider that the locative aspect of the oc-
currences okin in einbrechen (‘break in’), hinein (‘in)etc. are not so much reflexes of inherent semantic
properties okin, but should rather be ascribed to a component analogausN®@ER in (16) and (17), but with
the relevant semantics, e.g., a silent nomimalce (cf. Kayne 2007).
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4.3 K-ein and French and English negatives

Finally, let me addreskein | noted, in section 3.3, th&einconsists of (at least) two constituents
k- and-ein, and that the position &- to the left ofeinis the result of syntactic movement.

(20) a. keineBucher b. [NEGk-]; einetj Bucher
no books

| also noted thak may not be the actual carrier of negativity, but that it iscagsted with an
(often) silent negative morphemeThis is, of course, well motivated within a Germanic (and-eno
widely an Indo-European) context. Let us, therefore, sttt a look at a number of occurrences of
negativen in English and German.

(22) a. n-ot b. n't C. n-icht d. n-o = nis a negative morpheme
n-o one n-ever n-ie n-ein

It is clear that in the examples in (2t)s a negative morpheme, and presumably the same negative
morpheme across all the examples in (21). A next step ins@delressing the constituent structure
of the remaining parts of the words in (21). In English, am®ato is isolable, as well as &
The presence/absence of these elements is syntacticakyramed (e.g.n't is restricted to finite
contexts, contrary taof).

The recognition of the morpheme statusnadindo must be extended to the examples in (22a-
b"). Let us agree that the in (22a) is the same as the one in (22a’), and thatathe (22a’) is
(morphosyntactically) the same as that in (22b). In alle¢lvases, a negative constituanirecedes
o and a nominal constituent follows it. (Qrotsee below.)

(22) a. n-obook b. n-o-thing c. nine'o’clock = 0is avariant of of’

a'. n-o-body b’. n-o-t c’. barrelomonkeys

English also has (22c,c’), where, similarly, a quantificatl constituent precedesand a nominal
constituent follows it. These latter instancesadre usually taken to be variants of the preposition
of (or perhapn). Phonologically they are distinct, varying within the samange as the range
delimited by (22a) and (22b), impressionistically spegki@iven these parallels, | propose that the
0in (22a,a’,b) is a variant aff.10:11

This proposal puts the potential parallelism in (23) betwEeench and English immediately
within reach.

(23) English: n o books
proposal: NEG of books
French: pas de livres

We note that in French the actual negative compomaatyotimmediately present, butin a removed
position, reminiscent of Germdeein, to which the parallelism extends straightforwardly, githe
preceding discussion.

(24) English: n o books

French: pasde livres
German: k eine t Bucher
A0 |

The morphematic analysis ofo must also extend to the fragment negatmm In other wordsn
in No! (and similarly in Germarmein!) is a negative constituent moving to the left-of(German
-ein), presumably out of an elided clause (Holmberg 2004).

10Note that French objeqias un NPversuspas de NPseems to correspond to Germeim- NP ... nicht
versuskein NP
Baunaz (2008: p.174,370ff.) notes that in Frepals un NHs the subject counterpart of objquas de NP
11The idea of decomposingot asn-o-t was inspired by R. Kayne’s spring 2011 seminar at N'Barrel
o’'monkeysvas pointed out to me by Sarah Nakamaru.
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(25) English: No! cf. n-o
German: Nein! cf. n-ein. . .,
A |

Finally, the scope of the above discussion must inclugle More precisely, on the set of assump-
tions entertained in this papemtis derived in the syntax, in a way that involves movement taf
the left ofo. This leaves the the question of the statusinfn-o-t Considering the facts in (22) and
French (24), let me suggest thats a nominal constituent, akin to'?

(26) not: n ot derived by movementaof. noft,t
NEGOFIT A

This opens up the possibility that negation always origisatithin a nominal category. If so, we
will ultimately want to understand why that should be so.

5 Conclusion

In conclusion, | have argued that the semantic contribudfdhe “indefinite article,” e.g., in German
ein Buch should likely be attributed to a silent operator'®P

(27) OP” ein Buch

This essentially implies tha&in is always “spurious” quandefinite article in all its occurrences. In
addressing the question of the status/categomimf have propose that an analysisef should
take into account certain parallels with prepositions sagih, of, de and reduced variants thereof.
Spinning the thread a little further | have arrived at thewtbat negative function words are syn-
tactically complex and that negation may always originataiwa nominal projection.
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