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Introduction  

The meaning and use of definite descriptions have received much attention in linguistic 

and philosophical theories since Russell’s (1905), Frege’s (1892) and Strawson’s (1950) 

works. Following these authors, one of the characteristics that has been most typically 

attributed to these phrases (but that has also brought along an extensive debate) is their 

property of referring uniquely to one and only one entity (in the context).  

However, there exist several uses of NPs with the definite article that do not seem to 

display uniqueness. Moreover, some of these uses fail to involve other properties also 

commonly attributed to definite phrases such as the familiar character of the entities that 

are their referents. These “defective” cases have been dubbed weak definites.  

The present paper investigates a type of weak definite that can be distinguished by 

distribution and interpretation resembling indefinite phrases more than definite phrases 

proper; in addition these weak definites make the meaning of constructions in which 

they occur richer than the mere composition of their constituents. They are illustrated 

below.   

 

(1) a. Sue took her nephew to the hospital. 

b. Take the elevator to the 4th floor. 

c. Marina called the doctor this morning.   

 

This paper investigates these weak definites from a psycholinguistic point of view. It 

reports an eye-tracking experiment conducted to examine with Spanish examples the 

differences and similarities between the on-line interpretation of WDefs, non-weak 

definite NPs and indefinite NPs. In particular, this study tests the (in)capacity of these 

phrases to pick out a unique entity in the context. To achieve this, subjects were 

presented with sentences embedding weak definite, regular definite or indefinite 

phrases; at the same time they were shown pictures containing single and grouped items 

that could serve as the referents of those phrases, and they were instructed to choose one 

of these items. During the task their eye-movements were monitored to see to which 

object, either the single or any of the grouped ones, their attention was drawn more 

prominently.  

The paper is composed of three chapters. Chapter 1 discusses the role of uniqueness in 

the main theories of the meaning and use of definite NPs; then it addresses the problem 
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of weak definiteness and describes in detail the kind of weak definites assessed in the 

eye-tracking study; finally, the main ingredients of a possible analysis for these phrases 

are outlined. Chapter 2 describes the experimental setting and reports the outcomes. The 

main achievement of this study is that a difference between the eye movements that 

definite phrases and indefinite phrases provoke was found; however, a difference 

between weak and non-weak definite phrases could not be attested. Finally, Chapter 3 

discuses the implications of these results and provides alternatives to test the contrast 

and similarity between the processing of the three kind of phrases in further research. 
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Chapter 1. Theoretical Background   

This chapter contains in its first part a succinct overview of the main ideas discussed in 

the literature concerned with the meaning and use of definite phrases in general.1 

Subsequently, it introduces the phenomenon of weak definiteness and describes two 

different kinds of weak definites, namely relational weak definites and idiosyncratic 

weak definites. The second kind is discussed at length, as it is the main object of study 

of this paper. The last part of this chapter discusses some analyses that attempt to 

account for the idiosyncratic weak definites, and sketches the kind of analysis that I 

would pursue for these phrases in further research.  

The experiment I report in this paper investigates uniqueness, one of the properties most 

traditionally attributed to definite descriptions since Russell’s (1905), Frege’s (1892) 

and  Strawson’s (1950) pioneer works. Because of this, the axis of the whole discussion 

in this overview will be the role of this property in the meaning and use of definite 

phrases and how different theories have taken it into account. In discussing this, I will 

mention some other essential properties attributed to these phrases (such as familiarity, 

identifiability, referentiality) which have arisen from the extensive debate that the role 

of uniqueness has triggered.     

1.1 The Uniqueness Requirement  

The classical analysis of definite descriptions, which in its essentials still prevails within 

the contemporary literature, is the one proposed by Russell (1905). To say it in one 

sentence, he proposed that definite descriptions are quantified expressions whose 

semantics involve requirements of uniqueness and existence.  

The first part of this claim, that definite (and also indefinite) descriptions are quantified 

phrases, is framed by Russell’s discussion of whether or not descriptions in general are 

referential expressions that denote objects, just as proper names are.2 The second part of 

                                                 
1  In this paper, the terms definite phrases and definite descriptions are used interchangeably on 
many occasions although, in principle, definite phrases is considered a linguistic term that refers to 
determiner phrases (or noun phrases, to follow a traditional way to call them) with a definite article, 
whereas definite descriptions is used in a philosophical (wider) sense to refer to all those expressions 
which ascribe a property or properties to a particular entity.       
2  Notice that a referential description is different from a description used referentially. A 
(semantically) referential expression denotes objects and contrasts with a quantified expression that 
denotes a set of properties. On the other hand, a description used referentially (in a pragmatic way) is one 
that, unlike a description used attributively, does not enter its content into what is stated by the sentence 
to which it belongs, but rather just serves to enable this content to be what the speaker is talking about. 
The distinction between attributive and referential use of descriptions was proposed by Donnellan (1966) 
some decades after Russell’s work.   
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the claim, that the meaning of a definite phrase involves uniqueness and existence 

requirements, came from distinguishing definite from indefinite phrases.     

Russell proposes that the meaning of a sentence of the form theφ  is ψ , like the king of 

France is bald, should the one in (2)a, paraphrased as (2)b. 

 

(2) The meaning of theφ  is ψ  

a. ))(( xxyyyxx ψφφ ∧=→∀∧∃  

b. There is an entity such that it is φ and nothing else is φ and it is ψ  . 

 

From Russell’s point of view, the requirements that the property expressed by the 

descriptive content of a definite NP must hold of only one entity,3  and that such an 

entity must exist, are both part of the meaning of the definite article and thus directly 

involved in the truth conditions of the sentence that contains it. That is a very strong 

claim that easily meets counterexamples, as we will see in this overview. The claim is 

even stronger if we consider that, from the perspective of language use, it brings about 

that the function of a definite phrase is to assert the existence of its referred entity and 

the unique applicability of a property to that entity.   

Another problem of Russell’s analysis is that, according to the meaning spelled out in 

(2), a sentence like the present king of France is bald or like the present king of France 

is not bald would be false if the existence and uniqueness condition did not hold, that is, 

if either there was no present king of France or there were more than one. Intuitively 

speaking, this is not a correct way to evaluate these sentences. 

In response to this problem, Strawson (1950) claimed, as Frege (1892) did before, that 

existence and uniqueness are not really part of the meaning of the definite article, and, 

consequently, are not involved, semantically speaking, in the truth values of sentences 

containing definite phrases or, pragmatically speaking, in what is asserted with these 

                                                                                                                                               
 
3  Russell’s analysis only concerns definite phrases containing singular countable nouns such as 
the author of El Quixote. Later, Hawkins (1978) subsumed the notion of uniqueness under inclusiveness 
(also called maximality or exhaustiveness) to account for definite phrases with mass and plural nouns as 
well. The idea of exhaustiveness is that the denotation of a definite consists of everything meeting the 
conditions of the descriptive content of the NP, viz., the maximal set of objects or the totality of mass 
which satisfy the definite description. According to this, a phrase like the authors of Gamut turns out to 
be similar to all the authors of Gamut. This analysis gives the definite article the same semantic 
interpretation as universal quantifiers like each, every, and all, which is a fact that does not come without 
its problems (see Lyons 1999 for discussion). 
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sentences. Instead, Strawson and Frege thought of these conditions as presuppositions, 

triggered by the use of definite phrases. Accordingly, a sentence like the present king of 

France is bald does not turn out to be false if there is no present king of France or if 

there is more than one; rather, it just happens that this sentence cannot be evaluated as 

true or false because the presupposition is not satisfied (i.e., the information that was 

supposed to be taken as granted is not true).   

Apart from considering existence and uniqueness not to be part of the asserted but of the 

presuppositional meaning of sentences containing definite phrases, the Frege-Strawson 

view also differs from Russell’s analysis in that it treats definites phrases as referential 

expressions rather than as quantificational. 

 There are several reasons to prefer a referential analysis over a quantificational one for 

definite phrases in general. In fact, this preference, together with the consideration that 

uniqueness is a presupposition and not a semantic ingredient, is prevalent in most of the 

contemporary approaches to definite descriptions (e.g. Heim 1991; Abbott 1999, 2001, 

2004; Roberts 2003; Barker 2005). 

Even with the “softer” Fregean view that the uniqueness aspect of a definite description is 

not asserted but just presupposed when a definite phrase is used, the claim that the 

descriptive content of a definite NP must hold of only one entity is still very strong and 

thus easy to refute. There are many typical occurrences of definite phrases that seem to 

escape the requirement. Consider, for instance, cases of “incomplete” descriptions 

whose descriptive content is not sufficient to select a unique referent from the world: 

 

(3) Please put this on the table. 

 

In this example, the definite phrase does not refer to the unique table existing in this 

world, but to the uniquely salient one in the context that embeds the sentence. Examples 

like this have lead authors to reduce the application of the uniqueness requirement to the 

discourse context (e.g. Westerståhl 1985; Hawkins 1991; Abbott  2001, Roberts 2003; 

Barker 2005). An example of this relativization is Barker’s (2005) Discourse 

Uniqueness:  
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(4) Discourse uniqueness. (Barker 2005) 

For normal, productive uses of the definite determiner, there must be at most one 

entity in the discourse model that satisfies the descriptive content of its nominal 

complement.  

1.2 The Familiarity Condition 

The problem that the definite phrase in sentence (3) represents for Russell’s analysis is 

circumvented by dynamic theories of the interpretation of sentences, in which the 

formalization of their meaning is embedded into an analysis of discourse. The two main 

theories of this type are Discourse Representation Theory (DRT) proposed by Kamp 

(1981), and File Change Semantics (FCS) proposed by Heim (1982). In this section I 

will only discuss Heim’s ideas pertaining to definite descriptions (I refer the reader to 

the original papers and to Geurts and Beaver (2007) for an overview of the main ideas 

and applications of DRT).    

FCS proposes that the interpretation of sentences uses like a mental file of cards that 

represent discourse referents and contain information about them. This file is constantly 

enriched as the discourse that embeds the sentences proceeds, with the addition of new 

cards and more information about the entities of the already existing cards.  The set of 

file cards represents the common ground between the participants of the discourse, 

which consist of information they share. This information can have been linguistically 

given, or presupposed, or be the product of the educational, cultural and sensorial 

experience of the participants.  

In Heim’s theory, definite and indefinite phrases are both thought to be non-

quantificational expressions that introduce their descriptive content into the discourse 

together with a variable. This variable is seen as an index on a file card. In this view, the 

difference between definites and indefinites is that the former introduce new entities 

into the discourse (i.e. they create new file cards with new indexes and new 

descriptions), whereas the latter refer back to an already existing discourse entity (i.e. 

pick up an already existing file card that contains a description congruent with them so 

that their variable is interpreted with the index of that card).  

The difference between indefinite and definite NPs just described is captured in Heim’s 

NOVELTY and FAMILIARITY conditions, respectively. In these conditions, Novelty and 

Familiarity are implicitly considered as presuppositions:   
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(5) Novelty-Familiarity Condition. (Heim 1983) 

For Φ  to be felicitous with respect to a file F it is required for every NPx in Φ _ 

that: 

i. if  NPx is [-definite], then ∉x (F);  

ii. if NPx is [+definite], then  

a. ∈x Dom (F), and 

b. if NPx is a formula, F entails NPx 
_ 

_ 

 

The Familiarity Condition, which is based on Christophersen’s (1939) intuition that use of 

a definite is only felicitous if the existence of the referred entity is presumably known by 

the hearer, circumvents the problem that the incomplete description in sentence (3) 

represents for Russell’s uniqueness analysis because it implies that the main function of 

a definite description is not to convey the uniqueness of the referent of the description at 

all, but to refer to an entity that has been already introduced into the discourse.  

Therefore, it is not that the entity referred by the table in sentence (3) is the only one in 

the world or in the discourse context per se, but it is the one that the addressee is in the 

position to identify because it is (pre)supposedly familiar.  

On this view, there is still a role for uniqueness, namely, a pragmatic consequence of 

the fact that, when interpreting a sentence with a definite NP, the hearer has to identify 

the card with the index corresponding to the appropriate referent for this phrase, and this 

index can be the only possible one.  This identification requires the referent to be salient 

enough to be identifiable, and in fact uniquely identifiable.  

In Heim’s theory, the referent of a definite phrase may be familiar (i.e. be a referent in 

the common ground of the discourse interlocutors) for various reasons. For example, 

this could be because of a previous mention in the discourse, like a man in (6)a, which 

renders a discourse referent corresponding to some man sufficiently salient to license 

the subsequent definite NP. Another possibility is a situational use, like in (6)b, in 

which the context provides (non-linguistic) saliency to the referent of the noun phrase. 

A third option is implicitly calling on the general knowledge of the discourse 

interlocutors as in (6)c.  
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(6) a. A man came in. Then the man sat down. (Barker 2005) 

b. (Context:  A goat walks into the room) The goat stinks! (Barker 2005) 

c. The moon was very bright today. (Lyons 1999) 

 

Another way by which objects may become familiar is by a bridging inference. 

Bridging is when two objects or events that are introduced in a text are related in a 

particular way that is not overtly or explicitly stated. This relation, although implicit, is 

an essential part of the content of the text because without it the lack of connection 

between the sentences would make the text incoherent (Clark 1977; Asher and 

Lacarides 1998). In the examples below, it is inferred that the woman refers to one of 

the two people the speaker met, that the bride refers to the woman who got married in 

the wedding where the speaker has just been, and that the anesthetist refers to the doctor 

that is going to apply the anesthesia to the patient of the surgery in which the speaker is 

going to participate:  

    

(7) a. I met two interesting people last night at a party. The woman was a member  

of Clinton’s Cabinet. (Asher and Lacarides 1998) 

b. I’ve just been to a wedding. The bride wore blue. (Lyons 1999) 

c. (Context: Two doctors enter an empty operating room, and one says:)  

I wonder who the anesthetist will be today. (Lyons 1999) 

 

In these sentences, the definite phrases do not denote entities explicitly introduced into 

the discourse context or that are part of the common knowledge between speaker and 

hearer. Instead, they become familiar by a process of accommodation. Hearers 

accommodate the intended referents of definite phrases into the common ground (i.e. 

they presuppose their existence) if they are in the position to figure them out. This is 

what in broad outlines Heim’s theory predicts, according to the following rule borrowed 

from Lewis (1979):  

 

(8) Rule of Accommodation for presuppositions (Lewis 1979).  

If at time t something is said that requires presupposition P to be acceptable, and 

if P is not presupposed just before t, then – ceteris paribus and within certain 

limits – presupposition P comes into existence at t.) 
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The idea of this rule applied to cases of bridging like the ones in (7) is that when 

referents are explicitly introduced into a discourse, hearers automatically make a 

presupposition about the familiarity of the entities associated with them, by making use 

of information in their knowledge. So, for instance, sentence (7)b makes the hearer 

presuppose that the bride refers to the woman who got married in the wedding the 

speaker has just talked about, because it is part of his knowledge that a wedding 

typically has a bride.    

The rule of accommodation has the problem of not specifying when a presupposition is 

or is not acceptable. Constraints on the application of accommodation are necessary to 

avoid the following kind of incorrect predictions:   

 

(9) a. A car passed roaring. The radiator cap was shiny.  (Poesio 1994) 

b. A car passed roaring. ??The dog was barking. 

 

In (9)a, it is possible to establish a connection between the radiator cap and the car that 

passed roaring, which makes the use of the definite NPs felicitous. In contrast, the use 

of the dog in (9)b is infelicitous, even though it is not implausible to imagine a situation 

where there is a relation between the dog and the car that passed roaring (e.g. the dog is 

in the back seat of the car).  

Despite the accommodation rule, Heim’s approach still cannot account for some uses of 

definite phrases that seem not to trigger the familiarity presupposition but do trigger the 

uniqueness presupposition. Two examples of these cases are definite NPs with 

adjectives that involve uniqueness via lexical meaning (10), and definite NPs that are 

followed by a relative clause identifying them uniquely (11): 

   

(10) a. Janet is the cleverest child in the class.  

b. You are the first visitor to our house. 

c. I’ve got the same problem as you.   

 

(11) a. Can you give me the letter you have in your wallet? 

b. Lola has the book you gave me for Christmas.  

 

In addition, Lyons points out that the cases of bridging in (7), which require the use of 

the definite NPs to be licensed by the accommodation rule in Heim’s familiarity 
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approach, can receive a more natural explanation if we assume that it is a uniqueness 

presupposition what makes these cases felicitous. He claims that the uses of the woman, 

the bride and the anesthetist require the presuppositions that i) the woman refers to the 

unique salient woman in the context (hence the other person the speaker met must not 

have been a woman), ii) the bride refers to the unique woman who got married in the 

wedding the speaker has just been to, according to the typical fact that each wedding 

has only one bride, iii) the anesthetist refers to the uniquely identified doctor that is 

going to apply the anesthesia to the patient of the surgery in which the speaker is going 

to participate.  

Problematic examples like the ones above have lead some contemporary authors to 

develop their theories under the premise that uniqueness is the condition that governs 

the use of the definite article, despite the fact that there could be a familiarity 

presupposition sometimes involved (e.g. Lyons 1999; Abbott 1999;  Barker 2005).    

Other authors, in contrast, have explored the alternative of keeping the advantages of 

both uniqueness and familiarity to develop a unified theory. Roberts (2003), for 

instance, adopts Heim’s familiarity condition, but she divides it into strong and weak 

familiarity, and complements it with a notion of informational uniqueness. The strong 

familiarity condition is proper to referents that have been mentioned or known by the 

hearer, like the anaphoric case in (6)a. On the other hand, the weak familiarity condition 

is proper for references to entities whose existence is entailed in the context because 

they are perceptually accessible (6)b, or part of the common knowledge (6)c, or 

“bridged” (7), or followed by information that specifies them (11)  

The weakened version of familiarity has the advantage of accounting for cases that in 

Heim’s theory require accommodation or are not explained at all. Besides, it predicts 

that cases like (9)a, in contrast with (9)b, will be infelicitous because they are entailed 

by the context (in this case, introduced by the previous sentences).  

In Roberts’ view, uniqueness is, as in Heim’s theory, a presupposition derived from the 

familiar status of the discourse referents.  The difference is that the notion she employs 

is informational uniqueness, namely, the requirement that sufficient information has to 

be given to uniquely indicate the intended discourse referent for the definite NP among 

all those in the common ground of the interlocutors:  
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(12) Informational Uniqueness of Definite NPs. (Roberts 2003) 

Given a context C, use of a definite NPi presupposes that it has a corresponding 

antecedent discourse referent xi which is: 

a) (strongly or weakly) familiar in C, and 

b) unique among discourse referents in C in being contextually 

entailed to satisfy the descriptive content of NPi. 

 

In this view, the domain of uniqueness is not just the set of discourse referents 

introduced in the conversation in question, but the set of discourse referents that are 

familiar to all the interlocutors despite whether or not they have been mentioned in the 

discourse in question. 

1.3 Weak definiteness  

Several authors have observed diverse cases of definite NPs that seem to be 

counterexamples for both the uniqueness and familiarity approaches (e.g. Löbner 1985; 

Ojeda 1993; Birner & Ward 1994; Poesio 1994; Epstein 1999; Barker 2005; Carlson 

and Sussman 2005; Levinson 2006). They seem to escape uniqueness because, even 

though the requirement of referring to a unique individual has been relativized to the 

discourse context, the descriptive content of these phrases still could be satisfied by 

more than one referent in the discourse context. These phrases seem also to escape the 

familiarity condition because, despite the fact that the familiar status of a referent can 

also be acquired via accommodation, the referents of these cases seem not to trigger the 

familiarity presupposition at all, and their use is still felicitous. The examples below 

illustrate the phenomenon.   

 

(13) a. John got these data from the student of a linguist. (Poesio 1994) 

b. It is safer to mount and dismount towards the side of the road, rather than in 

the middle of traffic. (Barker 2005) 

c. John was hit on the arm. (Ojeda (1993) 

d. Cal Thomas is the co-author of Blinded by Might. (Levinson 2006) 

e. Switch the light on. (Löbner 1985) 

 f. Waiter, I demand to see the menu! (Epstein 1999) 

g. Sue took her nephew to the hospital. (Carlson and Sussman 2005) 

h. Take the elevator to the 4th floor. (Birner & Ward 1994) 
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All these cases have been dubbed weak definites although not all have been claimed to 

be weak in exactly the same sense, nor has their weakness been accounted for by the 

same kind of analysis. The most studied cases, illustrated in (13)a-d, can be grouped 

under the name of relational weak definites.  They will be discussed in the next 

subsection together with some attempts that authors have made to account for them by 

appealing to either the uniqueness requirement or the familiarity condition.  

The other cases of weak definiteness, illustrated in (13)e-h, which I will call 

idiosyncratic weak definites, are the ones studied in the experiment reported in this 

paper. In subsection 1.3.2, I will describe them in detail; I will discuss some analyses 

they have received and, subsequently, I will sketch the kind of analysis I would pursue 

in further research.   

1.3.1 Relational weak definites  

The weak definite phrases that have received most attention in the literature (e.g. 

Christophersen 1939; Löbner 1985; Poesio 1994; Barker 2005) are those of the form 

[NP1 the N1 of [NP2 a N2]]. They have as a head a relational noun, like sister, enemy, 

picture and height, which takes as its argument a genitive phrase containing an 

indefinite NP:  

 

(14) a. Toward evening we came to the bank of a river. (Christophersen 1939)   

b. I hope the cafe is located on the corner of a busy intersection. (Poesio 1994) 

c. John got these data from the student of a linguist. (Poesio 1994) 

 

Poesio (1994) claims that these phrases have a reading that is not predicted either by the 

Russelian or by Heim’s theory of definite phrases. For example, sentence (14)c means 

that there is a linguist, and there is a student of that linguist, such that John got the data 

from that student. This reading neither requires the discourse context to have a unique 

individual that can be characterized as the student of a linguist nor the student in 

question to be familiar. So, several entities can satisfy the descriptive content of the 

description.  

Poesio adopted the term weak definite to refer to this kind of phrase, on account of the 

fact that they do not conform to Milsark’s (1977) observation that definite phrases, as 

well as other strong NPs like pronouns, proper names, and some quantified NPs (like 
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every student), are not acceptable in existential sentences (like in (15)a), whereas 

indefinite phrases, i.e. weak NPs, do occur in this context (like in(15)b). According to 

Poesio, definite NPs like those in (14)  are not unacceptable in a there is construction 

(like in (15)c) :  

 

(15) a.*There is him/John/the student/every student in the garden. 

b. There is a student in the garden. 

c.(?)There is the student of a linguist in the garden. 

  

Poesio suggests that these phrases do not involve uniqueness at all as a consequence of 

the fact that they are not subject to the familiarity condition. Remember that on Heim’s 

(1982) view, the uniqueness presupposition depends on the familiarity presupposition. 

Poesio also claims that these definites are acceptable in existential constructions 

because their head NP has a relational interpretation whose strength depends on the 

force of its argument. Hence, if its argument is weak, like in the student of a linguist 

(that contains an indefinite argument) then the strength of the head is also weak. In 

contrast, if its argument is strong like in the student of Chomsky (that contains a definite 

NPs), then the strength of the head is strong.4 

Barker 2005 provides a different analysis for Poesio’s data and extends it to weak 

phrases whose genitive phrase contains a definite phrase instead of an indefinite one, 

like in the side of the road. Although he does not talk about their acceptability in 

existential constructions, he keeps calling the phrases weak in reference to the fact that 

they are used in contexts in which more than one entity satisfies their descriptive 

content and hence could be their referent.  

Barker assumes that these phrases, just as any other with a definite article, trigger the 

uniqueness presupposition. According to him, the difference between these phrases and 

the non-weak ones is that with the latter it is the referent of the description that has to be 

unique, whereas with the former it is the relation between the property denoted by the 

relational noun and its argument that has to be unique.   

                                                 
4 A fundamental part of Poesio’s proposal, which is not really for this chapter, is that definites in 
general have presuppositional readings which make them strong and unacceptable in the environment of 
an existential sentence and that the definites he studies are weak and acceptable in those constructions 
because their presupposition is canceled by the presence of the weak argument.  
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Barker suggests that this difference reflects two ways of computing the meaning of 

phrases, the one involved in the interpretation of regular definite NPs being the result of 

applying functional application, and the one involved in the interpretation of relational 

weak definites being the result of function composition. Barker follows in this respect 

the combinatory categorical grammar proposed by Jacobson (1999), in which the 

semantic value of a phrase can be computed in more than one order. One of these order 

is the Montagovian one, in which the denotation of a head noun first combines with the 

denotation of its arguments (if any) and then the denotation of the determiner applies to 

the previously computed denotation of this NP. In another order of computation, 

derived by function composition, the relational head noun combines with the definite 

article before combining with its argument. The following example shows both types of 

computation in the same NP; the first one provides a regular reading, in which there is a 

familiar and unique corner involved, and the second one provides the weak 

interpretation in which any of the four corners of an intersection could be the referent of 

the phrase:    

 

(16) a. the [corner [of a busy intersection]]                                        (Regular reading)  

b. [the • corner] [of a busy intersection]                                         (Weak reading)  

 

Barker explains that the computation in (16)a gives rises to normal uniqueness 

presuppositions because the article combines with the combination of the relational 

noun and its argument so that uniqueness applies to the individuals denoted by the 

whole NP. In contrast, in the computation in (16)b, the determiner combines first with 

the noun, and they together combine with the prepositional phrase. In this way, the 

uniqueness presupposition is attached to the relational noun but not to the whole NP 

(together with the genitive phrase) so that the NP as a whole is not required to have a 

unique referent.  

Barker’s analysis is based on the following definition of uniqueness:  

 

(17) Uniqueness Presupposition of “the”.  (Barker 2005)  

The descriptive content of the first argument of the must pick out no more than 

one object in the discourse model. 
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This definition is free in the kind of object on which uniqueness must hold.  So, if the 

argument of the definite article is an entire NP, then the referent of that phrase has to be 

unique. If the argument is the head relational noun only, then it has to be the relation 

which is the unique one. In this manner Barker manages to account for definite NPs 

whose descriptive content can be satisfied by more than one entity, but without losing 

the uniqueness presupposition.  

Another kind of definite NP, similar to the ones studied by Poesio and Barker, are 

phrases with body-part terms. These phrases can also be used in contexts in which more 

than one object satisfies the content of the description. The phenomenon, illustrated 

below, is studied by Ojeda (1993) and Levinson (2006).  

 

(18) a. John was hit on the arm. (Ojeda (1993) 

b. Me duele el dedo. (Levinson 2006)  

    Me hurts the finger. 

    ‘My finger hurts.’ 

 

Ojeda attempts to account for those cases without abandoning the uniqueness 

presupposition. To do this, he proposes that the body part noun phrases do not refer to a 

particular body part token, but rather to the uniquely identifiable body part group. So, in 

this view, a phrase like the arm in (18) is thought to refer to John’s unique group of 

arms instead of something like John’s unique(ly salient) arm. 

Ojeda’s proposal assumes that referring to a group of entities with a definite NP does 

not imply that all the entities of the group have to be involved in the action denoted by 

the predicate in which the NP participates. So, for instance, to be hit on one’s arm group 

(example above) does not entail to be hit on each member of the group (i.e. on each 

arm).   

Ojeda’s proposal has the problem of predicting that the definite article can always be 

used with body part terms. However, as Levinson (2006) observed, this claim is too 

strong to account for the usage of the article with different body parts terms in 

languages like Spanish and Portuguese. 

In these languages, the conditions for use of the article are not absolute: whereas unique 

body-part terms like head or nose can only be accompanied by a definite article, non-

unique body-part terms like hand, finger or tooth allow both the definite and the 

indefinite article. The preference for one or other article seems to be influenced by the 
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cardinality of the body part in question and by its distinguishability, in this case 

associated with visual saliency: the higher the cardinality of the body part in question,  

the less frequent the use of the definite article and the more frequent the use of the 

indefinite article; on the other hand, the higher the distinguishability, the more probable 

the choice of the definite article and the less probable the choice of the indefinite article. 

Hence, for instance, items like hand and arm that are more distinguishable than finger 

or tooth prefer more the use of the definite article.  

A similar phenomenon occurs with relational terms like co-author, co-founder, and 

partner that also trigger weak readings in definite NPs. Those words can refer non-

uniquely (there is always more than one co-author or partner). However, they are 

usually accompanied by the definite article unless more than two co-authors, co-

founders and partners are involved.   

1.3.2 Idiosyncratic weak definites  

The weak definite phrases described in this section (henceforth WDefs), illustrated in 

(13)e-h and repeated in (19), are the object of study in this paper. Even though they also 

represent a problem for both the uniqueness and familiarity approaches as they neither 

refer uniquely nor trigger any familiarity presupposition, they have received much less 

attention in the literature than relational weak definites (e.g. Birner & Ward 1994; 

Carlson and Sussman 2005).  

Among reasons for this disinterest may be the facts that they do not constitute a very 

productive class, as relational definitives do; their distribution is limited; and their weak 

readings are easy to block. Besides, they resemble some instances of bare singular 

nouns, whose non-idiomatic status is still under debate, and there is even dialectal 

variation in English between the use of some WDefs and the use of these bare 

counterparts. These facts have even lead some authors to consider them as simple fixed 

expressions or collocations with idiomatic readings (Abott 1999; Barker 2005). That is 

why, in order to distinguish them from relational weak definites, I call them 

idiosyncratic weak definites.   

Leaving aside the possibility that WDefs are idiomatic and whatever this implies in 

terms of meaning, I think that these phrases are interesting to study because their 

atypical behavior resembles both definites and indefinites at the same time, and, of 

course, because they seem to not be subject to the uniqueness requirement or to the 

familiarity condition either.    



 19 

The definite NPs I am talking about are illustrated below:  

 

(19) a. Sue took her nephew to the hospital (Carlson and Sussman 2005) 

b. Take the elevator to the 4th floor. (Birner & Ward 1994) 

c. Luisa listened to the radio until she fall asleep  

d. Luisa called the doctor this morning   

 

In this subsection I will describe some lexical aspects, some syntactic aspects and some 

semantic aspects of their atypical and restricted distribution. In order to do this, I will 

borrow some tests that Abott (1999) and Carlson and Sussman (2005) employed to 

show that these phrases have the same distribution as English bare singulars, like the 

ones exemplified in (20). Although I agree that there is a similarity between WDefs and 

these bare nouns, I will not make the comparison explicit in order to keep this 

subsection focused on my object of study only. However, I ask the reader to keep the 

similarity in mind because it will be relevant later on.5 

 

(20) a. They found him in bed. 

b. The ship is at sea/ port. 

c. He’s in jail/prison/church 

 

The first distinctive characteristic I want to mention here is that the noun classes that 

can be in WDefs constitute a reduced class. For example, they can be locations (like in 

(19)a), means of transportation (like in (19)b), audiovisual devices (like in (19)c), and 

professions (like in (19)d). However, not every noun belonging to these categories can 

receive a weak reading. Compare the sentences in (19) and (21).  

 

(21) a. Sue took her nephew to *the auditorium.6  

b. Take *the taxi to the 4th address on this list.  

c. Luisa listened to *the CD player until she fell asleep.  

d. Luisa called *the policeman this morning.   

                                                 
5  The only difference between bare singular nouns and weak definites when they are exposed to 
the contexts that show their likeness is that anything that causes ungrammaticality in the bare nouns just 
annuls the weak reading in the definites. 
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Likewise, these cannot be substituted by a synonym or another definite expression with 

potentially the same reference:  

 

(22) a. He went to the hospital. vs He went to *the building. 

b. Scarface is in the pen. vs Scarface is in *the cage. 

c. You should see the doctor. vs You should see *the surgeon.  

 

Another peculiar lexical characteristic is that WDefs cannot be the object of any verb or 

preposition that is compatible with their meaning as non-weak definites. Besides, the 

combinations verb/preposition + definite that are able to trigger the weak reading vary 

from one case to the other:  

   

(23) a. Kenneth is at the store. vs Kenneth is *behind the store. 

b. They took the crash victims to the hospital vs. They took the crash victims 

*past the hospital. 

c. Sally checked the calendar vs *read the calendar. 

 d. Sally read the newspaper vs  checked the newspaper.  

 

WDefs also seem to display syntactic defectiveness. They are typically absent from 

subject position:  

 

(24) a. * The store looked old. 

b. * The radio fell off the picnic table. 

 

However, sentences of generic usage do license WDefs in subject position:   

(25) a. The pen is no place to make friends. 

b. The hospital is where you should go when very ill. 

c. The pen will destroy your moral feeling.  

d. The radio drives me insane.  

 

In general, WDefs cannot be modified by restrictive adjectives or relative clauses.     

                                                                                                                                               
6  The asterisk that sometimes will accompany weak definites from now on does not mean that 
they are unacceptable at all but just that the weak reading is absent.  
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(26) a. He went to *the 5-story hospital. 

b. They both checked *the calendar that was hanging upside down. 

 

However, there are some exceptions:  

 

(27) a. Lola and Susana are studying at the private school.  

b. They both took the night train.  

 

WDefs (if they are thought to be quantificational) can be scoped over in the same way 

as narrow-scope indefinites. Besides, they are also distributed over: 

 

(28) a. Each mobster was sent to the pen for nine to twelve. 

b. Most of the consumers went to the store for bargain-priced milk. 

 

Another notable property of WDefs, which reveals correlations between the other 

behaviors presented so far, is their capacity to trigger enrichment of the meaning of the 

construction in which they occur. The enriched meaning of a construction turns out to 

be more informative and stronger than the non-enriched one because it invokes more than 

a straightforward composition of its constituents (Carlson and Sussman 2005). So, for 

instance, the sentence Laura is in the pen does not simply mean that Laura is in a 

penitentiary, but that and more, namely, that she is incarcerated. Likewise, the sentence 

Eva called the doctor this morning not only means that Eva called a doctor this 

morning, but that she demanded his medical assistance.  

The kind of semantic enrichment that WDefs display, just like their counterpart bare 

singulars, has been dubbed Stereotypicality because the meaning effect it adds on top of 

the normal interpretation of a construction is one that somewhat invokes the most usual 

situation referred by that construction (de Swart, Winter and Zwarts 2005; de Swart and 

Zwarts 2007). So, for instance, the most typical situation invoked by a construction like 

call the doctor is the one in which one demands the assistance of the doctor to solve a 

health problem.   

Crucially, the stereotypical meaning of a construction entails the non-stereotypical one 

(de Swart, Winter and Zwarts 2005). Hence, for instance, the meaning of a sentence 
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with a WDef entails the meaning of a sentence with the non-weak reading of the same 

definite phrase:  

 

(29) a. go to the store (to do shopping) ⇒  go to the store (to displace oneself to the  

store) 

b.  go to the hospital (for healing). ⇒  go to the hospital (to displace oneself to         

the hospital) 

 

The reason why this semantic enrichment is typical for WDefs is not clear but I think 

that somehow the habitual character of the situations to which they are related (like to 

take the train, to go to the store, to read the newspaper or to watch TV) is involved. 

That would explain, among some other aspects of their peculiar behavior, why they look 

like idiomatic expressions and why they display idiosyncratic lexical limitations as 

regards the class of nouns they can lodge, and the prepositions and verbs with which 

they can combine. In the final subsection that follows this general description, I will 

elaborate on this point to propose that habituality has much to do with the defectiveness 

of these NPs.   

So far we have seen properties of WDefs that are also shared by bare singulars, which 

are phrases typically treated as indefinite descriptions.7 A question that arises then is 

whether WDefs would also deserve to be treated as indefinites even when their 

appearance signals the contrary. Let us check then for WDefs three distinctive 

properties of typical indefinite (i.e. NPs with the article a), namely, their acceptability in 

existential constructions, their neutrality with respect to uniqueness and their capacity to 

introduce discourse referents.  

As regards the first of these properties, WDefs seem not to resemble indefinite NPs. 

They, like regular definite NPs, cannot occur in there is constructions: 

  

(30) a. There is a magazine (Indefinite NP)  

b. *There is the newspaper (WDef) 

c. *There is the book (Definite NP) 

                                                 
7  We will see in the last part of this chapter that there are many other conducts of bare singulars 
that differentiate them from WDefs and that should be taken into account when raising the idea of 
considering both as being in the same natural class because they have the same constraints on 
interpretation and distribution. 
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Indefinite NPs are claimed to be neutral with respect to uniqueness, that is to say, they 

do not signal uniqueness at all (Lyons 1999; Farkas 2002).8 Accordingly, in the 

sentence (31), more than one entity satisfies the descriptive content of the indefinite NP 

and, hence, could be its referent. The reference of this sentence, although singular, is not 

unique.  

 

(31) Mary and Thea went to a store  

 

Likewise, the sentence (32), with a definite NP having a weak reading, involve one 

store, but some others could also have been the one to where Mary and Thea went: 

    

(32) Mary and Thea went to the store  

 

In contrast, the following sentence, which contains a regular weak definite (I use a 

modifier to make it visible), refers uniquely to one store (i.e. there is not any other store 

to where Mary and Thea could have gone).  

 

(33) Mary and Thea went to the old store  

 

Hence, it seem that according to this point of view, sentences  (31) and (32)  are 

equivalent and that the indefinite NP and the WDef  they contain respectively have 

more in common than this WDef and the definite NP in (33). 

There is another perspective from which the indefinite NP in (31) and the WDef in (32) 

are closer than this WDef and the definite NP in (33). Despite the fact that sentence (31) 

would be more informative than sentence (32) because of the semantic enrichment 

triggered by the WDef, both, delivered out of the blue, would be felicitous and 

informative by themselves. On the contrary, sentence (33) would be strange and not 

informative enough, unless the hearer can find a possible referent for the old store in the 

                                                 
8  One piece of evidence is that the use of indefinites is infelicitous when the descriptive content of 
the NP explicitly encodes uniqueness, just as happens when the NP includes a superlative or some other 
adjective : 
 i.  Janet is the/*a cleverest child in the class  
 ii. Your are the/*a first visitor to our house 
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discourse context. Otherwise he would have to ask the speaker which store he is talking 

about.  

The difference and the similarity just presented are compatible with the possibility that 

WDefs, just like indefinite NPs but in contrast to regular definite NPs, introduce a 

discourse referent instead of referring to one that is already available in the discourse.  

A way to test such a possibility is by using anaphoric pronouns and checking whether 

they are able to pick up the referents that previously mentioned WDefs are presumably 

able to introduce:  

 

(34) a. My father always reads the newspaper before he goes to work But today, it 

wasn’t delivered on time.   

b. Marina went to the hospital, but it was closed.    

 

These examples apparently show that WDefs do introduce discourse referents that can 

be referred back to by pronouns.  However, this fact does not necessarily favor the 

analysis of WDefs as indefinite phrases. An alternative way of accounting for the 

sentences in (34) arises from recalling that WDefs trigger semantic enrichment and that 

the enriched meaning of a sentence entails its corresponding “non-enriched” one. So, 

for example, the enriched meaning of the first part of sentence (34)b, namely, that 

Marina went to the hospital for healing, entails that Marina displaced herself to the 

hospital. This involves the presence of a hospital, which could be referred to by the 

pronoun of the second part of sentence (34)b, via accommodation (if we follow Heim’s 

theory, as in the cases of bridging in (7)), or by mere reference to a weakly familiar 

entity (i.e. entailed by the context that the first part of the sentence provides, if we 

follow Roberts’ (2003) approach).  

In looking for resemblances between WDefs and indefinite NPs, we can also invoke 

another environment that distinguishes definite NPs from indefinite NPs, namely, VP 

ellipsis. In a construction like (35)a, which contains a regular definite in the overt VP, 

the elided VP is referentially linked to the overt one so that the elided definite 

description refer to the same entity that the overt one refers to. In contrast, in a 

construction like (35)b, which contains an indefinite NP in the overt VP, this fact does 

not necessarily hold: the construction can receive either an strict reading in which the 

indefinite of the overt and the covert VP referrer to the same entity (i.e. only one 
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auditorium is involved), or a sloppy reading in which  the indefinite of each VP refer to 

a different entity (i.e. two different auditoria are involved) (Carlson and Sussman 2005): 

 

(35) a. Lola went to the auditorium and Alice did too. (Definite NP) 

    (Different auditoria are not possible) 

b. Lola went to an auditorium and Alice did too. (Indefinite NP)  

    (Different auditoria are possible) 

 

In this respect, WDefs behave a lot like indefinites. In the construction below, which 

contains a WDef in the overt VP, again it is possible that two entities of the same kind 

(two hospitals) are involved, one in the event described by the overt VP and another in 

the event corresponding to the elided VP:  

 

(36) Lola went to the hospital and Alice did too. (WDef)  

 (Different hospitals are possible) 

 

Interestingly, if we block the weak reading of a WDef (i.e. if we “reconvert” it into a 

regular definite NP) by adding a modifier (37)a or by blocking its stereotypical meaning 

(37)b, the effect of looking like an indefinite disappears:  

 

(37) a. Lola went to the old hospital and Alice did too.   

(Different hospitals are not possible) 

b. Mary went to the hospital to make the documentary for her thesis and Max 

did too.9 

(Different hospitals are not possible) 

 

Whether or not the behavior of WDefs in VP ellipsis is evidence that these phrases may 

deserve to be treated as indefinites, what they do show in this environment (and in some 

others that we have seen before) is that they differ from regular definite NPs in the 

absence of triggered referential readings. WDefs, as observed in their bare counterparts 

(Stvan 1998; de Swart and Zwarts 2007) seem not to be able to give the discourse 

                                                 
9  Compare this sentence with Mary went to the hospital to get the vaccine she needs for the trip  
 to Cambodia and Max did too, which does not block the stereotypical meaning.   
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referent they pick up a determined referential status. In other words, they seem not to 

associate their descriptive content with a specific entity.  

Some aspects of the peculiar behavior we have seen before seem to be associated with 

this lack of referentiality. For example, that WDefs are only acceptable in subject 

position of sentence where they acquire a generic flavor is compatible with the absence 

of a particular referent. Likewise, their incapacity to receive restrictive modification that 

helps to identify a particular entity in a context is congruent with their inability to pick 

out a unique individual as their referent. Analogously, that in a context of VP ellipsis 

referentially linked to an overt VP, a WDef is able to trigger a reading in which the 

same entity is not involved in both events fits well with null referentiality. 

Now the question is how we should interpret this lack of referentiality. Does it mean 

that WDefs are indefinites disguised as definites? Does it mean that they are definite 

NPs without the capacity to pick out a unique individual as their referent? In the next 

subsection I will provide some ideas that, pointing to either the first or the second 

possibility, try to give an analysis to these phrases.  

1.3.2.1 An Analysis of Idiosyncratic Weak Definites    

We have seen above that the peculiar behavior of the WDefs is problematic for classical 

theories of definite descriptions because their use does not seem to be subject to any 

uniqueness requirement or familiarity condition either. Besides, a number of aspects of 

their interpretation and distribution resemble indefinites phrases.  

The lack of uniqueness in WDefs has received attention from Birner & Ward (1994), 

Epstein (1999), and, more recently, from Carlson and Sussman (2005) and Carlson, 

Sussman, Klein, and Tanenhaus (2006). In the last part of this chapter I will discuss the 

main ideas of these works and later I will outline the main ingredients of the analysis I 

consider that would optimally account for WDefs and that I would like to pursue in 

further research.  

Birner and Ward (1994) propose that WDefs refer to objects that are not uniquely 

identified because in the context of the sentences that contain them they belong to a set 

of objects that are not relevantly differentiable among each other. This view predicts 

that the use of the definite the elevator in sentence (38) is felicitous because refer to an 

elevator that is not relevantly distinguished from other elevators (e.g. because the 

context of the sentence is a situation where there are more than one elevator and the 

difference between taking one or another to reach the 4th floor does not matter).  
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(38) Take the elevator to the 4th floor.  

 

The way in which this analysis accounts for the lack of uniqueness in WDefs is not very 

clear. Somehow it assumes that the uniqueness requirement does not apply to the use of 

definites whose referents are not individuated (because they are indistinguishable in that 

context). I won’t go calculate the problems that such an assumption could bring along. 

Instead, I just remark that Birner and Ward’s analysis does not explain why in the 

context of a sentence like (38)  the use of a definite NP would be preferred over the use 

of its indefinite counterpart (a elevator), which does not trigger any uniqueness 

presupposition.  

Epstein (1999) proposes that a weak definite like the menu in (39) illustrate a use of 

definite NPs in which there is no reference to a particular individual token but rather to 

the uniquely identifiable role of the objects meeting the descriptive content of the 

description in a salient frame. Role, in this view, is seen as a property, the property of 

being an object of a certain kind (a menu, in this case), and a salient frame is seen as a 

part of the context in which the sentences is uttered, to which the role is uniquely 

associated. According to this view, a definite phrase like the menu refers to the role of a 

menu in a context frame like ‘restaurant’ (in which it is unique), rather than an 

individual in particular: 

  

(39) Waiter, I demand to see the menu!  

 

Epstein’s proposal avoids the problem of WDefs referring to individuals non-uniquely 

by assuming that these phrases do not refer to individuals at all.  Although that 

alternative were plausible, it is no clear in which sense a role in a frame has to be 

unique.  

In a very different approach, Carlson and Sussman (2005) and Carlson et al (2006) 

argue that WDefs (in (40)a), or indefinite definites as they call them,  are phrases that 

together with bare singulars (in (40)b) conform a natural class that is different from 

definite and indefinite NPs.  

 

(40) a. Sue took her nephew to the hospital/to the store/to the beach. 

b. Sue took her nephew to college/to prison/to class. 
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This claim is based on the observation that both kinds of phrases in sentences like (40) 

obey the same constraints on interpretation and distribution, as we just saw in the 

previous part of this section. This claim is also supported by the psycholinguistic 

evidence that WDefs are interpreted on line in a different way from regular definites and 

indefinites, as we will see in Chapter 2.  

Although Carlson et al. do not define the class that WDefs constitute together with bare 

singulars, they claim that at least it differs from definite NPs in that their members 

display semantic enrichment and cannot trigger referential readings. These properties 

correlate with the other peculiar aspects of their behavior, such as their incapacity to 

receive restrictive modification and to be in subject position of non-generic sentences, 

and their capacity to trigger sloppy readings in VP ellipsis.   

To claim that WDefs are not definite NPs has the problem, as Carlson et al admit, that 

there is still an definite article whose presence and meaning contribution should be 

accounted for.   

Another inconvenience is that the fact that WDefs resemble bare singular nouns in 

several aspects of their distribution and interpretation, which is the main argument that 

Carlson et al. consider to treat both kinds of phrases as equals, should be weighed 

against the fact that there are some other distributional aspects in which WDefs and bare 

noun phrases do not look alike. For example, there are contexts proper of singular bare 

nouns, which do no admit WDefs, such as duplications (41)a, vocatives (41)b, functions 

(41)c and exclamatives (41)d (see Stvan 1998 and de Swart and Zwarts 2007 for a 

complete list of typical contexts of bare singular nouns):10 

 

(41) a. He closed door after door vs.  He closed *the door after the door. 

b. Waiter, there is a fly in my soup vs. *The doctor,  there is a fly in my soup. 

c. Where is sergeant Jones? vs.  Where is *the doctor Jones? 

d. Way to go! vs. *The train to go! 

 

The three works just summarized follow two different strategies to account for WDefs.  

Birner and Ward, and Epstein follow the strategy of treating these phrases as definites 

                                                 
10  Carlson and Sussman (2005) admit that the comparison between weak definites and  bare 
singulars at least does not include coordinated cases like the interplay between artist and patron,  as well 
as truly indexical expressions like Bob is at home and some other expression like Take heart!  
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whose particular behavior is due to some reason. On the other hand, Carlson et al follow 

the strategy of claiming that these phrases are not definites at all.  I consider the former 

strategy superior because of two methodological reasons. First of all, because to ascribe 

WDefs to a class different from definites NPs do not disappears the problem that there 

is still a definite article that should be accounted for. Secondly, because, as we will see 

right away, WDefs do not differ that much from other typical definites in certain usages. 

I believe that, if a theory of those usages could be combined with a theory about the 

special lexical properties of the nouns that can be in WDefs, we would not need 

anything else to explain WDefs.  

In the remains of this chapter, I will elaborate on this belief to define and justify the 

main ingredients that I consider that an account of WDefs should contain, according to 

the aspects of these phrases that we have reviewed in this section. First, I will explain in 

which sense WDefs do not differ that much from other typical definites in certain 

usages, to conclude that one of the ingredients of their account should be a theory about 

dependent uses of definites. Secondly, I will explain the relevance that the semantic 

enrichment of WDefs has in their similarity with other definites in certain usages, and I 

will conclude that the second ingredient of any account of WDefs should be a theory 

about semantic enrichment. Both, theories about dependent uses of definite NPs and 

about semantic enrichment already exist. However, to combine them and to formalize 

an analysis of WDefs goes beyond the scope of this paper.   

We have implicitly seen over many examples in this chapter that the interpretation of 

definite phrases is dependent. For instance, it depends on the previous mention of a 

referent (like in (42)a) or in the context (like in (42)b), which supplies a proper referent:  

 

(42) a. A man came in. Then the man sat down.  

b. (Context:  A goat walks into the room) The goat stinks!  

 

This dependency, as observed by Chierchia (1995) and Winter (2000), is analogous to 

the dependency of anaphoric expressions. Even clearer is this resemblance in cases 

where a quantifier expression is involved:   

 

(43) At a shooting range, each soldier was assigned a different target and had to shoot 

at it. At the end of the shooting we discovered that every soldier hit the target.  

(Winter 2000) 
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In this example, the definite NP the target behaves like an anaphor similar to his target 

in that it is “bound” by the quantifier of every soldier. Thus, the interpretation of the 

target is something like the target corresponding to each soldier.  Interestingly, this 

interpretation creates the effect of loss of “global” uniqueness: the definite phrase 

cannot possibly be referring to a unique target. Rather, it refers to the corresponding 

target of every soldier.  

The loss of uniqueness as a consequence of the dependent interpretation of definites 

also occurs in definites containing (unique) relational nouns. In this case, it does not 

only occur when they are c-commanded by a quantified expression (44), but also when 

they interact with expressions referring to the entities to which they are related (as 

relational definites), and those entities are plural (45):  

 

(44) a. Every house has some holes in the roof.   

b. Todo niño tiene una mancha en la frente.11 

    Every boy  has a fleck in the front  

   ‘Every boy has a fleck in his front’  

  

(45) a. These two houses have some holes in the roof.  

b. Lola y Pedro tienen una mancha en la frente  

    Lola and Pedro has a fleck in the front  

   ‘Lola and Pedro has a fleck in their fronts’  

 

The interpretation of the roof and la frente in (44) is something like the roof of each 

house and the fleck of each boy. The interpretation of the roof and la frente in (45) is 

something like the roof(s) of theses two houses and the fleck(s) of Lola and Pedro. 

Again, global uniqueness is missed.  

Likewise, the sloppy reading of a definite in an elided VPs linked to an overt VP create 

the effect of loss of uniqueness not only with relational definites (like in (46)a), but also 

with regular definites in certain contexts (like in (46)b), and also with WDefs (like in 

(46)c):  

 

                                                 
11 I use Spanish examples in this case to illustrate possession relationships.   
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(46) a. Pita se   toca       la cabeza y Violeta también.12 

    Pita SE  touches the head and Violeta too  

   ‘Pita touches her head and Violeta does too’  

 b. Every student who deserves it will get a prize. Usually we give prizes to first-

graders in the morning and to second-graders in the afternoon. But his year, the 

first-graders will get the prize in the morning and the second-graders will also 

(Chierchia 1995).   

 c. Lola read the newspaper and Thea did too  

 

The interpretations of la cabeza in the overt and the covert VPs of (46)a are something 

like Pita’s head and Violeta’s  head, respectively. The interpretations of the prize in the 

overt and the covert VPs of (46)b are  something like the prize corresponding to the 

first-graders and the prize corresponding to the second-graders, respectively. However 

are the interpretation of the newspaper in the overt and the covert VPs of (46)c 

something like the newspaper corresponding to Lola and the newspaper corresponding 

to Thea? I don’t think this is a good way to paraphrase it, but it is close and it will turn 

closer later on.  

First, let’ us look at another example of Wdefs in elided VPs. This time, the subject is 

the same for both the overt and the covert VP, but what changes is the temporal adverb:  

 

(47) Yesterday John read the newspaper and this morning too 

 

This time, the interpretations of the newspaper in the overt and the covert VPs are 

something like the yesterday’s newspaper and today’s newspaper respectively. There is 

also loss of uniqueness.  

Now let’s try to get a similar effect with a relational definite:  

 

                                                 
12 Because in Spanish sentences analogous to Sally touches the book, and Jane does too no verb or 
auxiliary element survives ellipsis (like in example(46)a), these kinds of examples could be thought to be 
instances of “bare argument ellipsis” or “stripping” rather than VP ellipsis, just like English sentences like 
Laura left Texas and Lena as well (Heim & Kratzer 1998).   However, authors like López and Winkler 
(2000) and Gutiérrez-Bravo (2002) provide evidence that these constructions are instances of VP ellipsis.  
In any case, whether or not sentences like (46)a) are VP ellipsis or Stripping is irrelevant, as the 
observation that an elided regular definite typically refer to the same entity as the one referred by the non-
elided antecedent holds in both cases. For convenience, I will keep calling theses Spanish structures 
instances of VP ellipsis.      
 



 32 

 

(48) Ayer         Pita se toco la cabeza y hoy también   

Yesterday Pita SE touches the head and today too 

‘Pita touches her head today and yesterday too’  

 

In this case, there is neither a sloppy reading nor loss of uniqueness. The interpretation 

of la cabeza in both the overt and the overt VP is something like Pita’s head.   

How could we explain that the WDef in (46)a behave like the relational definite in (46)b 

in that it trigger sloppy readings in VP ellipsis where the antecedent VP and the covert 

VP have different subjects? How could we explain at the same time that, unlike a 

relational definite, the WDef in (47) can trigger a sloppy reading in a elided VP that 

differ from the antecedent VP in the temporal adverb?  

I propose that these similitude and contrast between WDefs and relational definites can 

be captured if we assume that i) WDef are like relational definites in that their 

interpretation is dependent, but ii) WDefs are different from relational definites in that 

their interpretation does not depend directly on individuals but rather in the situation 

that the presence of reference to individuals or any other element in the discourse (like 

temporal adverbs) are able to invoke.13 

To understand what to invoke a situation means, it is necessary that now I elaborate on 

the role that the special lexical properties of WDeft play in their peculiar behavior. As 

we previously saw, WDef display a kind of semantic enrichment dubbed 

stereotypicality because the meaning effect it adds on top of the normal interpretation of 

a construction is one that somewhat invokes the most usual situation referred by that 

construction. So, for instance, the most typical situation invoked by a construction like 

to call the doctor is the one in which one demands the assistance of the doctor to solve a 

health problem.   

The situations that WDef invoke are (cultural) habits (like to take the train, go to the 

store, to read the newspaper or to listen to the radio). That is why WDef look like 

idiomatic expressions and display idiosyncratic lexical limitations as regards the class of 

nouns they can lodge, and  the prepositions and verbs with which they can combine: not 

                                                 
13  I want to mention that there is an approach to definites by Löbner 1985 that analyses some 
instances that seem to be WDefs (like Switch the light on) as invoking an abstract situation in the sense of 
Barwise and Perry’s (1983)) Situation Semantics. The use of the term situation I am making in this paper 
does not have anything to do with Löbner’s and Barwise and Perry’s work.  
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every verb/preposition + WDef combination invoke the corresponding habit (compare 

to check the calendar, which is something we regularly do, with to read the calendar), 

and not all the nouns of the same class invoke an habit (compare to read the newspaper, 

which is an action we typically do every day, with to read the magazine).    

Crucially, the typical situations invoked by WDef contain certain elements that are fixed 

and that vary from one situation to the other. For instance, the situation of listening to 

the radio involves one (and only one) radio, and at least one subject listening to the 

radio. In contrast, the situation of reading the newspaper involves one (and typically 

only one) newspaper per day (as the newspaper is published daily), and one (and 

typically only one) subject reading the newspaper.  

Now let’s return to the dependent nature of the WDefs I am suggesting. As I said, the 

interpretation of WDefs depends in the situation that is invoked. In principle, the mere 

occurrence of a WDef invokes one situation, but also the mention of entities and other 

elements in the discourse around that WDef can invoke more situations. What elements 

can invoke more situations varies from one situation to the other. For example, the 

mention of individuals can invoke the situation of reading the newspaper. Thus, in a 

sentence like (46)c (repeated below), in which more than one subject is present, more 

than one situations of reading the newspaper are invoked because this situation involves 

one (and typically only one) subject reading the newspaper.  

 

(49) Lola read the newspaper and Thea did too  

 

So, the interpretations of the newspaper in the overt and the covert VP of this sentence 

would be something like the newspaper corresponding to the situation in which Lola is 

involved and the newspaper corresponding to the situation in which Thea is involved, 

respectively.  

The situation of reading the newspaper can also be invoked by temporal adverbials 

because it involves one (and typically only one) newspaper per day (as the newspaper is 

published daily). In contrast, the situation of listening to the radio only involves one 

(and typically only one) radio. That is why sentence (47) (repeated in (50)a) involves 

two newspapers (one for the situation invoked by yesterday and another one for the 

situation invoked by this morning), unlike sentence (50)b that only involves one radio.  
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(50) a. Yesterday  John read the newspaper and this morning too  

(two newspapers involved)  

b. Yesterday John listened to the radio and this morning too 

(only one radio involved)  

 

So far I have been explaining two global properties of WDefs that play crucial roles in 

their interpretation, namely, dependency and semantic enrichment. I claim that both are 

responsible for the peculiar behavior that we have reviewed at the beginning of this 

subsection. Dependency is responsible at least for the lack of uniqueness of WDefs in 

contexts like the constructions with an elided VP linked to an overt one. I think that 

dependency is also responsible for the lack of referentiality of WDefs and, 

consequently, their incapacity to receive restrictive modification and to be in subject 

position of non-generic phrases. However, for these last cases I admit that the relation 

between dependency and lack of referentiality still needs to be made clear.  

On the other hand, I think that the kind of semantic enrichment that WDefs display, 

stereotypicality, is responsible for the fact that they look like idiomatic expressions and 

display idiosyncratic lexical limitations as regards the class of nouns they can lodge, 

and the prepositions and verbs with which they can combine. 

Given that, I claim that any account of WDdefs should at least include a theory about 

the dependent nature of definites and another theory about their semantic enrichment. 

Both theories already exist. For instance, Chierchia (1995) argues that definite NPs 

introduce and implicit variable which, like any other anaphoric expression, can be 

bound by a c-commanding antecedent, or corefer with a description previously 

mentioned, or get its value from context. This theory could be suitable to account for 

WDefs, provided that the variable that Chierchia proposes could range over situations. 

On the other hand, theories about semantic enrichment also already exist (e.g. Horn 

1984, Levinson 2000, and, framed in bidirectional Optimality Theory, Hendriks et al. 

2007 and de Swart and Zwarts 2007).  

To combine a theory about a dependency with a theory of semantic enrichment, and to 

formalize an account for WDefs is a task that still has to be done, and that goes beyond 

the scope of this paper. My only intention with the sketch I have provided here is to 

demonstrate that WDefs, although special, can be accounted for as other definite NPs.       
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1.4 Summary  

We have reviewed in the first part of this theoretical overview how the uniqueness 

attributed to definite NPs has been thought of in some classical theories about the 

meaning and use of this kind of phrase. We have seen that there have been two 

important transformations in the way of thinking about this property. One was to pass 

from considering uniqueness as an ingredient of the core meaning of a definite 

description to ascribing it to the set of presuppositions that the use of a definite 

description typically triggers. The other big change was to consider uniqueness not as a 

requirement applied to entities in the real world but to referents belonging to the 

common ground between the participants of a discourse. 

In reviewing the role of uniqueness, some other properties attributed to definite NPs 

have been discussed, the main one being the capacity of these phrases to trigger the 

presupposition that their referent is familiar. In the dynamic approaches where this 

property comes from, uniqueness is also seen as a presupposition, but one that depends 

on the familiarity of the discourse referent.   

In the second part of this overview, we have seen two kinds definite NPs that do not 

trigger either familiarity or uniqueness, namely, relational weak definites and 

idiosyncratic weak definites. The latter are the object of study in this paper. 

By looking at relational weak definites we have seen some basic properties of weak 

definites and we have reviewed some of the proposals in the literature that try to 

account for them and, at the same time, to keep uniqueness as the prevalent property of 

definite NPs.  

In the last part of this chapter, I have described in detail the weak definites, underlining 

the resemblance with some indefinite phrases, their semantic enrichment, and their lack 

of referentiality. Afterwards, I have discussed the few ideas that the literature has raised 

to account for these phrases, and, finally, I have sketched the kind of analysis that I 

would pursue for WDefs. In this analysis, a theory about the dependent nature of the 

interpretation of WDefs and a theory about their semantic enrichment are claimed to be 

essential ingredients.     
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 Chapter 2. The Experiment 

We have seen in the last sections of Chapter 1 that WDefs, although marked as definites 

with a definite article, do not seem to be subject to the uniqueness requirement or to the 

familiarity condition either, as regular definites are. These characteristics together with 

some other aspects of their interpretation and distribution rather remind the behavior of 

indefinite phrases. However, would their difference with regular definites and their 

similarity with indefinites suffice to opt for analyzing WDefs as indefinites? In this 

case, I think it is preferable to answer ‘no’ and to seek more evidence that contributes to 

clarify the status of these phrases.  

The aim of the study reported in this chapter is precisely to provide evidence of this 

type coming from language processing. This chapter reports an eye-tracking experiment 

conducted to compare under identical conditions the on-line interpretation of WDefs, 

regular definite NPs and indefinite NPs in Spanish. In particular, this study asses the 

capacity of these phrases to pick out a unique entity in the context, by presenting 

subjects with sentences containing WDefs, definites or indefinites; at the same time they 

see pictures containing single and grouped items that could serve as the referents of 

those phrases, and they are instructed to choose one of these items. As they are doing 

this task, their eye-movements are monitored to see to which object, either the single or 

any of the grouped ones, their attention is drawn more prominently (that is, on which 

object they fixate for the longest time).  

This experiment repeats for Spanish the study that Carlson et al (2006) did for English. 

The main objective of this duplication was to test the cross-linguistic validity of their 

observation that WDefs are not processed as definite NPs.  

The organization of this chapter is as follows. In the next section, I will report two 

pretests that I conducted to select the WDefs that were tested in the eye-tracking study. 

Afterwards I will describe the hypothesis, subjects, design and procedure of the 

experiment and after that I will provide the results.  

2.1 The Pretests  

The two experiments reported below tested speaker judgments about the possible 

referents of WDefs under ellipsis. Their designs are based on the observation that 

WDefs, unlike regular definites, trigger sloppy readings in VP ellipsis. In a sentence 

like Sally read the book, and Jane did too, which contains a regular definite in the overt 

VP, the elided VP is referentially linked to the overt one, so that the elided definite NP 
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refers to the same entity that the overt one refers too. In contrast, in a sentence like Sally 

read the newspaper, and Jane did too, which contains a WDef in the overt VP, this fact 

does not necessarily hold. Thus, in this case, it is possible that two entities of the same 

kind (two newspapers) are involved, one in the event described by the overt VP, and 

another in the event involved in the elided VP.   

The experiments examined a group of WDefs previously identified using some of the 

criteria described in Chapter 1, and a group of counterpart regular definite NPs. 

Appendix A lists the application of each criterion on each NP.  

From these experiments we took the “best” instances of WDefs (the NPs that received 

weak readings most repeatedly) to examine in the eye-tracking study.  

2.1.1 Pretest 1 

For this experiment, 19 Mexican native speakers of Spanish were presented with brief 

written descriptions of two events. The events were of the same general type but 

involved two different agents referred to by proper names, and, crucially, two clearly 

differentiated patients (or other kinds of secondary participant such as locatives) 

referred to by WDefs or regular definites. Each description was followed by a brief 

summary sentence that always referred to the second event in the description via VP 

ellipsis. After reading each description and its corresponding summary sentence, the 

participants were asked to evaluate whether the summary sentence accurately described 

the events presented in the description. Examples of both descriptions with WDefs and 

regular definites, and their respective summary sentences are given below (the whole 

list used can be found in Appendix B).  

 

(1) a. Description and summary with WDef: 

Description: Ana está internada en el Ángeles y Pedro está internado en Medica Sur 

                   ‘Ana is at el Ángeles and Pedro is at Medica Sur’ 

Summary:   Ana está en el hospital y Pedro también.   

              ‘Ana is in the hospital and Pedro too’ 

 

 b. Description and summary with regular definite NP: 

Description: Adán está tomando un helado en El Campanario y Eva está   

                                 merendando en Vips.                

                               ‘Adán is having an ice cream in El Campanario and Eva is dining  at Vips’   
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Summary:    Adán está en el restaurante y Eva también  

                               ‘Adán is at the restaurant and Eva too’ 

 

The prediction of this experiment was that if the events in question involved a second 

participant that was referred to by a WDef, the summary sentence was going to be 

judged as accurate more often than when the events involved participants that were 

referred to by regular definites. 

The results confirmed the prediction. The subjects tended to accept that the target 

sentences accurately summarize their corresponding description more often when these 

contained WDefs than when they contained regular definites. (85% of trials vs 42% of 

trials, which is significantly different: t(342.647)=9.632, p<.001). See the percentages 

of “yes”/”no” answers to each trial in Appendix B.) 

2.1.2 Pretest 2 

This experiment tested speaker judgments about the possibility that the overt and the 

elided definite NPs of each summary sentence used in Pretest 1 refer to two different 

entities. Another 19 Mexican native speakers of Spanish were presented with the list of 

summary sentences (without their corresponding descriptions) and asked to decide 

whether it was possible that two entities of the same kind were involved in the events 

described by the sentence. Examples of the sentences and the questions are given below 

(the whole list used can be found in Appendix B). 

 

(2) a. Sentence with WDef: 

Manolito está leyendo el periódico y Mafalda también.     

            ‘Manolito is reading the newspaper and Mafalda too’ 

  

Question: ¿Es posible que Manolito y Mafalda estén leyendo periódicos diferentes?  

‘Is it possible that Manolito and Mafalda are reading different 

newspapers?’   

  

b. Sentence with  regular definite NP:  

Mario está leyendo el libro y Pedro también  

‘Mario is reading the book and Mafalda too’ 
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Question: ¿Es posible que Manolito y Mafalda están leyendo libros diferentes?  

‘Is it possible that Manolito and Mafalda are reading different books?’   

 

The prediction of this experiment was that if the sentences contained WDefs, the 

subjects would find it possible that two different entities were involved in the events 

described in those sentences more often than if they contained regular definites.  

The results agreed with the prediction. Participants tended to accept that the overt 

definite description and the elided one could be referring to two different entities more 

often with a WDef than with a regular definite. (73% of trials vs 41% of trials, which is 

significantly different: t(374.545)=6.655, p<.001). See the percentages of “yes”/”no” 

answers to each trial in Appendix B.) 

From the WDefs tested in the experiments described above, the following six were 

selected to be tested in the eye-tracking study. Their trials obtained high percentages of 

“yes” answers  and, besides, these NPs are very suitable for making pictures.  

 
 

1.  Leer el periódico 
   ‘To read the newspaper’ 
2. Lavar el coche  
   ‘Wash the car’   
3. Mirarse en el espejo  
   ‘Look in the mirror’  
4. Escuchar el radio  
   ‘Listen to the radio’ 
5. Abrir la ventana  
  ‘Open the window’ 
6. Ver la televisión 
  ‘Watch the televisión’  

 
Table 1: Selected WDefs and their respective predicates. 

2.2 The Experiment         

2.2.1 Hypotheses  

We have seen in Chapter 1 that WDefs differ from regular definites in several 

interpretative aspects. The one pertaining to this study is their apparent incapacity to 

pick out a unique referent in the context. On the other hand, we have also seen that their 

interpretation and distribution resembles that of indefinite phrases, which do not trigger 

a uniqueness presupposition.  
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In this study, I verify if both the difference between WDefs and definite NPs and the 

resemblance of WDefs to indefinite NPs as regards uniqueness have psycholinguistic 

reality. Therefore, my hypotheses are that i) WDefs are not interpreted on-line the same 

as regular definite NPs, and that ii) WDefs are interpreted on-line the same as 

indefinites.  

2.2.2 Subjects  

For this study a group of 19 native speakers of Spanish participated. They are from 

Spain, Chile, Argentina, Mexico and Peru. Three of them have as second native 

language Gaelic, Vasque and Dutch respectively; all of them speak English fluently; 

and eight of them also speak Dutch fluently.      

The replies of all the participants to the task of choosing objects on the computer screen 

were analysed. However, only the eye movements of 17 could be analyzed as two 

participants moved during the experiment and the eye-tracker could not monitor them 

properly.   

2.2.3 Design   

This experiment was designed to determine whether WDefs behave differently from 

regular definites and similarly to indefinites during online processing. In particular, it 

assesses the capacity of the three kinds of phrases to pick out a unique entity in the 

context. To do so, subjects per presented with sentences containing  WDefs, or definites 

or indefinites, at the same time that they saw pictures with single and grouped objects 

that corresponded to the descriptive content of the target phrases.  Subjects were asked 

to choose one of these items as the one involved in the action described by the sentence. 

As they were doing this task, their eye-movements were monitored to see on which 

object, either the single or any of the grouped ones, they fixated the most.   

This study takes as departure point two important observations made in the literature. 

The first is that when presented with a visual context, a hearer’s eye movements to 

objects are usually time locked to the spoken words that refer to those objects 

(Tanenhaus, Spivey-Knowlton, Eberhard, and Sedivy 1995). Because of this, 

monitoring participants’ eye-movements is an accurate method of examining which 

objects are being considered as potential referents of the NPs contained in the recorded 

sentences before any conscious decision is made. By doing this, I am implicitly 

examining whether the property of picking up unique referents in the discourse that 
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holds for definite NPs also has something to do with WDefs or, rather, whether they are 

neutral as regards uniqueness, as indefinites are.  

The second observation is that, when instructions to manipulate objects in a scene 

involve a definite NP, participant attention is immediately drawn to singleton objects 

that could be the referent of the NP, despite the presence of other objects of the same 

type that are part of a cohesive group (Spivey, Eberhard, Sedivy, and Tanenhaus 2002). 

This study attempts to test if this reaction can also be triggered by WDefs, which are 

formally definite NPs, but akin to indefinite NPs in their interpretative properties. Given 

this resemblance, this study also assesses the reaction that indefinite NPs trigger in 

participants when presented with visual displays containing single vs grouped tokens. 

This study makes four predictions that would support the hypothesis formulated in 

2.2.1. Two of them concern the preferences of the participants for choosing either the 

single or any of the grouped items in the pictures, and the other two concern 

participants’ eye movements to these objects. Based on the facts that definites pick out 

unique entities in the context and indefinites and WDefs seem to be neutral in this 

respect,  the first two predictions are that i) participants are more likely to choose the 

singleton target object as involved in the action described by the recorded sentence 

when they hear a definite than when they hear an indefinite or WDef; conversely,  ii) 

participants are more likely to choose one of the grouped target objects as involved in 

the action described by the recorded sentence when they hear an indefinite or WDef 

than when they hear a definite.  

On the other hand, the fact that definites pick out unique entities is compatible with the 

finding of the study of Spivey et al (2002) that, when hearing spoken sentences with a 

definite NP, participants attend to singleton objects that could be the referent of that NP, 

despite the presence of other grouped instances of that object. Both observations, 

together with the fact that indefinites are neutral as regards uniqueness and WDefs 

behave like indefinites, lead us to the second pair of predictions of this study, namely, 

that i) the participants' attention is going to be drawn to single targets more when they 

hear a definite than when they hear an indefinite or WDef, and conversely, ii) the 

participants' attention is going to be drawn to grouped targets more when they hear an 

indefinite or WDef than when they hear a definite. If the first of these two predictions is 

fulfilled, there will be support for the hypothesis that WDefs behave differently from 

definites during online processing. Likewise, if the second prediction is confirmed, 
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there will be support for the hypothesis that WDefs behave similarly to indefinites 

during online processing. 

The study has a within-subject design as all the participants are presented with 

sentences containing instances of all the conditions to be tested. There are three 

conditions: Condition A, represented by sentences with WDefs; Condition B, 

represented by sentences with regular definite NPs; and Condition C represented by 

sentences with indefinite NPs.    

2.2.4 Procedure and materials
14
  

To construct the sentences corresponding to each condition tested in this study, six 

WDefs were selected by means of Pretests 1 and 2 and matched with comparable 

definite NPs that do not receive readings as WDefs, and with comparable indefinite 

NPs. This yielded six groups of three NPs that were embedded in a verbal construction 

which supports the reading of definite phrases both as regular and as Wdefs, as also 

verified in Pretests 1 and 2. This yielded six groups of three versions of sentences, one 

containing a WDef, another containing a regular definite, and another containing an 

indefinite, but that were otherwise identical (see examples in (3)).    

All the sentences described an action that a certain character was going to perform in 

the near future, which involved an object referred to either by the WDef, or by the 

definite, or by the indefinite. All the sentences placed the target NP at the end:        

 

(3) a. Mafalda va a escuchar el radio  (version with WDef)  

    ‘Mafalda is going to listen to the radio’ 

 

 b. Mafalda va a escuchar el disco  (version with definite NP)  

   ‘Mafalda is going to listen to the CD’ 

 

 c. Mafalda va a escuchar un casete (version with indefinite NP)  

   ‘Mafalda is going to listen to a cassette’   

 

For each sentence, I drew a picture depicting the moment before the action described in 

the sentence was going to happen. The scene showed a famous character and three 

                                                 
14  I thank Greg Carlson for all the details he gave me to construct the stimuli as it was done in the 
experiment reported in Carlson et al (2006).   
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identical objects that clearly satisfy the descriptive content of the target NP contained by 

the sentence, and therefore that could serve as the referent of that phrase. Two of these 

objects were clustered near each other in a group, while the third was alone and isolated 

from the group by some distance. Additionally the pictures contained 3 distracter items 

that were not mentioned in the sentence, also presented in the form of a singleton and a 

group of two.   

The distribution of the objects in the pictures was counterbalanced across pictures to 

avoid participants expecting the targets to appear in a particular location, and to avoid 

participants choosing an object based on the interaction of objects with the actor eye 

gaze, body posture, etc. However, the distribution of actor and objects in the pictures 

corresponding to the three versions of each sentence was identical to insure that any 

differences observed in the processing and comprehension of WDefs, definites and 

indefinites had nothing to do with variations across the pictures motivated by the 

distributions of the objects. See the following examples.   

 

 
Picture corresponding to Mafalda va a escuchar el radio (‘Mafalda is going 
 to listen to the radio’).  
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Picture corresponding to Mafalda va a escuchar el disco (‘Mafalda is going  
to listen to the CD’).  

 

 

 
Picture corresponding to Mafalda va a escuchar un casete (‘Mafalda is going  
to listen to a cassette’).  

 

During the experiment, participants were shown pictures on a computer screen while 

they heard a recorded version of the corresponding sentence. They were previously 

instructed that after hearing the sentence, they should click on the object in the picture 
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that they thought was likely to be involved in the upcoming action described by the 

recorded sentence. Apart from assessing the participant’s preferences, the objective of 

asking them to choose an object in the picture was to lead them to referentially link the 

spoken materials to the visual context of the picture, and to keep them alert during the 

whole experiment.  

As participants were performing these tasks, their eye movements were monitored by a  

Tobii 1750 eye-tracker. The use of this system had the advantage of not imposing 

physical restrictions in the selection of the subjects as the Tobii is able to capture the 

eye-movements of almost any subject no matter if he uses glasses, he has small eyes or 

he blinks too often. Besides, due to the tracking quality of this system, I could obtain 

reliable data from almost all the participants that moved during the experiment (I only 

had to exclude two persons).  

Included within the experiment were 36 filler trials, which where interjected between 

the target trials. These fillers were meant to avoid any learning effect by the participants 

and, at the beginning, to let the participants get used to the dynamic of the trials before 

the targets were displayed. The fillers had the same format as the targets; they displayed 

a picture with an actor and some other objects together with a recorded sentence 

describing an action that the actor of the picture was going to perform. The main 

differences between the fillers and the target trials were that the former did not show 

more than one identical object in the picture and their sentences did not involve definite 

NPs, indefinite NPs or WDefs,  but bare plurals or NPs preceded by possessive 

pronouns.  

The order in which the whole stimuli were delivered was as follows. Before the trials 

started, the participants were presented with written instructions on the computer screen 

and with a picture introducing each actor who was going to be involved in the upcoming 

trials. Afterwards, two filler trials were given, and then the target trials (randomly 

ordered) and the rest of the fillers. Every trial was preceded by a cross in the middle of 

the screen, at which the participants were previously instructed to look at as soon as it 

appeared and until the picture of the next trial appeared. See Appendix C for the whole 

list of both filler and target pictures and sentences used in this study. 
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2.2.5 Results
15
  

This experiment yielded two outcomes: target choice results and eye-movement results.  

Regarding the target choice, the global result was that for each condition tested in this 

study the participants were much more likely to guess that the single target of the 

pictures would be involved in the upcoming action described by the sentence. This is 

shown in the following graph. 
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Graph 1: Choices of group and single targets compared  
 

As can be seen above, the high percentages of trials of each condition in which they 

chose a single target are not significantly different from each other.  

To make sure that the tendency of choosing the single target was similar in all the 

sentences and not much stronger or weaker in certain groups of versions of the same 

sentence (which could have been provoked, for instance, by something “special” in the 

predicate that I did not notice in advance or by the distribution of the items in the 

pictures), I analyzed the results of the trials for each sentence separately. However, I did 

not find a significant difference between the high percentages of choices of single 

targets that each of the three versions of each sentence triggered. Appendix D has these 

results.   

Likewise, I analyzed the results of the trials for each subject separately. In this case, I 

did find some cases (four subjects) in which the tendency to choose the single target 

object in most of the cases is not observed. However, their behavior did not obey either 

                                                 
15  I thank Rachel Sussman for many precise suggestions on how to do my analyses as it was done 
in the experiment reported in Carlson et al (2006).   
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of the two predictions I made and, moreover, it showed an almost systematic tendency 

by two subjects to choose the group target. If I got rid of these cases to do the analysis, I 

would still keep a very high percentage of trials in which the single target is the chosen 

one in the trials of the three conditions equally.         

The analysis of the eye-movements neither revealed significant differences between the 

data of the trials corresponding to each condition, nor showed any tendency according 

to my predictions. I will explain this after describing how I examined these data.  

In my analysis, I focused on the fixations to either the single or the grouped target items 

that each participant performed during the window of time when they were hearing the 

target NPs of the recorded sentences. More specifically, I analyzed the regions that 

begin 200ms after the onset of the noun, and end 200ms after its offset, since previous 

research has determined that the minimum amount of time it takes to process and launch 

an eye movement is around 200ms (Matin, Shao, and Boff 1993). That is, it is probable 

that any eye movements that happen during the first 200ms of the noun have very little 

to do with the experience of having heard that particular word, but rather, have to do 

with the information provided by the material preceding the noun in question.  

The reason why I only analyzed the time window when the participants were hearing 

the target noun of the recorded sentences was that until that point the only difference 

between the three versions of each sentence (the one with a WDef, the one with a 

definite NP and the one with an indefinite NP) is that two of them have definite article 

and one has an indefinite one. Therefore, any difference between versions with WDefs 

and versions with definites that could be seen before this time window would not be due 

to "language-based" issues but rather to extraneous differences related to the nature of 

the pictures, the predicate of the sentences, etc. Therefore, any difference or similitude 

between versions with indefinites and versions with WDefs and with definites that 

could be seen before the region corresponding to the noun would not provide 

information about the possible difference and likeness between WDefs and definites, 

and WDefs and indefinites, which we are assessing in this study16.   

                                                 
16  Carlson et al did analyze the window of time corresponding to the article. They did it to see if 
participants had already a preference for fixating to either the single or the grouped targets that could be 
provoked by the distribution of the items in the picture, and also to see if the ambiguity the definite article 
technically speaking has  (between a weak or a strong meaning) before the noun comes was reflected in 
the fixations, or rather avoided by the distribution of the object in the picture. However, the authors did 
not find anything, probably because the regions in question were too short (100ms, on average) (Sussman 
p.c). 
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To examine and submit to statistics the data of the fixations, I calculated the proportions 

of fixations across the trials. The calculation was done by dividing the total time the 

participants were looking at either the single or the grouped target items (in as many 

fixations as they produced) by the duration of the window during which the participants 

were listening to the target nouns. This analysis is summarized in the following graph.  
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Graph 2: Proportion of time spent looking at single and group targets. 
 

This graph reveals that, globally speaking, i) there was no significant difference 

between the proportion of time spent looking at single targets that WDefs, definite NPs 

and indefinite NPs provoked, although there was a slight tendency for WDefs and 

definite NPs to provoke more fixation than indefinite NPs (see Table 2);  ii) there was 

no significant difference between the proportion of time spent looking at group targets 

that WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs provoked (see Table 3); and, crucially, iiia) 

there was significant difference between  the relative proportions of time spent looking 

at single and group targets, which WDefs and definite NPs provoked, but iiib) there was 

no significant difference between  the relative proportions of time spent looking at 

single and group targets, which indefinite NPs provoked (see Table 4). All these results 

can be observed in the comparisons of the following tables.  
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Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.4373519 
and  

0.4355344 

 
(t(101)=.047, p≥.968) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4373519 
and  

0.3775972 

 
(t(101)=1.462, p≥.147) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4355344 
and 

0.3775972 

 
(t(101)=1.517, p≥.132) 

Table 2: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs.  
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.3111872  
and 

0.3022229 

 
(t(101)=.252, p≥.802) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3111872 
and 

0.3616139  

 
(t(101)=-1.283, 

p≥.203) 
Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3022229 
and  

0.3616139 

 
(t(101)=-1.581, 

p≥.117) 
Table 3: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on group targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by Wdefs, fixated on single 
targets and on group targets compared  

0.4373519 
and  

0.3111872 

(t(101)=-2.433, 
p≥.017) 

Provoked by definite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.4355344 
and 

0.3022229 

 
(t(101)=-2.625, p≥.01) 

Provoked by indefinite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.3775972 
and 

0.3616139 

 
(t(101)=-.290, p≥.773) 

Table 4: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets and group 
targets provoked by WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 
To make sure that all the sentences used in this experiment were more or less 

homogenous in the reactions they triggered, a MANOVA test was performed, which 
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revealed that there was not significant differences between their results (F(5.96)=7.36 

p≥.598).17  

Additionally, I analyzed the trials corresponding to each sentence separately, which 

confirmed the global results presented above, with few non-consistent exceptions.18 See 

Appendix D for the complete results of the analysis per each sentence. 

Likewise, to see whether there were significant differences between subjects, a 

MANOVA test was performed.  The test did detect some differences, but post hoc 

procedures (Tukey-kramer) determined that there was only one subject who performed 

differently in a few trials. To see whether this affected the global results presented 

above, I did another global analysis excluding his data. This analysis provided similar 

results to the complete one, except for one thing. Here, it becomes slightly significant 

the difference between the proportions of fixations to group targets provoked by 

definites and by indefinites, the ones corresponding to indefinites being greater. See 

Appendix D for the complete results of this secondary analysis.  

From the results discussed so far, I can conclude that neither a difference between the 

on-line interpretation of WDefs and definites nor a resemblance between the on-line 

interpretation of indefinites and WDefs were attested in this study. On the contrary, a 

similarity between WDefs and definites was observed, which distinguishes both kinds 

of phrases from indefinites. This similarity has to do with the preference of subjects for 

looking at single objects, which is compatible with the property of definite NPs of 

picking out unique entities.  

 

                                                 
17  Post hoc procedures (Tukey-kramer) also confirmed non-significant differences between 
sentences (p>5).    
18  There were two cases where the proportions of fixations to single targets provoked by different 
versions of the same sentence were significantly different namely, the trials corresponding to the sentence 
with the predicates read the newspaper/the book/a magazine and look in the mirror/the picture/a video. 
Here, there was a significant difference between proportions of fixations triggered by WDefs and by 
indefinites. The ones corresponding to the WDefs were greater. 
There was also a slightly significant difference between the proportions of fixations to group targets 
provoked by different versions of the sentence with the predicate watch the television/the film/a painting. 
The ones corresponding to the version with WDefs were greater.  
Finally, there where some cases in which the comparison between proportions of fixations to single and 
to group targets provoked by WDefs and definites did not give significant difference, namely, the 
sentences  with the predicates listen to the radio/the CD, wash the car/the motorcycle, and  look in the 
mirror/the picture.     
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Chapter 3. Discussion     

 
WDefs, although marked as definites, are not subject to the uniqueness requirement or 

to the familiarity condition either; in these aspects they resemble indefinites. They also 

behave like indefinites in that the sentences that embed them could be delivered out of 

the blue and felicitous and informative by themselves. Moreover, both indefinites and 

WDefs trigger sloppy readings in VP ellipsis. Additionally, WDefs share specific 

characteristics with bare count singulars; for example, both kinds of phrases cannot be 

substituted by a synonym, both can only be subjects of generic sentences, both can be 

scoped over and distributed over, both cannot receive restrictive modification, and both 

trigger semantic enrichment.  

All these characteristics make the task of accounting for the meaning of WDefs a 

challenge. On the one hand, it seems fair to treat them as indefinites as they behave as 

such; however, it should not be ignored that they contain a definite article. The non-

trivial nature if this conflict makes the apparent difference between WDefs and 

definites, and the similarity between WDefs and indefinites to deserve to be confirmed 

with more evidence.  

The present work has attempted to provide such evidence by examining in an eye-

tracking experiment how subjects interpret online WDefs, regular definite NPs and 

indefinite NPs. The facts summarized in the first paragraph of this chapter motivate the 

two hypotheses assessed in this study, namely, that i) WDefs behave differently from 

definites during online processing, and that, rather, ii) WDefs behave similarly to 

indefinites during online processing. The way I attempted to test these was by 

presenting subjects with recorded sentences containing WDefs, or definites, or 

indefinites; at the same time they saw pictures with single and grouped items that could 

serve as the referents of those phrases, and they were instructed to choose one of these 

items. As they were doing this task, their eye-movements were monitored to see to 

which object, either the single or any of the grouped ones, their attention is drawn more 

prominently (that is, on which object they fixate for the longest time).  

The predictions about subjects choices were that they were going to chose the singleton 

object as most likely to be involved in the action described by the recorded sentence 

more frequently when they heard definites than when they heard indefinites and WDefs, 
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and, that they were going to chose one of the grouped objects more frequently when 

they heard indefinites and WDefs than when they heard definites.  

The predictions about subjects eye-movements were that they were going to be drawn to 

single targets more when they heard definites than when they heard indefinites and 

WDefs, and, that they were going to be drawn to grouped targets more when they heard 

indefinites and WDefs than when they heard definites.  

If these predictions had came true, the outcomes of these experiments would have 

supported my hypotheses. However, it did not happen. On the one hand, subjects chose 

the single target much more frequently than the group target, no matter which condition 

was being represented in the trials. (Besides this, the proportion of trials corresponding 

to each condition where the single target were selected were not significantly different 

from each other.) On the other hand, during the window of time subjects were hearing 

the target noun of the trials, they had a significant preference for looking at the single 

target when they were confronted with both WDefs and definites, but not when they 

dealt with indefinites. However, neither the time spent looking at single targets in any of 

the three conditions was significantly different, nor the time spent looking at group 

targets in any of the three conditions was significantly different.  

The results of both the analysis of the target choices and the analysis of the eye-

movement differ considerably from the findings of the study of Carlson et al. In their 

experiment, participants were clearly more likely to guess that a member of the group 

target would be involved in the upcoming action when they heard a WDef than when 

they heard a definite NP (61% of trials vs 33% of trials, which is significantly different: 

t1(15)=4.66, p<.001, t2(5)=3.45, p=.009). The analysis of the eye-movement data 

revealed a similar story as participants were (marginally) significantly more inclined to 

fixate the group target when they were hearing WDefs than when they were hearing 

definite NPs (t1(15)=1.09, p=.14, t2(5)=2.15, p<.05). Interestingly, however, their eye-

movement data did not show any similarity between the on-line interpretation of WDefs 

and indefinite NPs.     

The results of my study are compatible with the observation of Spivey et al (2002) that 

definite NPs draw participant attention to singleton objects that could be their referents, 

despite the presence of other identical objects that are grouped.  The results are also 

compatible with the supposition behind my predictions that indefinites, which are 

neutral as regards the property of picking up a unique referent in context, may be able to 

draw participants’ attention to the  non-unique items (the grouped objects in this case).  
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However, the results do not provide any support to my hypotheses that Spanish WDefs 

are processed the same as regular definite NPs and that rather they are processed the 

same as indefinites.  

3.1 Possible further analyses and variations  

 
Even so, the results of this study are far from suggesting that, in their on-line 

interpretation, WDefs do not differ from definites and that they do not resemble 

indefinites either. Firstly, I believe that the window of time that was analyzed in this 

study was not the only one that could have provided information about participants’ 

preferences, and that it would be worthwhile to analyze a subsequent region. Secondly, 

but not less important, I believe that the design of the experiment was not optimal for 

assessing the hypotheses, and that I could still succeed in obtaining informative results 

by changing some of its characteristics. In this section I will first specify which region 

of time would be convenient to analyze in the data of the present (and of any future) 

version of this experiment. Afterwards, I will explain the problems I find with the 

current design of my experiment and how they can be eliminated in order to obtain 

clearer data about participant preferences.  

As I said, the window of time that I analyzed was not the only one that could have 

provided information about participants’ preferences, Therefore, something that should 

still be done with the obtained data of this study is to analyze a secondary region, 

namely, the time that passes after the participants hear the target noun. The reason is 

that, even though it has been proven that a hearer’s eye movements to objects are time 

locked to the spoken words that refer to those objects, I think that in this case it took 

participants more time to look at such a referent than in usual circumstances, because 

they were presented with more than one object that could play the role. Hence, I believe 

that by analyzing the time that passes after participants hear the target noun, I would 

still be analyzing the time in which they are discriminating objects and opting for one as 

the referent of the target NP.  

Apart from this analysis, the design of the experiment should be changed in order to 

eliminate the problems it presented. The main problem was that it appears to have 

induced a learning effect for the participants, which has interfered with their 

performance in the choice task, and perhaps the way they looked at the objects in the 

pictures. I believe this because I noticed that some participants, after a couple of target 

trials, start completing their choice task much faster when they are presented with target 
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trials but not when they are presented with fillers. Besides, some participants expressed 

that even when in some trials they were more uncertain whether to choose single objects 

than in others, they did it anyway to be consistent with the choices they had made 

before.  

One reason why this learning effect could have happened is that all the target trials 

were, although different in the situations described and in the distribution and nature of 

the objects the pictures contained, quite repetitive as regards the structure of the target 

sentence (always A is going to + verb + target NP) and the presence of one vs two 

identical objects in the pictures. To avoid the participants noticing this monotony (with 

the potential consequences that they systematically make the same choice or that they 

alternate the choice no matter the content of the trials) I interjected two fillers between 

each pair of target trials, which were meant to be more “amusing”, and unpredictably 

different from each other, than the target trials proper. It is possible that this diversity 

across fillers made the repetitive aspects of the target trials more noticeable and their 

differences (between containing a WDef, an indefinite, or a definite) less perceptible. 

This, somehow, could have influenced the participants to opt for the same strategy 

(choosing the single object) when they were presented with the same kind of picture, 

namely, the one with one vs two identical objects.  However, I believe that the use of 

fillers was necessary. Moreover, the undesired effects were not due to them but to the 

monotonous nature of the whole set of target trials and to the large number of them (18), 

to which each subject was exposed.   

Another characteristic of this experiment that could have impeded seeing the 

differences, specifically between WDefs and definites has to do with the kind of task 

imposed on the participants. I think that the fact that choosing an object in the picture 

obliged them to referentially link the spoken materials to the visual context of the 

picture could have made the WDefs lose their weak reading so that they got interpreted 

as regular definites. Indeed, if Carlson et al had not observed that even in such (risky) 

situations, English participants were still able to attend to one of the (more) “non-

unique” objects of the picture (if there are three identical objects in the picture, none is 

entirely unique in principle), I would find these situations ideal for annulling weak 

readings and leading the participant to blindly follow the indication of the definite 

article that a unique object (in this case, the “least” non-unique) must be picked out.  

A third problem of this experiment, which specifically pertains to its attempt to assess 

the on-line interpretation of indefinite NPs, has to do with a property of the indefinite 
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article in Spanish, namely, its homophony with the numeral uno (‘one’). I think that for 

some participants that did not follow the strategy of choosing the single item no matter 

the content of the target sentence, their primary preference for choosing one of the 

grouped objects when they heard the indefinite still got inhibited by their association of 

uno with the numeral one. This suspicion is supported by some comments of the 

participants, who expressed that, even when they felt like choosing one of the grouped 

items when they heard phrases like una bicicleta (a bicycle), they finally opted for the 

singleton because, given the presence of one vs two identical objects in the pictures, 

they thought that una bicicleta would mean “one bicycle”.  

Given the problems explained above, I suggest that a future version of this experiment 

must have the following modifications in order to provide more informative data. 

Firstly, the experiment should not contain the task of choosing one object in the 

pictures. Instead, in order to keep some of the advantages of having a task in the 

experiment (i.e. to keep the participants alert, or to test their off-line preferences), 

participants could be instructed to answer yes or no to a question related with the 

situation framed by this picture and the recorded sentence that accompanies it. In this 

way, I could still monitor their time spent looking at the target objects, with the 

advantage that this will be delivered without the obligation of finding one and only one 

referent.  

Secondly, this new version must prevent the learning effect of the participants not only 

by means of fillers but also by exposing them to less target trials and to recordings 

richer than the target sentence. To make it possible to expose participants to less trials, it 

will be necessary either to have a between-subject design in which each subject is 

exposed to trials representing only one condition, or to have a within-subject in which 

each subject is exposed to all the conditions, but not to all the trials of each condition. 

For both designs, a larger number of participants than the one I employed in this 

experiment will be necessary.  

Although I do think that this modified version of the experiment could be more suitable 

to assess the hypothesis regarding the difference between WDefs and definite NPs in 

Spanish, I do not think it would be optimal to assess the hypothesis concerning 

indefinite NPs. Given the homophony between the numeral one and the indefinite 

article in this language, I find probable that, when presented with any visual display 

containing one vs two or more clustered identical objects, participants may not attend to 

group targets for very long, as there is an object present whose cardinality (one) is equal 
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to the one signaled by the numeral one. So far I do not see a solution for this potential 

problem, but perhaps it is better to see whether the unfortunate prediction comes true in 

the future experiment, before planning another way to test the second hypothesis.   

Alternatively, this experiment could be run in a different language like Dutch, which 

has definite and indefinite articles, and weak instances of definite NPs, but, unlike 

Spanish, uses different forms for the indefinite article and for the numeral one.  

3.2 Suggestions for future research  

 
Apart from changing the design of the experiment and switching the language in 

question, there are other things that could be done to examine the processing of WDefs, 

definites and indefinites comparatively by using the eye-tracking technique.  

The scheme of presenting subjects with sentences that contain WDefs, definites or 

indefinites together with visual displays that show more than one object that could serve 

as the referent of the target NP can be exploited in many ways.  These alternatives do 

not need to explicitly associate uniqueness with cardinality one, as it happens in the 

experiment reported here. Despite the advantages of this way of testing uniqueness, I 

believe that to show one vs two or more clustered identical objects may possibly 

intervene in subjects’ preferences because an always safe option when hearing singular 

NPs (no matter whether they are WDefs, definites, or indefinites) is to prefer a single 

object.19  

A possibility would be to associate uniqueness with familiarity by constructing models 

in which one of the objects of  the picture is familiar (for instance, by providing in the 

corresponding sentence explicit information about its color, form, etc.) to see whether 

WDefs and perhaps indefinites have more chance than definites to draw subjects’ 

attention to non-familiar objects that still meet the descriptive content of the NP in 

question.  

Another possibility would be to associate uniqueness with saliency (for instance, by 

making one of the target objects in the picture bigger or gaudier) and to see, again, 

whether WDefs and perhaps indefinites have more chance than definites to draw hearers 

attention to non-salient objects.  

                                                 
19  Besides, I wonder if clustered items do not require more time to be looked at than single items 
because they are visually more complex, which would make questionable that all the time subjects look at 
grouped items is because they are considering them possible referent for the target NP and not because 
they are taking more time to process them.   
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Another interesting (and more different) possibility would be to present subjects with 

multiple scenes that are going to involve an object with the descriptive content of the 

target NPs to see whether subjects’ attention is drawn more prominently to only one 

object or to more objects (one per each scene). The scenes must happen in the same 

space (but visible separated from each other) so that there are not explicit obstacles for 

the objects of one scene to be considered part of another one. Presumably, this would 

distinguish definites from indefinites as subjects’ attention could be drawn more 

prominently to more than one object when they hear indefinites but not when they hear 

definites. Thus, we could see if WDefs behave like definites or like indefinites.  
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Appendix A. WDefs in Spanish  

We have seen in Chapter 1 the following properties of WDefs: i) They cannot be 

substituted by a synonym or another definite expression with potentially the same 

reference; ii) They can only be subjects of generic sentences; iii) If they are thought to 

be quantificational, they can be scoped over and also distributed over; iv) They cannot 

be the object of any verb or preposition that is compatible with their meaning as non-

weak definites; v) They cannot be modified by restrictive adjectives or relative clauses; 

and vi) They trigger semantic enrichment.  

The following table lists definite NP’s in Spanish that can be considered WDefs 

according to the criteria mentioned above. From this list I took the NPs tested in the 

pretests and in the experiment.   

 
TableA. Criteria to determine WDefs applied to Spanish NPs20 

 

WDef 

 

Substitution of 

a synonym or a 

definite 

expression with 

potentially the 

same reference 

 

 

Subject of a 

generic 

sentence only   

 

 

Scope over  

and 

distributional 

readings  

 

Semantic 
enrichment  

 

Object of verbs or 

prepositions 

compatible with 

non-weak readings   

 

Modification 

by a restrictive 

modifier  

1. Leer el periódico 
  ‘To read the  
   newspaper’   

*Leer el semanario  
‘To read the 
weekly’  

√El periódico se 
lee por la 
mañana   
 ‘The newspaper 
is to be read in 
the morning’ 
 

vs 
  
*El periodico 
está mojado  
‘The newpaper 
is wet ’   
 

√Todos leen el 
periódico  
‘Everybody 
reads the 
newspaper’  
 
  

 
√ 

√Leer el periódico 
‘To read the 
newspaper’ 
 

vs 
 
*Checar el periódico  
‘To check the 
newpaper’  
   

*Leer el 
periódico viejo   
‘Read the old 
newspaper’ 
 
 

2. Llamar al doctor  
   ‘To call the doctor’ 
  

*Llamar al 
angiólogo  
‘To call the 
angiologist’  
 

√El doctor tiene 
que ser quien 
prescriba un  
antidepresivo  
‘The doctor has 
to be who 
prescribes an 
anti-depressive’ 
 

vs 
 

*El doctor viste 
una bata blanca 
‘The doctor 
wears a white 
duster’  

√Todos llaman 
al doctor  
‘Everybody 
calls the doctor’  

 
√ 

√Llamar al doctor  
‘To call the doctor’ 
 

vs 
 

*Insultar al doctor 
‘To insult the doctor’ 

*Llamar al doctor 
de las verrugas  
‘Call the doctor 
that attends 
warts’  

                                                 
20  In the table, each construction is accompanied by * or √. √ means that the weak reading is 
preserved and that the WDefs obeys the criterion in question. * means the opposite. 
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3. Mirarse en el  
    espejo 

  ‘To look in the   
   mirror’ 

*Mirarse en la luna   
‘Look in  
the mirror of the 
boudoir’  

√El espejo nos 
miente cada día 
acerca de lo que 
somos   
‘The mirror lies 
to us everyday 
about what we 
are’  
 

vs 
 
*El espejo se 
empaña con 
facilidad 
‘The mirror 
steams up 
easily’  
  

√Todos se 
miran en el 
espejo 
‘Everybody 
looks in the 
mirror’   

 
? 

√Mirarse en el espejo 
‘To look in the mirror’ 
 

vs 
 
*Romper el espejo 
‘To break the mirror’  
 

 
*Mirarse en el 
espejo roto 
‘To look in the 
broken mirror’    

4. Estar en el   
    hospital 
  ‘To be at the    
   hospital’ 

*Estar en la clínica   
‘To be at  the 
clinic’   

√ El hospital es 
el mejor lugar 
para contraer 
una infección 
‘The hospital is 
the best place to 
acquire an 
infection’ 
 

vs 
  
*El hospital está 
repleto de 
infecciones  
‘The hospital is 
full of 
infections’  
 

√Todos están 
en el hospital  
‘Everybody is 
at the hospital’  

 
√ 

√Estar en el hospital 
‘To be at the hospital’ 
 

vs 
 
*Estar detras del 
hospital  
‘To be behind the 
hospital’  
 

*Estar en el 
hospital privado 
‘To be at the 
private hospital’   

5. Escuchar el  radio  
  ‘To listen to the   
   radio’ 

*Escuchar el DVD  
‘To listen to the 
DVD player’  
  

√ El radio es el 
mejor modo de 
enterarse del 
acontecer diario 
‘The radio is the 
best way to be 
informed about 
what it going on 
every day’ 
 

vs 
 

*El radio tiene 
pocos 
programas 
infantiles  
‘The radio has 
few programs 
for children ‘ 
     

√ Todos 
escuchan el 
radio 
‘Everybody 
listens to the 
radio’  
  

 
√ 

√Escuchar el  radio  
‘To listen to the radio’ 
 

vs 
 

*Componer  el radio 
‘To fix the radio’  

*Escuchar el 
radio chiquito  
‘To listen to the 
little radio’  
   
  

6. Ver la televisión  
   ‘To watch theTV’ 

*Ver el video  
‘To watch the 
video’  
  

√ La televisión 
consume la 
mayoría de  
nuestro tiempo 
libre   
‘The TV 
consumes most 
of our time’ 
 

vs 

√ Todos ven la 
tele  
‘Everybody 
watches the  
TV’   

 
√ 

√Ver la televisión  
‘To watch theTV’ 
 

vs 
 
*Vender la television  
‘To sell the TV’ 
 

*Ver la televisión 
en blanco y negro 
‘To watch the 
black and white 
TV’  
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*La television 
consume menos 
energía que la 
lavadora  
‘The TV 
consumes less 
energy  than the 
washing 
machine’  

7. Abrir la ventana 
  ‘To open the    
   window’ 

*Abrir el ventanal  
‘Open the church 
window’  

√ La ventana no 
es el mejor lugar 
para colgar ropa  
‘The window is 
not the best 
place to  hand 
out to dry 
clothes’ 
 

vs 
   
*La ventana es 
perfecta para 
colgar ropa  
‘The window is 
perfect to hand 
out to dry 
clothes’   
 

√ Cuando el rey 
pasa, todas 
abren la 
ventana    
‘When the king 
passes,  every 
woman  opens  
the window’  

 
√ 

√Abrir la ventana 
‘To open the window’ 
 

vs 
 
*Romper la ventana  
‘To break the window’  

*Abrir la ventana 
más alta 
‘To open the 
tallest window’  
 
 
 

8. Tomar el aperitivo  
   ‘To have the   
    aperitif’ 

*Tomar el trago  
‘To have the drink’  

√ El aperitivo es 
la mejor parte de 
la cena 
‘The aperitif is 
the best part of 
the dinner’ 
 

vs 
 
*El aperitivo 
tiene hierbas y 
un toque de 
ajenjo  
‘The aperitif 
contains herbs 
and a touch of 
wormwood’  
 

√ Todo italiano 
toma el 
aperitivo antes 
de las seis  
‘Every Italian 
takes the 
aperitif after six 
o’clock’  
 

 
√ 

√Tomar el aperitivo  
‘To have the aperitif’ 
 

vs 
 
*Derramar el aperitivo  
‘To spill the aperitif’  

*Tomar el 
aperitivo italiano  
‘To have the 
italian aperitif’   
 

9. Ir a la tienda  
  ‘To go to the store’ 

*Ir al restaurante  
‘To go to the 
restaurant’ 
   

?La tienda es el 
lugar mas lógico 
para encontrar 
viejos tickets the 
compra 
 ‘The store is the 
most logical 
place where you 
can find old 
receipts’ 
 

vs 
 

*La tienda está 
repleta de 
artículos chinos 
‘The store is full 
of Chinese 
consumables’  
 

√ Todos van a 
tienda después 
del trabajo  
‘Everybody 
goes to the 
store after 
work’  

 
√ 

√Ir a la tienda  
‘To go to the store’ 
 

vs 
 
*Saquear la tienda  
‘To ransack the store’  

*Ir a la tienda de 
mascotas  
‘Go to the pet 
shop’  
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10. Lavar el coche  
    ‘To wash the car’  

*Lavar el 
automóvil 
‘To wash the 
motorcar’   

√El coche es un 
medio de 
transporte con 
pocas ventajas 
‘The car is a 
mean of 
transportation 
with few 
advantages’  
 

vs 
 
*El coche tiene 
un problema en 
el motor  
‘The car has a 
problema in the 
motor’  
 

√ Todos 
mexicanos 
lavan el coche 
los domingos  
‘Every 
Mexican 
washes the car 
on Sunday’  
 
 

 
? 

√Lavar el coche  
‘To wash the car’ 
 

vs 
 
*Encerar el coche   
‘To wax the car’  

*Lavar el coche 
descompuesto  
‘To wash the 
broken car’  
 

11. Marearse en el 
metro  
‘To feel  dizzy in the 
metro’  
 

?Marearse en el 
tren ligero  
 
‘To feel dizzy in 
the monorail’  
   

√El metro es el 
mejor lugar para 
perder la cartera  
‘The metro is 
the best place to 
lose the wallet’  
 
vs 
 
*El metro  viene 
tarde 
‘The metro is 
coming late’  
 

√ Todas las 
embarazadas se 
marean en el 
metro 
‘Every pregnant 
woman feels 
dizzy in the 
metro’   

 
? 

√ Marearse en el metro  
‘To feel  dizzy in the 
metro’ 
 

vs 
 

?Marearse dentro del 
metro 
‘To feel Dizzy inside 
the metro’   
  

*El metro lleno 
es lo peor del DF 
‘The crowded 
metro is the worst  
thing of  Mexico 
City’  
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Appendix B. Materials and results of the pretests 

The following tables present the list of descriptions and summary sentences employed 

in Pretests 1 and 2, together with their corresponding scores. The tables contain five 

pairs of rows (distinguished from each other by different tones of grey). The first row of 

each pair contains the description, summary and score corresponding to a WDef, and 

the second row contains the same information corresponding to a regular definite that is 

the counterpart of that WDef.  

 
Table B. List of Sentences employed in Pretest 1 

 
Percentages of “yes”/ “no” 
answers to whether participants 
considered that the summary 
sentence accurately described 
the events presented in the 
description. 

 
Kind of NP 
contained  
in the 
summary  

 
 

Description and summary 

Yes  NO 
 
 
 

WDef 

Description: Ana está internada en El Ángeles y Pedro 
está   internado en Medica Sur. 
‘Ana is at el Ángeles and Pedro is at Medica Sur’ 

 

Summary: Ana está en el hospital y Pedro también  
                  ‘Ana is in the hospital and Pedro too’           

 
100% 

(19 answers) 

 

 
 
 
Definite 

 

Description: Adán está tomando un helado en El 
Campanario y  Eva está merendando en El Vips.   
‘Adán is having an ice cream at El Campanario and Eva 
is having dinner at El Vips’    
 

Summary:  Adán está en el restaurante y Eva también  
       ‘Adán is in the restaurant and Eva too’ 

 
42% 

(8 answers) 

 
58% 

(11 answers) 

 
 
 

WDef 

Description: Esperanza se mareó en el metro que tomó 
para ir a su trabajo y Lucrecia se mareó en el metro que 
tomó para ir a la universidad.  
‘Esperanza got dizzy in the metro she took to go to her 
job and Lucrecia got dizzy in the metro she took to go to 
the university’  
 
Summary: Esperanza se mareó en el metro y Lucrecia 
también.   
 ‘Esperanza got dizzy in the metro and Lucrecia too’  

 
100% 

(19 answers) 

 

 
 
 
Definite 

 

Description: Esperanza se mareó en el barco que tomó 
para ir a su casa de Acapulco y Lucrecia se mareó en el 
barco que tomó para ir a Isla mujeres.  
‘Esperanza got dizzy in the boat she took to go to her 
house in Acapulco and Lucrecia got dizzy in the boat 
she took to go to Isla Mujeres’ 
 

 
79% 

(15 answers) 

 
21% 

(4 answers) 
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Summary: Esperanza se mareó en el barco y Lucrecia 
también.             .    
 ‘Esperanza got dizzy in the boat and Lucrecia too’ 

 
 
 

WDef 

Description: Manolito está leyendo El Reforma y 
Mafalda está leyendo La Jornada.  
‘Manolito is reading El Reforma and Mafalda is reading 
La Jornada’  
 

Summary: Manolito está leyendo el periódico y 
Mafalda también.     
     ‘Manolito is reading the newspaper and Mafalda too’ 

 
95% 

(18 answers) 

 
5% 

(1 answer) 

 
 
 
Definite 

 

Description: Mario está leyendo Cien años de soledad y 
Pedro está leyendo El Código  da Vinci. 
‘Mario is reading Cien años de soledad and Pedro is 
reading El Código  da Vinci’ 
 

Summary: Mario está leyendo el libro y Pedro 
también.  
 ‘Mario is reading the book and Mafalda too’ 

 
11% 

(2 answers) 

 
89% 

(17 answers) 

 
 
 

WDef 

Description: Carmela fue al Superama y Pedro fue a La 
Comercial Mexicana   
‘Carmela went to the Superama and Pedro went to La 
Comercial Mexicana  ’  
 

Summary: Carmela fue a la tienda y Pedro también. 
                  ‘Carmela went to the store and Pedro too’  

 
89% 

(17 answers) 

 
11% 

(2 answers) 

 
 
 
Definite 

 
 
 

Description: Carmela fue al Tizoncito y Pedro fue a los 
Tacos Copacabana  
‘Carmela went to al Tizoncito and Pedro went to the 
Tacos Copacabana’ 
 

Summary: Carmela fue a la taquería y Pedro también. 
        ‘Carmela went to the taco restaurant and Pedro too’ 

 
74% 

(14 answers) 

 
26% 

(5 answers) 

 
 
 

WDef 

Description: Violeta está lavando su nuevo bochito y 
Ana está lavando  su viejo Ferrari.  
‘Violeta is washing her new bochito and Ana is washing 
her old Ferrari’  
 

Summary: Violeta está lavando el coche y Ana 
también.  
 ‘Violeta is washing the car and Ana too’  

 
84% 

(16 answers) 

 
16% 

(3 answers) 

 
 
 
Definite 

 

Description: Violeta está lavando su Toyota y Ana está 
lavando su Harley Davinson. 
‘Violeta is washing her Toyota and Ana is washing her 
Harley Davinson’ 
 

Summary: Violeta está lavando la motocicleta y Ana 
también.  
 ‘Violeta is washing the motorcycle and Ana too’ 

 
26% 

(5 answers) 

 
74% 

(14 answers) 

 Description: Mario está contemplando su figura en el   
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WDef 

espejo de la sala y Susana se está cerciorando frente al 
espejo del baño de que el maquillaje le ha quedado 
perfecto.  
‘Mario is contemplating his figure in the mirror of the 
living room and Susana is in front of the mirror of the 
bathroom making sure that her make up is perfect’   
 

Summary: Mario se está mirando en el espejo y Susana 
también.  
 ‘Mario is seem himself in the mirror and Susana too’  

84% 
(16 answers) 

16% 
(3 answers) 

 
 
 
Definite 

 

Description: Lupita se está mirando en su foto de 
graduación y Miranda se está mirando en su foto de 
bodas. 
‘Lupita is looking in her weeding picture and Miranda is 
looking in her graduation picture’    
 

Summary: Lupita se está mirando en la foto y Miranda 
también. 
 ‘Lupita is seeing herself in the picture and Miranda too’   

 
47% 

(9 answers) 

 
53% 

(10 answers) 

 
 
 

WDef 

Description: Homero está escuchando el radio de su 
casa y Pedro está escuchando el radio de su coche.   
‘Homero is listening to the radio of his house and Pedro 
is listening to the radio of his car’  
 

Summary: Homero está escuchando el radio y Pedro 
también.  
‘Homero is listening to the radio and Pedro too’ 

 
79% 

(15 answers) 

 
21% 

(4 answers) 

 
 
 
Definite 

 

Description: Homero está escuchando el disco de 
Sakira  y Eva está escuchando el disco de Paulina 
Rubio. 
‘Homero is listening to the CD of Sakira and Pedro is 
listening to the CD of Paulina Rubio’  
 
 Summary: Homero está escuchando el disco y Pedro 
también.  
 ‘Homero is listening to the CD and Pedro too’  

 
26% 

(5 answers) 

 
74% 

(14 answers) 

 
 
 

WDef 

Description: Homero está viendo Big Brother y Lola 
está viendo Cuéntame cómo paso.  
‘Homero is watching Big Brother and Lola is watching 
Cuéntame cómo paso’ 
 
Summary: Homero está viendo la televisión y Lola 
también. 
 ‘Homero is watching the television and Lola too’  

 
79% 

(15 answers) 

 
21% 

(4 answers) 

 
 
 
Definite 

 
 

Description: Homero está viendo Spiderman III y Lola 
está viendo Lola la trailera IV.  
‘Homero is watching Spiderman III and Lola is 
watching Lola la trailera IV’ 
 
Summary: Homero está viendo la película y Lola 

 
26% 

(5 answers) 

 
74% 

(14 answers) 
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también. 
‘Homero is watching the movie and Lola too’ 

 
 
 

WDef 

Description: Carmela abrió la ventana de su cuarto y 
Pedro abrió la ventana de su oficina  
‘Carmela opened the window of his room and Pedro 
opened the window of his office’  
 
Summary: Carmela abrió la ventana y Pedro también.  
                  ‘Carmela opened the window and Pedro too’ 

74% 
(14 answers) 

26% 
(5 answers) 

 
 
 
Definite 

 

Description: Carmela abrió el armario de su cuarto y 
Pedro abrió el armario de su oficina.  
‘Carmela opened the closet of his room and Pedro 
opened the closet of his office’  
 
Summary: Carmela abrió el armario y Pedro también.  
                  ‘Carmela opened the closet and Pedro too’  

47% 
(9 answers) 

53% 
(10 answers) 

 
 
 

WDef 

Description: Carmela está llamando a su ginecólogo y 
Pedro está llamando a su medico familiar.  
‘Carmela is calling her gynecologist and Pedro is calling 
his GP doctor’  
 
Summary: Carmela está llamando al doctor y Pedro 
también.  
 ‘Carmela is calling the doctor and Pedro too’  

68% 
(13 answers) 

32% 
(6 answers) 

 
 
 
Definite 

 

Description: Carmela está llamando al policía que la 
interrogó el día anterior y Pedro está llamando al policía 
que vigila su negocio durante la noche.  
‘Carmela is calling the policeman that interrogated her 
the day after and Pedro is calling the policeman that 
guards his business’ 
 
Summary: Carmela está llamando al policía y Pedro 
también.  
‘Carmela is calling the policeman and Pedro too’   

47% 
(9 answers) 

53% 
(10 answers) 

 

 
Table C. List of sentences employed in Pretest 2 

Percentages of “yes”/”no” answers to 
whether the subjects considered 
possible that two different entities 
were involved in the events described 
in the sentences.  

  

Target sentence  

 

Yes NO 

WDef Manolito está leyendo el periódico y Mafalda. 
también.     
‘Manolito is reading the newspaper and Mafalda too’ 

95% 
(18 answers) 

5% 
(1 answers) 

Definite 

 
Mario está leyendo el libro y Pedro también.  
‘Mario is reading the book and Mafalda too’ 

58% 
(11 answers) 

42% 
(8 answers) 

WDef 

 
Homero está viendo la televisión y Lola también. 
‘Homero is watching the television and Lola too’ 

79% 
(15 answers) 

21% 
(4 answers) 
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Definite 

 
Homero está viendo la película y Lola también 
‘Homero is watching the movie and Lola too’ 

21% 
(4 answers) 

79% 
(15 answers) 

WDef 

 
Ana está en el hospital y Pedro también. 
‘Ana is in the hospital and Pedro too’ 

74% 
(14 answers) 

26% 
(5 answers) 

Definite 

 
Adán está en el restaurante y Eva también.  
 ‘Adán is in the restaurant and Eva too’ 

 32% 
(6 answers) 

68% 
(13 answers) 

 
WDef 

 

Mario se está mirando en el espejo y Susana también. 
‘Mario is seing himself in the mirror and Susana too’ 

74% 
(14 answers) 

26% 
(5 answers) 

Definite 

 
Lupita se está mirando en la foto y Miranda también. 
‘Lupita is seing himself in the picture and Miranda 
too’   

32% 
(6 answers) 

68% 
(13 answers) 

 
WDef 

 

Carmela fue a la tienda y Pedro también. 
‘Carmela went to the store and Pedro too’ 

79% 
(15 answers) 

21% 
(4 answers) 

Definite 

 
Carmela fue a la taquería y Pedro también. 
‘Carmela went to the taco restaurant and Pedro too’. 

47% 
(9 answers) 

53% 
(10 answers) 

 

WDef 

 

Carmela está llamando al doctor y Pedro también.  
‘Carmela is calling the doctor and Pedro too’ 

79% 
(15 answers) 

21% 
(4 answers) 

Definite 

 
Carmela está llamando al policía y Pedro también.  
‘Carmela is calling the policeman and Pedro too’   

42% 
(8 answers) 

58% 
(11 answers) 

 
WDef 

 

Carmela abrió la ventana y Pedro también  
 ‘Carmela opened the window and Pedro too’ 

79% 
(15 answers) 

21% 
(4 answers) 

Definite 

 
Carmela abre el armario y Pedro también. 
Carmela abrió el armario y Pedro también  
‘Carmela opened the closet and Pedro too’ 

79% 
(15 answers) 

21% 
(4 answers) 

WDef 

 
Esperanza se mareó en el metro y Lucrecia también.    
‘Esperanza got dizzi in the metro and Lucrecia too’ 

63% 
(12 answers) 

37% 
(7 answers) 

Definite 

 
Esperanza se mareó en el barco y Lucrecia también.            
‘Esperanza got dizzi in the boat and Lucrecia too’ 

37% 
(7 answers) 

63% 
(12 answers) 

WDef 

 
Homero está escuchando el radio y Pedro también.  
‘Homero is listening to the radio and Pedro too’ 

58% 
(11 answers) 

(42%) 
(8 answers) 

Definite 

 
Homero está escuchando el disco y Pedro también. 
‘Homero is listening to the CD and Pedro too’ 

26% 
(5 answers) 

74% 
(14 answers) 

WDef 

 
Violeta está lavando el coche y Ana también.  
‘Violeta is washing the car and Ana too’ 

47% 
(9 answers) 

53% 
(10 answers) 

Definite 

 
Violeta está lavando la motocicleta y Ana también. 
‘Violeta is washing the motorcycle and Ana too’. 

32% 
(6 answers) 

68% 
(13 answers) 
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Appendix C. Materials of the experiment  

This appendix contains all the pictures and sentences employed in the eye-tracking 

study. It first presents the target stimuli and later the fillers.  

I Target stimuli      

1. Stimuli with the verb leer (‘to read’) 
 

       
Susanita va a leer el periódico (WDef)                          Mafalda va a leer el libro (definite NP)               
‘Susanita is going to read the newspaper’                      ‘Mafalda is going to read the book’  
 
 

  
Mafalda va a leer una revista (indefinite NP)  
‘Mafalda is going to read a magazine’  
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2. Stimuli with the verb mirarse (‘to look’)  
 

     
Mafalda se va a mirar en el espejo  (WDef)                  Mafalda se va a mirar en la fotografía (definite NP)   
‘Mafalda is going to look in the mirror’                        ‘Mafalda is going to look in the picture’ 
 
 

 
Mafalda se va a mirar en un video (indefinite NP)  
‘Mafalda is going to look in a video’  
  
3. Stimuli with the verb escuchar (‘to listen’)   
 

     
Mafalda va a escuchar el radio  (WDef)                       Mafalda va a escuchar el disco  (definite NP)  
‘Mafalda is going to listen to the radio’                        ‘Mafalda is going to listen to the CD’  
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Mafalda va a escuchar un casete (indefinite NP)    
‘Mafalda is going to listen to a cassette’  
 
4. Stimuli with the verb ver (‘to watch’)  
 

     
Mafalda va a ver la televisión (WDef)                          Mafalda va a ver la película (definite NP)  
‘Mafalda is going to watch TV’                                    ‘Mafalda is going to watch the movie’   
 

 
Mafalda va a ver un cuadro (indefinite NP)  
‘Mafalda is going to watch a painting’  
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5. Stimuli with the verb abrir (‘to open’)  
 

     
Susanita va a abrir la ventana (WDef)                          Susanita va a abrir el regalo (definite NP) 
‘Susanita is going to open the window’                         ‘Susanita is going to open the present’   
 

 
Susanita va a abrir un armario (indefinite NP)  
‘Susanita is going to open the closet’  
 
6. Stimuli with the verb lavar (‘to wash’)  
 

     
Mafalda va a lavar el coche (WDef)                              Mafalda va a lavar la motocicleta (definite NP)  
‘Mafalada is going to wash the car’                              ‘Mafalda is going to wash the motorcycle’  
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Mafalda va a lavar una bicicleta (indefinite NP) 
‘Mafalda is going to wash the bicycle’  
 

II Filler stimuli 

 

     
1. Felipito va a jugar tesis                                              2. Homero va a tomar cerveza  
   ‘Felipito is going to play tennis’                                    ‘Homero is going to drink beer’  
 

     
3. Homero va a comer mucha fruta                               4. Mafalda va estudiar geografía  
  ‘Homero is going to eat a lot of fruit’                             ‘Mafalda is going to study geography’ 
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5. Homero va a jugar con su mascota                            6. March va a cargar a su bebe  
   ‘Homero is going to play tennis’                                    ‘March is going to carry her baby’  
 

     
7. Magui se va a dormir                                                 8. March quiere escuchar música  
   ‘Magui is going to sleep’                                               ‘March wants to listen music’  
 

     
9. Manolito quiere lavarse la cara                                 10. Mafalda y Susanita van a asolearse  
   ‘Manolito wants to wash his face’                                   ‘Mafalda and Susanita are goin to take sun’  
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11. Manolito va a contar su dinero                                12. Magui va a jugar con su amigo  
    ‘Manolito is going to count his money’                         ‘Magui is going to play with his friend’  
  
 
 

     
13. Homero va a comer pastel                                      14. Susanita y Mafalda van a salir a jugar  
     ‘Homero is going toe at cake’                                    ‘Susanita and Mafalda are going to go out to play’  
 

     
15. March y Homero van de compras                            16. Felipito va a jugar con su mejor amigo  
      ‘March y Homero are going to do shopping’                ‘Felipito is going to play with his best friend’          
‘  
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17. March y Mafalda van a jugar juntas                        18. March y Homero van de vacaciones  
     ‘March and Mafalda are going to play together’            ‘March and Homero go for holidays’  

     
19. Lola  va a su escuela                                                20. El bebé va por su comida favorita 
     ‘Lola goes to her school’                                                ‘The baby goes for his favorite food’  
 

     
21.Mafalda va a sus clases de piano                              22. March se va a vestir para ir a bailar 
    ‘Mafalda goes to her piano lessons’                                ‘March is going to get dressed for dancing’  
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23. El perro va comer con su mejor amigo                    24. Estela va a sacar su juguete de la piscina  
      ‘The dog is going to eat with his best friend’          ‘Estela is going to pull her tog out of the swimming pool’ 
 

     
25. Manolito quiere cepillar sus dientes                        26. March se va a maquillar  
    ‘Manolito wants to brush his teeth’                                ‘March is going to make herself up’  
 

     
27. March quiere diseñar un vestido de fiesta elegante 28. La princesa va a sentarse  
     ‘March wants to design an elegant party dress’             ‘The princess goes to sit down’   
  



 76 

     
29. Manolito va a preparar ensalada                              30. El policía va a limpiar el lavabo  
     ‘Manolito is going to make salad’                                 ‘The policeman is going to clean the washbasin’ 

     
31. Felipito va a lanzar la bola a su amiga más pequeña       32. La niña va a tomar clases de baile de salón  
    ‘Felipito is going to throw the ball to his smallest friend’     ‘The girl is going to take ballroom dance lessons’  
 

     
33. El bebé camina hacia su mamá                                34. Mafalda va escribir poemas  
    ‘The baby walks to his mother’                                       ‘Mafalda is going to write poems’  
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35. Magui va a tomar su desayuno                                 36. El policía va a limpiar el suelo  
      ‘Magui is going to take her breakfast’                            ‘The policeman is going to clean the floor’  
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Appendix D. Additional analyses of the experiment  

This appendix contains the results of supplementary analyses that were carried out to 

confirm the validity of the global analyses of both the target choice task and the eye-

movements, presented in Chapter 2. The first two analyses correspond to the target 

choice; the first one examines the trials for each sentence separately, and the second one 

examines the trials for each subject separately.  The other analyses correspond to the 

eye-movements; six ones examine the trials for each sentence separately, and the last 

one examines the trials of all the subjects together, except for one subject (Daniel), who 

performed significantly differently from the others, according to the results revealed by 

a MANOVA test.    

I. Analyses of the target choice task   

i. Analysis per each sentence 

Trials with WDefs Trials with definite 
NPs 

Trials with definite 
NPs 

 
Sentences 

Single 
chosen  

Group 
chosen   

Single 
chosen 

Group 
chosen   

Single 
chosen 

Group 
chosen   

1.With the verb 
leer (‘to read’) 

95% 5% 84% 16% 89% 11% 

2. With the verb 
escuchar (‘to 
listen’)   

89% 11% 79% 21% 79% 21% 

3. With the verb 
lavar  (‘to wash’)  

95% 5% 89% 11% 79% 21% 

4. With the verb  
abrir (‘to open’)  

84% 16% 84% 16% 84% 16% 

5. With the verb 
mirarse (‘to look’) 

100% - 89% 11% 95% 5% 

6. With the verb  
ver  (‘to watch’)  

100% - 100% - 100% - 

  Table D. Percentage of single targets chosen and group targets chosen per sentence  
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ii. Analysis per each subject  

Trials with WDefs Trials with definite NPs Trials with definite NPs  
Subject Single 

chosen 
Group 
chosen 

Single 
chosen 

Group 
chosen 

Single 
chosen 

Group 
chosen 

1.Esperanza 100% - 100% - 100% - 
2.Daniel  50% 50% 33% 67% 33% 67% 
3. Mireia  100% - 100% - 100% - 
4. Kristi  100% - 100% - 100% - 
5. Alvaro 100% - 100% - 100% - 
6. Jorge 1 83% 17% 67% 33% 33% 67% 
7. Maria  100% - 100% - 100% - 
8. Paulina  100% - 100% - 100% - 
9. Marisol 100% - 100% - 100% - 
10. Tamara 100% - 100% - 100% - 
11. Susana  100% - 100% - 100% - 
12. Carmen  100% - 100% - 100% - 
13. Rebeca  100% - 100% - 100% - 
14. Jonathan  83% 17% 100% - 83% 17% 
15.Jose Luis 50% 50% 50% 50% 33% 67% 
16. Sergio 100% - 67% 33% 67% 33% 
17. Jorge 2 83% 17% 83% 17% 100% - 
18. Ileana  100% - 100% - 100% - 
19. Morice  100% - 100% - 83% 17% 

Table E. Percentage of single targets chosen and group targets chosen per subject  

II Analyses of eye-movements  

Each of the following analyses consists of a graph and three tables. The graph shows the 

proportional time fixated on group targets and on single targets provoked by WDefs, 

definite NPs and indefinite NPs together. The tables show the statistical results of 

comparing relevant pairs of total proportions of fixations. 
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i. Analyses per each sentence 

1. Analysis of the trials corresponding to the sentences with the verb leer (‘to read’) 
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Graph A: Choices of group and single targets compared (verb ‘to read’) 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0. 5796976 
and  

0.5531276 

 
(t(16)=.249, p≥.806) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0. 5796976 
and  

0.3715916 

 
(t(16)=5.223, p<.001)21 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.5531276 
and 

0.3715916 

 
(t(16)=1.727, p≥.103) 

Table F: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0. 2627162 
and 

0.2293911 

 
(t(16)=.556, p≥.586) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0. 2627162 
and 

0.2910486 

 
(t(16)=-.385, p≥.705) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.2293911 
and  

0.2910486 

 
(t(16)=-914, p≥.374) 

Table G: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on group targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
                                                 
21 From now on, results that mean significant differences will be underlined.   
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Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by Wdefs, fixated on single 
targets and on group targets compared  

0. 5796976 
and  

0. 2627162 

(t(16)=-2.505, p≥.023) 

Provoked by definite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.5531276 
and 

0.2293911 

 
(t(16)=-2.060, p≥.056) 

Provoked by indefinite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.3715916 
and 

0.2910486 

 
(t(16)=-.633, p≥.536) 

Table H: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets and group 
targets provoked by WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 

2. Analysis of the trials corresponding to the verb escuchar (‘to listen’) 
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0.3844638 0.4136029

0.4833093

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

Wdefs Definite NPs Indefinite NPs

Kind of target NP

P
ro

p
o

rt
io

n
s
 o

f 
fi

x
a
ti

o
n

s
 

Looks at single targets Looks at group targets

 
Graph B: Choices of group and single targets compared (verb ‘to listen’) 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.3532226 
and  

0.4761905 

 
(t(16)=-1.674, p≥.114) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3532226 
and  

0.3017864 

 
(t(16)=.480, p≥.638) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4761905 
and 

0.3017864 

 
(t(16)=1.892, p≥.077) 

Table I: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs.  
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Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0. 3844638 
and 

0.41360229 

 
(t(16)=-457, p≥.654) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0. 3844638 
and 

0. 4833093 

 
(t(16)=-978, p≥.343) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4136029 
and  

0. 4833093 

 
(t(16)=-674, p≥.510) 

Table J: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on group targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by Wdefs, fixated on single 
targets and on group targets compared  

0.3532226 
and  

0. 3844638 

(t(16)=.222, p≥827) 

Provoked by definite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.4761905 
and 

0.4136029 

 
(t(16)=-419, p≥.681) 

Provoked by indefinite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.3017864 
and 

0. 4833093 

 
(t(16)=1.188, p≥.252) 

Table K: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets and group 
targets provoked by WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 

3. Analysis of the trials corresponding to the verb lavar (‘to wash’) 
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Graph C: Choices of group and single targets compared (verb ‘to wash’) 
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Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.2844109 
and  

0.3726406 

 
(t(16)=-.785, p≥.444) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.2844109 
and  

0.3504720 

 
(t(16)=-548, p≥.591) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3726406 
and 

0.3504720 

 
(t(16)=.300, p≥.768) 

Table L: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs.  
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0. 3040066 
and 

0.3171614 

 
(t(16)=-.120, p≥.906) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0. 3040066 
and 

0.4084241 

 
(t(16)=-.871, p≥.397) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3171614 
and  

0.4084241 

 
(t(16)=-.947, p≥.358) 

Table M: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on group targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by Wdefs, fixated on single 
targets and on group targets compared  

0.2844109 
and  

0. 3040066 

(t(16)=.139, p≥.891) 

Provoked by definite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.3726406 
and 

0.3171614 

 
(t(16)=-601, p≥.556) 

Provoked by indefinite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.3504720 
and 

0.4084241 

 
(t(16)=.448, p≥.660) 

Table N: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets and group 
targets provoked by WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
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4. Analysis of the trials corresponding to the verb  abrir (‘to open’)  
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Graph D: Choices of group and single targets compared (verb ‘to open’) 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.4607374 
and  

0.3903097 

 
(t(16)=.669, p≥.513) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4607374 
and  

0.3701617 

 
(t(16)=.937, p≥.363) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3903097 
and 

0.3701617 

 
(t(16)=.182, p≥.858) 

Table O: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs.  
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.2466929 
and 

0.3905939 

 
(t(16)=-1.458, p≥.164) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.2466929 
and 

0.2731955 

 
(t(16)=-394, p≥.699) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3905939 
and  

0.2731955 

 
(t(16)=1.197, p≥.249) 

Table P: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on group targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
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Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs, fixated on single 
targets and on group targets compared  

0.4607374 
and  

0.2466929 

 
(t(16)=-2.306, p≥.035) 

Provoked by definite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.3903097 
and 

0.3905939 

 
(t(16)=.002, p≥.998) 

Provoked by indefinite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.3701617 
and 

0.2731955 

 
(t(16)=-.708, p≥.489) 

Table Q: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets and group 
targets provoked by WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 

5. Analysis of the trials corresponding to the verb mirarse (‘to look’) 
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Graph E: Choices of group and single targets compared (verb ‘to look’) 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.5209372 
and  

0.4144234 

 
(t(16)=1.252, p≥.228) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.5209372 
and  

0.2921963 

 
(t(16)=2.229, p≥.041) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4144234 
and 

0.2921963 

 
(t(16)=1.760, p≥.098) 

Table R: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs.  
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Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0. 2914827 
and 

0.3021602 

 
(t(16)=-.135, p≥.894) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0. 2914827 
and 

0. 4245492 

 
(t(16)=-1.175, p≥.257) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3021602 
and  

0. 4245492 

 
(t(16)=-1.328, p≥.203) 

Table S: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on group targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by Wdefs, fixated on single 
targets and on group targets compared  

0.5209372 
and  

0. 2914827 

(t(16)=-1.944, p≥.070) 

Provoked by definite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.4144234 
and 

0.3021602 

 
(t(16)=-1.282, p≥.218) 

Provoked by indefinite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.2921963 
and 

0.4245492 

 
(t(16)=1.108, p≥.284) 

Table T: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets and group 
targets provoked by WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 

6. Analysis of the trials corresponding to the verb ver (‘to watch’) 
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Graph F: Choices of group and single targets compared (verb ‘to watch’) 
 
 



 87 

 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.4251055 
and  

0.4065143 

 
(t(16)=.221, p≥.828) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4251055 
and  

0.5794649 

 
(t(16)=-1.656, p≥.117) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4065143 
and 

0.5794649 

 
(t(16)=-1.985, p≥.065) 

Table U: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs.  
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.3777612  
and 

0.1604278 

 
(t(16)=2.438, p≥.027) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3777612 
and 

0. 2891566 

 
(t(16)=.927, p≥.367) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.1604278 
and  

0. 2891566 

 
(t(16)=-1.417, p≥.176) 

Table V: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on group targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by Wdefs, fixated on single 
targets and on group targets compared  

0.4251055 
and  

0.3777612 

 
(t(16)=-.363, p≥.721) 

Provoked by definite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.4065143 
and 

0.1604278 

 
(t(16)=-2.758, p≥.014) 

Provoked by indefinite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.5794649 
and 

0. 2891566 

 
(t(16)=-2.263, p≥.038) 

Table W: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets and group 
targets provoked by WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
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ii. Global analysis of the data of all the subjects except for Daniel  
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Graph G: Choices of group and single targets compared (all the subjects except for 
Daniel) 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.4368235 
and  

0.4508635 

 
(t(95)=-.355, p≥.724) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4368235 
and  

0.3812098 

 
(t(95)=1.319, p≥.19) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.4508635 
and 

0.3812098 

 
(t(95)=1.732, p≥.086) 

Table X: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs.  
 
 

Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by definite NPs 

0.3004554 
and 

0.2755923 

 
(t(95)=.714, p≥.477) 

Provoked by WDefs compared with 
provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.3004554 
and 

0.3566608 

 
(t(95)=-1.369, p≥.174) 

Provoked by definite NPs  compared 
with provoked by indefinite NPs 

0.2755923 
and  

0.3566608 

 
(t(95)=-2.138, p≥.035) 

Table Y: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on group targets provoked by 
WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
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Comparisons  Means of proportions 

of fixations compared 

Results of T-Test 

Provoked by Wdefs, fixated on single 
targets and on group targets compared  

0.4368235 
and  

0.3004554 

 
(t(95)=-2.591, p≥.011) 

Provoked by definite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.4508635 
and 

0.2755923 

 
(t(95)=-3.666, p<.001) 

Provoked by indefinite NPs, fixated on 
single targets and on group targets 
compared 

0.3812098 
and 

0.3566608 

 
(t(95)=-439, p≥662) 

Table Z: Comparisons between proportional time fixated on single targets and group 
targets provoked by WDefs, definite NPs and indefinite NPs 
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