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1. Intr oduction: possessie weak definites

Typically, whena definitedescriptionis usedto referto an object,thatobjectmust
eitherbefamiliaror uniquein acertainway. Letusbeginwith thefollowingapprox
imation:

(1) A useof adefinitedescriptionis felicitousif andonly if thereis exactly one
objectin thecontext thatsatisfieghe contentof thedescription.

As far asl know, the‘if * portionof the biconditionalis entirelyreliable:wheneer
anobjectis uniquein a contet, it is possibleto usea definitedescriptionto referto
it (atleastasfar asthefelicity conditionsduespecificallyto the useof the definite
determinelareconcerned).

(2) Thespealeraddressetheman.

For instancethedefinitedescriptiorthe speaker canbeusedn ary context in which
thereis auniqueobjectthatqualifiesasa spealer.

Whatis lessclear andwhatwill bethecentralissueaddresseth thispaper
is the statusof the ‘only if’ portion of the biconditionalin (1). Certainly if there
is morethanone manin the audiencethe seconddefinite descriptionin (2) (the
man) is distinctly lessappropriategspeciallyin comparisorwith the corresponding
indefinitea man.

But not all definitedescriptionsatisfythe conditionin (1). | will provide
evidencebelov in supportof Poesios (1994) claim that thereis a productve,
systematiclassof definitedescriptionsvhoseusedoesnot appeato requireeither
familiarity or uniquenesd-ollowing Poesio] will call the expressionsn question
WEAK DEFINITES
(3) I hopethecafeislocatedonthe corner of a busyintersection (Poesial994)
(4) That's the one where Supermancrashesspectacularlyinto the side of a

Marlbor o-emblazonedruck. (Google)

Clearly, (3) canbe usedin a situationin which neitherthe spealer nor the listener
hasary previous acquaintancevith a specificintersectionor corner nor is there
animplicationthattheintersectionn questionhasonly onecorner Similarly, (4)
canbe usedwithout knowing or caringwhich of the side of the truck Superman
smashegto.

Perhapgshe definitedeterminelis ambiguousandat leastoneof its senses
doesnot give rise to a uniqguenessmplication. One considerationthat weighs
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againstan ambiguityapproachaswe will see|s thattheseweakdefinitesrequire
the presencef a relationalheadnounandan overt genitive prepositionaphrase
argument. For instancejn (3), corner is syntacticallyand semanticallyrelational,
andof a busy intersection is a genitive of -phrase.In the presencef a different
prepositiontheweakusedisappears:

(5) | hopethecafeislocatedonthecornermear abusyintersection.

Changinghe prepositionfrom the genitive of to thelocative near (or at or beside)
changeshedescriptve contentvery little: the cafemuststill belocatedona corner
andthe cornermuststill be sufficiently closeto a busy intersectionNevertheless,
native spealersreportthatin contrastwith (3), a useof (5) is felicitousonly if the
spealer hasa specificcornerin mind. Thedifferencebetween3) and(5), 1 will ar
gue,comedrom thefactthatthe genitive of phrasan (3) constitutes propersyn
tacticagumenbf therelationaheadhouncorner. In contrastlocatveprepositional
phrasearenotagumentsandfunctionasmodifiersof asyntacticallynon+elational
useof corner.

Soif weakinterpretationsriseonlyin awell-definedsyntacticernvironment,
we mustconsiderseekingan explanationin the natureof the specialsyntacticen
vironment. In pursuitof this possibility | will proposea singlemeaningfor the on
whichit uniformlytriggersuniquenespresuppositiongnall of its (productve)uses.
Thekey to understandingveakdefiniteneswvill dependnidentifyingwhatexactly
mustberequiredobeuniquein eachcasefor normalnontelationalexamplesyhat
mustbe uniqueis the referentof the entiredescription.For relationalexamplesijt
is therelationitself thatmustbeunique. (Whatit meandor arelationto beunique
will bediscussedbelow.)

| will suggesthatthe crucialvariability in construalcomesfrom indepen
dentlymotivatedflexibility in theorderof semanticomposition.Onsomelinguis-
tic theoriesnotablycombinatorycateyorialgrammar®of thesortproposedy, e.g.,
Jacobsorf1999)andSteedmarf2000),evenif anexpressiorhasonly onerelevant
syntacticstructurewith only onesemantiovalue,theremay still be morethanone
way in which thatvaluecanbe computed.Severallinguistic phenomenarguably
aresensitveto thisvariationin theorderof semanticomposition.| will shav how
thistypeof computationaflexibility canallow therelationalheadnominalto com
bine with the definite determinembeforecombiningwith its genitive argument. If
theuniquenespresuppositiomssociateavith thedefinitedeterminemappliesto the
firstelementt combinesvith semanticallyratherthanwith thefirstelementt would
normallycombinewith syntacticallywe correctlypredictthatweakinterpretations
emegeonly in thepresencef arelationalnominal.

Giventheimportancen thelinguisticsliteratureof definitenessn general
andthedefinitedeterminein particular weakdefiniteswould bewell worth study
ing if they merelymotivateda refinemenin theanalysisof thedefinitedeterminer
Butin factthereis moreat stale:in orderto exploit themismatchbetweersyntactic
constitueng andsemanticompositionywe mustconsidera new kind of interaction
attheinterfacesf syntax,semanticsandpragmatics.



PossessivB\eakDefinites 91

2. Theoretical Preliminaries. the definite determiner requiresuniqueness

In anticipation of more detailed discussions below, it will be helpful to give some
working definitions up front. For present purposes, a DEFINITE DESCRIPTION iS (Con-
servatively) an NP with non-trivial descriptive content whose determiner isthe the
man thecornerof a busyintersectionbut not John her, everyman or John’sdog.
A possessiVE definite description is one whose head nominal occursin construction
with a genitive of prepositional phrase argument: thecornerof a busyintersection
thebrother of a friend but not the corner near a busyintersection (See section 9
below for more discussion of relational versus non-relational nominals.) Theclaim
under investigationisthat possessive definite descriptionssystematically can be used
in contexts in which more than one object satisfies the content of the description;
such ause qualifiesasaweak use of a definite description, and a definite description
that can be used in such a context iSawEeAK DEFINITE.

Giventhat possessiveweak definitesdon’t seem to behavelikedefinitesat all,
it may seem problematic to even call them definites. However, there are several rea
sonsto continueto call them definites: first, theoccursin the main specifier position,
the hallmark of a definite; they can be used in any situation in which a normal defi-
nite could be used (i.e., whenever the ‘if’ portion of (1) issatisfied), so calling them
indefinitesis hardly any better; and | will propose an analysis on which the definite
determiner continuesto impose a uniqueness restriction even in the weak uses.

But nothing crucial hangs on this choice of terminology. On the analysis
bel ow, the behavior of normal definite descriptionsaswell asweak definitesdepends
only on the meaning of the definite determiner and how that meaning interactswith
other meaningful elementsin itslinguistic context.

2.1. The semanticcorrelate of definitenessis there one?As surveyed in Abbott
(1999, 20014a), thereisa continuing debate about the semantic nature of definiteness.
Abbott classifies most semantic theories as falling into the familiarity camp or the
uniqueness camp. Roughly, familiarity theories say that the object referred to by a
definite must be familiar in the discourse, and uniqueness theories (such asthe pre-
liminary rulegivenin (1)) say that the object must be the only object in the discourse
model that satisfiesthe content of the description.

Part of thedifficulty of resolving the debate comesfrom thedesireto provide
aunified theory for al of the expression typesclassified asdefinite. Familiarity turns
out to be afairly good theory for explaining the behavior of pronouns, but does not
do so well for definite descriptions; uniqueness, aswe will see, doeswell for definite
descriptions, but requires heroic efforts when applied to pronouns.

Sincewe areinterested exclusively in the behavior of NPsdetermined by the,
we can concentrate on the conditions for use of that type of NP, without worrying
whether the condition we come up with applies to other expressions alleged to be
definite. 1 will conclude below that asfar as definite descriptions are concerned, fa-
miliarity isneither sufficient nor necessary, and that uniquenessisboth sufficient and
necessary (at least for productive usesof the and of course, setting aside the correct
treatment of the problematic cases under investigation). Any reader who aready
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agreewith theseclaimsis welcometo skip aheado section3 below; howvever, be-
causehereis noclearconsensusentheseassues| have providedsomejustification
for my conclusionsn the next two sections.

Incidentally sincePoesio(1994)is the only account am awareof thatas
sumedhatthe behaior of weakdefinitesis systematichisaccounis theonly pre
viousanalysisl know of for weakdefinites,(Christopherseii1939:140)mentions
someweakdefinites put dismisseshemas*illogical”.) Poesiosexplanationrelies
hearily onHeim’s(1982)familiarity approacho definitenessFor reasongjivenbe
low, | donot believe thatfamiliarity offersa viableaccountof thebehaior of defi
nite descriptionslet alonefor weakdefinites. As aresult,] donotaddres$oesios
specificproposaldeyond giving somegeneralrgumentsagainstfamiliarity in the
next section.

2.2.Definitedescriptionsneednot be familiar. The familiarity approachs usually
attributedto Christophersefi1939).

(6) Christophersefi1939:72):The articlethe bringsit aboutthatto the [noun]is
attacheda certainassociatiorwith previously acquiredknowledge,by which
it canbe inferredthat only onedefiniteindividual is meant. This is whatis
understoody familiarity. [italics asin original]

The mostinfluentialmodernadwocateof familiarity is Heim (1982). In herimple-
mentationjn orderfor auseof a definiteto befelicitous,thediscourseparticipants
mustalreadybe awareof thedescribedbject,or bewilling to retroactvely accom
modatethe existenceof suchanobject.

Most familiarity theoriesareremarkablyflexible concerninghow an object
cancometo qualify asfamiliar. The prototypicalway is by beingexplicitly intro-
ducedvia anindefinite,asin thefamiliar mini-discourséA man, camein. Then the
man, sat down, in which the indefinitea man rendersa discoursereferentcorre
spondingto someman sufficiently salientto licensethe subsequendefinite. An
objectcanalsocountasfamiliar by being manifestlysalientin the nondinguistic
context [A goat, walks into the room.] The goat; stinks!; andthroughbackground
knowledge,in which casethe objectwill be permanentlyfamiliar, asin The moon,
shone.

More controversially sometimesnobjectcanbe familiar througha bridg-
ing inference(Princes 1979,1981‘inferables’) from someotheralreadyfamiliar
object.

(7) [talkingof acertainbook]Theauthor is unknawn.

Christophersememarksthatin (7), “the relation betweenthe book and authoris
sufficiently commonand unambiguougo sene asa transmitterof the reference
containedn the” Theideais thataslong asthereis a readilyrecoverablefunction
mappingbooksto their authorsthe familiarity of the bookin questionrenderghe
authorfamiliar for purpose®f referencevith a definitedescription.

As a result of theseextensionsand elaborationsfamiliarity becomesa
fairly technicalnotion with only a tenuousconnectionto the intuitive conceptof
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familiarity. As Lyons(1999)pointsout, if two doctorsenteran empty operating
room,andonesaysl wonderwhotheanesthetiswill betoday, it maybe possible
to claimthatthisis aninstanceof bridgingfrom thenon-linguisticcontext—nbutit is
difficult to describehehypotheticalanesthetisas“familiar” in ary intuitive sense.
But even setting asidethe issueof abstractnesghere are a number of
compellingcountereaamplesthat suggesthat familiarity, even whenextendedvia
bridging,is nota conditionfor thefelicitoususeof a definitedescription.

(8) a. | boughtatruck. Thehood wasscratched.
b. | boughtatruck. #The hubcap wasscratched.

Thesamedogic thatexplains(8a)asaninstanceof bridgingpredictsthat(8b)ought
to beequallygood:thereis noobviousreasorto supposéhata hoodis any morefa-
miliar thanahubcap.Yetthereisamarkeddifferencan acceptability Furthermore,
thatdifferenceseemso be connectedo thefactthattruckstypically have only one
hood,but four hubcapsi.e.,afailureof uniqueness.

(9) A manwalkedintoaroom.
Thenawomanwalkedinto theroom.
Theman beganto speak.

(10) A manwalkedinto aroom.

Thenasecondnanwalkedinto theroom.
#Theman beganto speak.

Similarly, the samelogic thatexplains(9) asaninstanceof anindefiniterendering
adiscoursaeferentfamiliar oughtto predictthatthe definitein (10)is acceptable,
sincetheintendedeferenbof thedefinitedescriptiorpresumablyemainsufficient
ly familiar. Thekey differencepf courseisthatin (9) thereisauniqueman,whereas
in (10),therearetwo effectivelyindistinguishablenen Onceagain,uniquenesplays
animportantrole.

Thusfamiliarity is not a sufficientconditionfor the useof a definite de-
scription.

In addition familiarity is notevenanecessargonditionfor thefelicitoususe
of adefinite.

(11) Pleaseggo into my bedroomand bring me the bagof chipsthatis lying on
thebed.

BirnerandWard(1994,1998)notethatthereis no plausiblebridginginferencethat
canbeaccommodatebere sincebedsdo not regularly have bagsof chipsonthem.
Yet(11)canbe perfectlyacceptablevenif thereis no presumptiorthatthelistener
hasary previousacquaintancwith thebagof chips. Thebestthatcanbesaidfor a
familiarity storyis that(11) presupposethatif theaddressewereto first obey the
requesto go into the bedroomthentherewould be a bagof chipsthatwould be
familiar by virtue of beingmanifestlysalientin the non-linguisticcontext.

Finally, superlatves provide a highly productve expressiontype that is
obligatorily definite but that doesnot requirethe slightestdegree of familiarity:
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we can confidently speak of the second smartest person in the US without having
any idea of who that might be. Some care is necessary here, since there is still an
existence presupposition; as a result, a suitable referent must be accommodated if
one is not aready present in the discourse model. But existence is quite different
from any intuitive notion of familiarity.

In view of thesefacts, | will assume that no obvious extension of familiarity
iseither necessary or sufficient for licensing of the definite determiner.

2.3.Normal(i.e., non+elational)definitedescriptionshavea uniquenespresuppe
sition.Uniquenessis usually associated with Russell (1905), though it was not until
Strawson (1950) that it was generally recognized that the uniqueness implications
must be presuppositions rather than at-issue entailments. | follow Kadmon (1987,
1990, 2001), Roberts (2003), and Abbott (1999, 2001b), among others, in assuming
that definite descriptions have a uniqueness presupposition. Unlike those authors,
however, | do not claim that all definites have a uniqueness presupposition; in partic-
ular, pronouns are not required to satisfy uniqueness, at least, not in the sense devel-
oped below.

On uniqueness accounts, a use of a definite description isfelicitousonly if
thereisaunique object that satisfiesthe descriptive content of the NP. For instance,
uniquenessdoesnot carewhether thelistener waspreviously acquai nted with the bag
of chipsin (11) (i.e,, familiarity isnot crucial), but doesrequirethat there be at most
one easily discernible bag of chipsresting on the bed. Thusif there were two bags
of chipsside by sidelying on the bed, the utterance would have been infelicitous.

Now, whether a description picks out a unique object or not depends on
how wide arange of objectsit iscompared to. Kadmon (Kadmon 1987; 1990; 2001,
chapter 4) argues that definites must be unique in an absolute sense, i.e., unique (in
effect) in theworld. Thefact that it is possible to use a definite description such as
the man in aworld with millions of men seemsto be a glaring counterexample, but
Kadmon permits accommodation of silent material at the level of logical form that
renders the description absolutely unique.

The more common solution, and the one | will adopt here, relativizesunique-
ness to the discourse situation. Gundel et al. (1993:277) provide an influential ver-
sion, which they call *identifiability’: a description iS UNIQUELY IDENTIFIABLE if “the
addressee can identify the speaker’s intended referent on the basis of the nom-
inal alone”.

Identifiability is the notion that Birner and Ward favor for explaining (11):
(11) will befelicitousjust in casethelistener would be ableto reliably determinethe
identity of the exact bag of chipsthe speaker had in mind based only on theinforma
tion present in the description. If there had been more than one bag of chipslying on
the bed, this requirement would not be met, since nothing in the description allows
thelistener to chose between multiplebags. Thusunder certain circumstances, iden-
tifiability entails uniqueness.

WEell-known examples show that identifiability must not be construed as
practical identifiability .
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(12) | wonder who the spy is?

Clearly, (12) can be felicitously uttered in a context in which we have evidence that
a spy exists, without there being any way of telling which of several suspectsisthe
actual spy. Nevertheless, it is possible to argue that the identifiability criterion has
been met, aslong asexactly one of therelevant candidates satisfiesthe criteriaof ap-
plicability of the noun spy Thisisapeculiar situation, though: the descriptive con-
tent provides enough information to identify the intended referent, but provides no
practical way to use that information to pick out areferent in the situation at hand.

One popular way to resolve this puzzle is to suppose that the discourse par-
ticipants construct a new discourse referent corresponding to the spy, and if later in-
formation reveal sthat the spy isidentical to some other individual under discussion,
thetwo discoursereferentsare merged. Sincewe have seen that definite descriptions
do not in general require familiarity, it is unproblematic for a use of a definite de-
scription to create a new discoursereferent; if so, then (contraHeim (1982)) definite
descriptions (especially superlatives) can be used to introduce novel entitiesinto the
discourse.

At this point, we are ready to state a working approximation of the relevant
felicity condition for the use of a definite description.

(13) Discourseuniqueness for normal, productive usesof the definite determiner,
there must be at most one entity in the discourse model that satisfies the
descriptive content of itsnomina complement.

Thisisvery closein spirit to Gundel et al.’sand Birner and Ward’'snotion of unique-
ly identifiable, as well as Roberts’ (2003) notion of informational uniqueness. Ob-
viously, whether or not adescription sati sfies discourse uniqueness depends strongly
on how fluidly discourse models are allowed to vary from moment to moment. We
will have occasion below to consider thisquestion in more detail, and though we will
make some progressin constraining it, it will remain a major point of mushinessin
the theory.

For now, | will make two brief comments. First, | will assume the usual
elaboration with respect to singular versus plura nominals: a singular definite
description must refer to a unique atomic entity (or in the case of amass predicate, a
unique aggregate), and a plural definite description must refer to a unique collective
entity. Thusthemenmust refer to the mereological sum of all of the men present
in the discourse model (what Hawkins (1978) callsinclusivenessand what various
other authors call maximality.

Second, Gundel et al. explicitly claim that their version of uniqueness
(uniquely identifiable) is a necessary condition not only on definite descriptions,
but also on demonstrativesand pronouns. Thisis puzzling, since pronouns certainly
do not satisfy discourse uniqueness. True, circumstances may render an intended
referent uniquely identifiable, aswhen the speaker pointsat an individual at the very
moment that she utters the pronoun in the sentence Sheis themurderer!. But even
in such casesthe intended referent isby no meansidentifiable, to use Gundel et al.’s
own phrase, “on the basis of of the nominal alone”, i.e., by virtue of satisfying the
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descriptve contentof theNP—afterall, afemininepronouncanbefelicitouslyused
in aroomfull of women all of whomsatisfythedescriptve contentof she.

Thusl will assumehat discoursauniquenesss a necessarand sufficient
conditionfor all productve usesof thedefinitedeterminetemporarilysuspending
consideratiorof the constructionunderinvestication,i.e., possessi definite de
scriptions).

3. Data: Possessive weak definites
Given that we expect definite descriptionsin generalto satisfy a uniqueness
requirementywe arenow in a positionto askthefollowing empiricalquestion:

(14) Mustpossesske definitedescriptionsatisfyuniqueness?

Themethodologicaproblemwith addressinghisquestionisthatit dependsniden
tifying whatmusthave beenn thediscoursenodelof theinterlocutors.If discourse
participantshave sufficientlyimpoverisheddiscoursanodelsthat containreferents
for only averyfew entities thena uniquenessequiremenbecomedrivially easyto
satisfy Unfortunatelyit isnotalwayseasyto determineempiricallywhatobjectsare
presentn adiscourse@epresentation.

Neverthelesst maybepossibleo comeby somemoreor lesspersuasiein-
directevidence.Forinstanceif thespealer (authorymentionsaanentityimmediately
beforeor immediatelyafter the utterancen questionthat canconstituteevidence
thatthoseotherentitiesmusthave beenpartof thespealer'sdiscoursenodel. Less
persuasie,but still worthconsideringareoccasionsnwhichthepragmaticstrong
ly suggesthepresencef severalindistinguishablentitieshatsatisfytheconteniof
thedescriptionn question.

3.1. Sngular possessive head nouns. The most persuasie examplesare thosein
which the discourseitself mentionsor entailsthe existenceof multiple entities
satisfyingthedescriptve contentof thedefinite.

(15) The babys fully-developed hand
wrappedtself aroundthe finger of the
surgeon.

Thecaptionin (15) describedhe photograpldisplayednere. Theindex fingeroc
cupiesthe largestportion of theimage,yet otherfingersbelongingto the surgeon
areclearlyvisible andpresumablypartof arny naturaldiscoursenodelfor this situ-
ation.
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(16) Takescissoraindcutthefinger of thelatex gloveoff atthebaseof thefinger.
Thefingeryou cutdepend®nthesizeof theglove...

In thisexample thecontinuatiorexplicitly recognizeshattheglovewill havze more
thanonefinger. The fingershave propertiesthat allow themto be distinguished
(namelysize),but sizeis not mentionedn theoriginal description.

(17) Did studentsioticeanything aboutthe categorieson the side and thetop of
thechart?

This questionappearsindera chartwhoseleft andright side are equallyvisible,

thoughtherearecategory labelsalongonly thetop andtheleft side. Basedon the

factthatthe chartclearlyhastwo sidesit is difficult to avoid concludingthatmore

thanonesidemustbe presenin thediscoursanodel.

(18) In the centerof the room is a large stonecube,about10 feet on a side.
Engravedonthe side of the cube is somelettering— Zork 2.

Thefactthatcubeshave six sidesinitially evokesanimageof a cuberestingonthe
floor Mentioningthefactthatthesidesall havethesamedimensioremphasizethe
initial indistinguishabilityof thefour sides. Neverthelessthis doesnot preventthe
writer from usingtheweakdefinitethesideof thecube

(19) Tie oneendof a pieceof stringto the corner of the cardboard with the
picture. Tie theotherendto thesamecornerof the otherpieceof cardboard
with thelabel.

Giventhesecondsentencehepicturedistinguishesnepieceof cardboardromthe

onethathasthelabelonit. Theuseof sameemphasizethatthefour cornersof the

first pieceof cardboardvereindistinguishabléandequallysuitableuntil thepiece
of stringis attached.Presumablyheinitial discoursanodelprovidesfour initially
indistinguishableorners.

(20) Asyouknow, | didn't expectto bethe parent of a hyperactive child.

Sincethis sentences spokenby a husbando his wife, thereis no escapinghefact
that theremustbe discoursereferentdor two distinct individualswho satisfythe
contentof thedescription.

Not quite so compelling,but still worth mentioning,are examplesthat in-
volve situationsn whichwe cannaturallysupposéhereareseveralentitiessatisfy
ing thedescriptve contentof thedescription.

(21) Peopleweresayingthata planehadhit the side of the other tower.

(22) TheRoundTower:Locatedatthe corner of the cathedral.

(23) Remawe all theobjectsto discover thereally cool artifactthatthe archaeole
gistsfoundburiedin the corner of the Pharaoh’stomb!

(24) Moonskinnedhim andthrew thebodyin the corner of the smokehouse.

(25) Look for thehugeWhaleonthe side of the building,

(26) Alexanderthe Greatwascrossinghedeserion hisdonkey. Suddenlytheleg
of the donkey buckledandit fell.

Basedon theseand other similar examples,l concludethat possessie
definitescanbeweak.
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3.2. Plural head nouns. If the nominal propertyis plural, discourseuniqueness
normallyrequireghatthedescriptiorasawholemustreferto thesumof all entities
that satisfy the propertydenotedby the nominal. Thusa normal plural definite
descriptiorsuchasthe men canonly beusedin acontect in whichit clearlyrefersto
themaximalsetof men. A useof a plural possessie definitedescriptioncountsas
weak then|f it isusedn acontect in whichit refersto apropersubsebf theobjects
thatsatisfyits content.

Onceagain, | begin with examplesn which the discourseexplicitly entails
thefailureof discourseauniqueness.

(27) Thetermdoublecrushdescribes. A typeof fractureor otherinjury resulting
from beingdrivenover by thetwo wheelsof a car or other vehicle.

It isreasonablglearfrom context thatthesituationthespealer hasin mindis when
a personlying on the groundis hit eitherby the right front wheelfollowed by the
right rearwheel,or by theleft front wheelfollowedby theleft rearwheel.In either
casethevehiclein questiorhasatleastfour wheelsput the plural definiterefersto
only two of them.

(28) But, the two fingers of a woman’s hand quickly stuckin the eyesof the
offenderaremoreeffectivethan...

Thereis no suggestiorthat the womenin questionhave ary lessthanthe normal
complemenbf fingers. The intention,presumablyis to encouragéehe listenerto
imaginetwo fingers(in fact,specificallytheindex andthe middle finger)extended
in aneye-wideV-shapewith therestof thefingerscurledunder—lot thesedetailsare
certainlynotincludedin thedescription.

(29) In contrastfor ThCI, (i) two tetragonatrystalstructuresiave beenreported,
in which eachTh atomshareswith its neighborseightchlorineatomson the
cornersof adodecahedron.

Theregulardodecahedrors the Platonicsolid composedf 20 vertices 30 edges,
and 12 pentagonafaces so the eight chlorine atoms,with or without the thorine
atom,occupy only someof thecorners.

In the following set, pragmaticsstrongly suggestdhat the plural posses
sive definite descriptionrefersto a propersubsetof the entitiessatisfyingthe de-
scription.

(30) PROCEDURERB: 1.Placetheedgeof apieceof papemetweerthe pages of

a book.
(31) This magnifieris extremelythin, andit slips easilybetweerthe pages of a

book.
(32) Dry theslideby puttingit betweerthe pages of a book of Bibulouspaper.

Theseexamplessuggesthat even with plural headnominals,possessie definite
descriptionganreferto a propersubsetwf the entitiesthat satisfythe descriptve
contentof theNP.
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3.3. Definite possessa. Most, though not al, of the examples of weak definites

above, as well as those in Poesio (1994), contain an indefinite as the object of the

genitive of. However, it isnot difficult to find examplesin which the possessor NP

isdefinite:

(33) About a mile up the road | could see a group of people chipping awvay at a
rock formation along the side of theroad.

(34) Therewasthe side of the mountain on one side of me and plenty of trees

and a creek on the other.
(35) ...whom human eyes could not see raised himself on crutchesin the corner

of theroom;

(36) ...and experience hisglory without those stupid freakin’ adsin the corner of
the page!!

(37) ...and it took him several minutes to reach the refrigerator nestled in the

corner of thekitchen.
(38) ...simply placing it in the hopper provided for the purpose at the side of the

Clerk’sdesk in the House Chamber.
(39) ... the archaeologists provided a pleasant surprise for tourists and went

through the side of the hill.

(40) Thenoneof them accidentally breaksasmall holethroughthesideof thebox
and some light comesthrough.

(41) Itissafer to mount and dismount towardsthe side of theroad, rather thanin
themiddle of traffic.

Note that (41) is carefully stated so asto apply equally in the case when the bicycle
rider happensto be riding on either the right side of the road or on the left side (as
when riding on a one-way street). If so, then the author was consciously aware that
roads have two sides, in which case the use of the possessive definite isweak.

Apparently a use of a possessive definite description can be weak whether
the object of the genitive of isindefinite or not.

3.4.Are weakreadingsrestrictedto possessiveefinitedescriptions?This section
has two purposes: to elaborate on the structure of possessive definite descriptions,
and to support the conjecture that only descriptions involving the genuine genitive
of systematically giveriseto weak uses.

Following, e.g., Barker (1995) and Partee (1997), | assume that just as
verbs have intransitive and transitive uses, so too do nouns have non-relational and
relational uses. Conceptually, dining, eating, and devouring all entail the existence
of an object that gets consumed. Yet even assuming the statementsin (42) describe
the same event, the presence of an overt direct object can be prohibited, optional, or
required, depending on the specific lexical item involved.

(42) INTRANSITIVE TRANSITIVE
a  Wedined. *\We dined the pizza.
We ate. We ate the pizza.

c. *Wedevoured. Wedevoured the pizza.
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In the nominal domain, whether or not a noun is used relationally is at least partly
a syntactic matter, and can even be idiosyncratically determined on a per-predicate
basis, just asfor verbal transitivity. Obligatorily transitive verbs such as devour are
rare, and obligatorily relational nouns are at least as rare; however, Quine mentions
sake as a nominal predicate that cannot occur without an overt possessor:

(43) NON-RELATIONAL  RELATIONAL PRENOMINAL PossessIVE
a. thestranger *the stranger of John  *John’s stranger
b. theenemy the enemy of John John’senemy
c. *thesake the sake of John John’s sake

At the conceptual level, qualifying asa stranger, an enemy, or a sake requiresthe ex-
istence of some object that standsin a certain relation to the described object. After
all, someone who is a stranger to John may be well known to me, likewise for an
enemy, and doing something for John’s sake very different than doing it for my sake.
Nevertheless, despite the fact that a possessor argument is conceptually obligatory
for al three predicates, it isnot possible to expressthe relatum for stranger overtly,
either by meansof agenitiveof phraseor even by meansof aprenominal possessive;
overt expression of the relational argument isoptional for enemy, and obligatory for
sake.

It will beimportant in what followsto distinguish the genitive of from other
uses, which can be tricky:

(44) a astudent of Mary TRUE GENITIVE OF
b. astudent of Mary’s “DOUBLE GENITIVE”

The genitive phrase in (44a) and the so-called double-genitive in (44b) are usually
considered minor variants, and in some analysesoneisderived from the other syntac-
tically. But Barker (1998) arguesthat these are actually quite different constructions;
to give just one argument, the true genitive of requires a relational head noun, and
isincompatiblewith an inherently non-relational concept such asstick. The double-
genitive construction, however, isfine:

(45) a *astick of Mary

b. astick of Mary’s
In fact, in Barker (1998), | argue the of in (44b) and (45b) is actually a partitive of .
Since | claim here that only the true genitive of systematically gives rise to weak
interpretations, the prediction is that the double-genitive cannot receive a weak
interpretation, and that prediction isborne out:

(46) a | metthe student of afamouslinguist last night at a restaurant.

b.  *I met the student of a famous linguist’s last night at a restau-
rant.

Itisdifficult to assessthe status of (46b) with respect to uniqueness, since according
to my 1998 analysis, the indefinite possessor phrase a famous linguist also violates
the Partitive Constraint, and hence is infelicitousin any situation. But even using
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an examplewith a definite possessofwhich would at least satisfy the Partitive
Constraint)thedouble-genitre constructiorstill cannotreceve a weakreading:

(47) a. The babys fully-developed hand wrappeditself aroundthe
finger of thesurgeon. (= (15))
b. *The babys fully-developedhand wrappeditself aroundthe
finger of thesurgeon’s

The datasuggestshat possessk definitessystematicalljhave weak uses,
and other definitesinvolving prepositionalphrases—een other senseof of —in
generadonot.

3.5.Amorphosyntactictest: existential thereand ‘ conceptual generics . Theideathat
the existentialthere constructions sensitve to definiteness—oeventhatthe class
of NPsallowedin the constructiorconstitutea naturalclass—hasemainectontre

versialeversinceMilsark (1977). Neverthelesanostdefinitegesistoccurringn the
constructiorundernormalcircumstancege.g., Thereis{a man}/{*the man} stand-

ing in the garden). Thereforet is interestingo notethat possessie weakdefinites
seemto occurin the constructiorrathereasily supportingthe claim thatthey have

weakinterpretations.Theseexamplesarefrom Woisetschlager(1983):

(48) Thereistheoutlineof a human face hiddenin thispuzzle.
(49) Therewasthewedding pictureof ayoung black couple amonghispapers.
(50) Suddenlytherewerethewordsof a madman tumblingoutof hismouth.

Poesiq1994)andMcNally (1998)alsoobsenethatpossesseweakdefinitesoccur
aspivot NPsin the existentialthere construction. Furthermoreit is easyto find
additionalnaturally-occurringexamples.Herearea few:

(51) Therewasthesideof a bear attachedo awoodenspitoverafire.

(52) Therewasthecorner of a Strat card barelystickingoutof hermouth...

(53) ...andthentherewasthe corner of atablejabbingmein theleg beforewe
hit my bedandcollapsed..

(54) Hediscoreredthattherewasthe point of a new tooth stickingout.

(55) Almost instantlytherewasthe barrel of a twelve-gauge shotgun in my

stomach.
(56) Therewasthewifeof a clergyman my motherusedto tell of...

(57) Beneathhis fragile form, therewasthe soul of a lion, andhis lips, when
compressedgvealedaniron determination.

The easeof finding this dataand its naturalnessuggestghat the potential for
possessie weakdefinitesto occurin theexistentialthere constructioris systematic.
What this shavs dependson what you think the existentialthere constructionis
sensitve to: eitherit shavsthatpossessie definitedescriptionsnaynot be definite
afterall, or, asl assumdnere thattheexistentialthere constructions compatiblevith
atleastsomedefinitedescriptiongnamelytheweakones!). In arny casepossessie
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weak definitesdo not pattern like typical definiteswith respect to this construction.
Woisetschlaeger claims that a possessive definite description must be a
‘conceptual generic’ in order to receive aweak interpretation, and Ward and Birner
(1995) endorse this generalization, connecting it with Prince’s (1981) notion of a
containing inferable. Ward and Birner explicitly predict that if the word wedding
isremoved from (49), the result will be infelicitous, on the theory that (49) depends
on there being a conventional relationship between couples and their official wed-
ding picture. However, it iseasy to find counterexamplesto Ward and Birner’s spe-
cificclam:
(58) Andtherewasthe pictureof aboy | had known dlightly in high school
(59) Therewasthe pictureof a pseudosphere...
(60) Histologically there was the picture of a necrotizing granulomatous
bronchopneumonia.

Surely wedo not generically expect boysthat the speaker had known slightly in high
school to be associated with some particular type of picture. | takeit that although
generic associationsmay promote the use of a possessiveweak definite, they are not
aregquirement.

3.6. Other sporadic exceptions to uniqueness. a productivity criterion. Ward and
Birner (1995) argue that uniqueness is not a necessary condition for the use of a
definite description.

(61) [Toaspouse, inaroom with three equally salient windows.]
It'shot. Could you please open the window? (Birner and Ward)

Birner and Ward remark that when uniqueness fails, asin (61), the referent must
not be “relevantly differentiable in context”, i.e., the speaker must be indifferent
as to which window is opened. If definite descriptions are generally excused from
uniqueness just in cases of speaker indifference, this could potentialy explain
possessive weak definites, if it turnsout that they uniformly display indifference.

But it isnot clear that Birner and Ward'sindifference principle generalizes.
(See aso Birner and Ward's (1994) discussion of examples like take the elevator,
take the bus; Abbott (2001a) includesthem in a*“small group of problematic cases”
for uniqueness.)

(62) [Toaguest, offeringabowl of apples] #Please eat the apple.

Evenif the host iscompletely indifferent asto which apple getseaten, (62) cannot be
used to mean ‘ please eat an apple’. Another cluethat useslike (61) areidiosyncratic
isthat they do not easily tolerate modification. If there are four windows, two short
and two tall, it isinfelicitousto say #Could you please open thetall window?, even
if the speaker isindifferent asto which tall window is opened.

In contrast, possessive weak definites are highly productive, and easily
allow modifiers:

(63) ...asmuch asadoctor who repairsthe broken finger of aKkiller.
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(64) We aretold by the photographer that thisisthe rear wheel of a 1959 Ford
Fairlane.

Note that whether examples like (61) are truly exceptional or systematic does not

affect the main empirical clam of this paper, namely, that possessive definite

descriptions are productively and systematically capable of weak interpretations,

nor doesthe proper treatment of these examples have any obvious implicationsfor

whether the proposed treatment of the possessive examplesis correct.

3.7.Summary of thedata. Possessive definite descriptionsallow weak interpretations
with awide range of lexical items, both singular and plural, as long as the nominal
predicate is relational and the preposition involved is the true genitive of. They
take modification without giving up their ability to give rise to weak readings,
suggesting a high degree of productivity. They often but not always occur with an
indefinite possessor (object of the genitive of ), and they often but not alwayshave a
generic flavor.

In sum, unlike other sporadic semi-productive exceptions to unigqueness,
weak interpretationsfor possessive definite descriptions are systematic, productive,
natural, and common enough to pose a challengeto every theory of definitenessl am
aware of. In any case, the phenomenon certainly seemsto be systematic enough to
deserve an explanation.

4. Analysis: the uniqueness presupposition tracksfunction composition

4.1. Degenerate models and hypoindividuation. One way to reconcile discourse
uniqueness with the behavior of possessive weak definites involves making some-
what radical assumptions about the nature of the discourse models against which
expressionsareevaluated. If themodel somehow containsonly one entity satisfying
the descriptive content of the expression in question, then discourse uniquenesswill
be satisfied after al. The opportunity for considering thistype of approach comes
from the slipperinessinherent in the notion of adiscoursemodel. However, we shall
seethat a purely ontological approach makes predictionsthat are too strong. In par-
ticular, such a solution does not explain why possessive definite descriptionsbehave
differently than other typesof definite NPs.

The specific theory | will discuss here is due to Nunberg (1984), which |
call HyroinDIviDUATION: the ideais to include in the discourse model only as many
individualsasrequired for conversational purposes.

(65) | driveaFord Falcon, and Tom drivesthe same car. (Nunberg)

In the real world, the car that Tom drives and the car that | drive are different: they
have different locations, different owners, etc. But if our conversational purpose is
to compare different makes and models of car, the properties that distinguish my
car from Tom’'s are irrelevant, and Nunberg supposes that the discourse model will
contain exactly one Ford Falconinit. That iswhy it ispossibleto use theword same
abovein (65).
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(66) #l wasdriving down 101 when my Ford Falcon smashed into the same car.

In contrast, when describing a car crash, previously irrelevant properties such as
ownership or the direction of travel become highly relevant, and | cannot use (66) to
report hitting another Ford Falcon.

Thepotential explanation for possessiveweak definites, then, isthat the prop-
ertiesthat distinguish between the four cornersof an intersection are irrelevant: all
that mattersiswhether they are cornerson abusy intersection. Then by the hypoindi-
viduation principle, there will be just one corner in the model, and the possessive
weak definite satisfies discourse uniqueness.

There is something disturbingly radical, yet seductively appealing about
hypoindividuation. However, hypoindividuation has a number of serious problems
if wetry touseit to predict the distribution of the definite determiner.

(67) | driveaFord Falcon, and Tom drivesthe Ford Falcon too.

To the extent that the definite determiner in (67) is acceptable, it is a generic use,
and not referential. But if there isexactly one Ford Falcon in the discourse model,
and discourse uniquenessisrelative to the entitiesin the discourse model, we would
expect the definite in (67) to be perfectly fine with a normal referential reading,
contrary to fact.

Second, we should expect usesof samein possessiveweak definitesin paral-
lel with Nunberg’'sexamplein (65). Imagine a conferenceat which I am introduced
to Ray Jackendoff. All | know about him isthat heisa student of Chomsky’s. | re-
port the event by stating that | met the student of afamouslinguist. Thereisnoim-
plication that the famous linguist in question has only one student, so thisis a weak
definite. On the hypoindividuation hypothesis, the explanation isthat the properties
that distinguish among Chomsky’sstudentsareirrelevant for conversational purpos-
es, and therefore there is exactly one Chomsky student in the discourse model.

Now imagine that | learn that my friend Tom met Barbara Partee, who also
was a student of Chomsky’s.

(68) | met the student of afamouslinguist, and Tom met the same student.

This sentence certainly does not have the same kind of interpretation as (65), con-
trary to what we should expect if thereissomehow only one student in the discourse
model.

Furthermore, imagine that | am explaining why | ran out of handouts at
my talk.

(69) The speaker before me and the speaker after me were both the student of a
certain famous linguist.

| take it that this is an acceptable description. But the presence of both requires
the presence of exactly two entitiesin the discourse model, each of which has the
property of being the student of afamouslinguist. If so, then the definitenessof the
student of a famouslinguist cannot be explained by hypoindividuation.

Thus even assuming that hypoindividuation isthe right explanation for (65)
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and (68) (though see Lasersohn (2000) for an alternative and discussion), applying
hypoindividuation to possessive weak definitesis highly problematic, and | will not
consider it further here.

4.2. Motivating function composition. Since the proposal below relies on a novel
use of function composition, it is necessary to say what function composition is
and motivate its relevance for natural language analysis. The composition of two
functionsf and g, written asf «g, isdefined asin (70):

(70)  Function composition: feg = AX.f (gX)
Thisdefinition givesrise to the ssmple theorem given in (8).
(71) Theorem: (feg)h = (Axf(gx))h = f(gh)

For instance, (loge sqrt)(10000) = (Ax.og(sgrt(x)))(10000) = log(sqrt(10000)) =
log(86) = 2.

In other words, function composition allows the order in which functional
application is performed to be rearranged without disturbing the final outcome. For
instance, given Montague’ sgeneralized-quantifier treatment of quantificational NPs,
a sentence like Everyone saw Mary would normally have the functional structure
everyone(saw(mary)), in which the transitive verb and its direct object form a con-
stituent both syntactically and semantically. When computingthesemanticvalue, the
denotation of the verbisfirst applied to the denotation of the direct object, and then
the denotation of the subject isapplied to the previously computed denotation of the
verb phrase.

But if we alow functional composition, we can compose the subject with
the verbfirst: (everyones saw)(mary) = (AX.everyone(saw(x)))(mary) = everyone
(saw(mary)). In other words, with function composition, we have the option of
combining the subject with the transitive verb first if we have some reason to do
so. The final denotation is the same, only the order of semantic combination has
been changed.

Function composition has been proposed as an explanation for a number of
linguistic phenomena, including non-constituent coordination (Steedman (1985),
Dowty (1988, 1997)), Antecedent-Contained Del etion (Jacobson (1992)), functional
guestions (Jacobson (1999)), quantifier scope aternations (Steedman (2000)), and
more. | will concentrate here on non-constituent coordination, for two reasons:
unlike the other phenomena just mentioned, | am unaware of any viable aternative
explanation besidesfunction composition; and we shall see below in section 4.4 that
non-constituent coordination providesan empirical argument in favor of theanalysis
proposed here for possessive weak definites.

Coordination traditionally isone of the morerobust testsfor constituency: if
an expression can be coordinated, then it is presumed to be a constituent. However,
coordination can sometimes give highly counter-intuitive results with respect
to constituency:
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(72) a  John ate[riceyesterday] and [beanstoday].
b. Mary gave [abook to John] and [arecord to Bill].
c. [Johnread] and [Mary criticized] an article by Bill.

The perfectly natural examplesin (72) challenge the commonly held assumption that
coordination requireseach conjunct to at least be a constituent. But given a suitably
constrained theory of function composition (see Steedman (1985) and Dowty
(1988, 1997) for details), we can understand the sense in which the conjuncts are
in fact perfectly coherent constituents: not in terms of syntactic function/argument
structure, but in termsof composed functions. For instance, in theright noderaising
example in (72c), the denotation of John read and Mary criticized will be jeread
and mecriticized, respectively. On these analyses, then, the phenomenon ought to
be called * non-syntactic-constituent coordination’.

4.3. Function composition in possessive definite descriptions. Once we alow func-
tion composition, we have two possible analysesfor possessive definites. Choosing
f = [the], g = [corner] and h = [of the intersection], we have

(73) f(g(h)) = (fg)(h) = the(cor ner (of-the-inter section))
= (the« corner)(of-the-inter section)

Thus in the presence of function composition there are two distinct ways of
composing the meaning of a possessive definite description.

(74) a the[corner [of abusy intersection]] NORMAL UNIQUENESS
b. [thee corner][of abusy intersection]  POSSESSIVE WEAK DEFINITE

| propose that the first analysis, the one without functional composition, gives rise
to normal uniqueness presuppositions, aswhen (74) isthe answer to a question like
Which site shall we choose, the corner near the subway stop or the corner on the
quiet side street? Therulein (13) correctly predicts there must be a unique corner
in (744).

On the second analysis, the determiner combines first with the relational
noun cor ner, and then with the prepositional phrase. According to discourse unique-
ness (asgiven in (13)), then, the requirement isthat the relation named by the noun
corner must be unique in comparison with the set of relationsrelevant for intersec-
tions: the corner, not the middle or the edge. Since the uniqueness presupposition
isattached to the relational noun, the NP asawholeisnot required to have a unique
referent, and aweak interpretation ensues.

Theremainder of thissection providessome additional technical detailscon-
cerning one concrete implementation of thisapproach in the style of a combinatory
categorial grammar. A discussion of how the uniguenesspresupposition fitsinto the
pictureisdelayed until section 4.5.

To beginwith, we have the truth-conditional content of the definite determin-
er in normal uses:
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(75) Normal the:
Syntax  Semantics
NP/ N f (achoicefunction)

Assume that the denotesa choicefunctionf. (That is, f mapsany set of entitiesP to
an individual x [0 P; see the papersin Egli and von Heusinger (1995) for motivation
for treating determinersas choice functions.) Hereishow thisinterpretation works:

(76) Simple, normal, non-possessive definite description:
t he man
NP/ N N

NP
Denotation: f (man) = some specific man

The description picks out a specific man.
Now we can consider an example involving a postnominal genitive (i.e., a
possessive definite description):

(77) Normal possessive definite:

t he st udent of a certain |linguist
NP/ N R N\R ----------

N ________________
NP __________________________

Denotation: f (student (a-certain-linguist))
= some specific student of the relevant linguist

Therelational noun student combineswith the genitive of -phraseresulting in aprop-
erty corresponding to the set of individualswho are the student of a certain linguist.
The determiner combineswith this set to select oneindividual from this set.

At thispoint we are ready to derive the weak use of a possessive definite. In
acombinatory categorial grammar, since expressions combine with one argument at
atime, it is convenient to use a curried version of function composition. Jacobson
(1999:130) provides a suitable operator that she calls the Geach rule. Simplifying
dlightly, this operator shifts an expression of syntactic category A/B into an expres
sion of category (A/(B\C))/C. Semantically, it shifts a denotation f to Agh.f (gh).
Starting with the syntax and semanticsin (75), and instantiating A = NP, B =N, and
C = R, wehavethefollowing version of theready to combinewith arelational nom-
inal:

(78) Geach(the):
Syntax Semantics
(NP/ (MR))/R Aghf(gh)
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Although | have given the result of applying the Geach rule asif produced a second
sense for the, in fact, the Geach rule appliesfreely, in order, e.g., to build function-
composed structures for non-constituent coordination. Thus the expression in (78)
isjust one instantiation, and should not be interpreted as claiming that the has two
lexically specified distinct meaningsin the way that, say, of hasagenitiveuseand a
partitive use.

The Geached the entersinto derivations such asthe following:

(79) Possessive definite description:

t he st udent of a certain linguist
(NP (NNR))/R R N\R _________
 wwe

NP __________________________

Denotation: (f « student)(a-certain-linguist)
= f(student(a-certain-linguist))
= some specific student of the relevant linguist

Once again, we arrive at a specific individual who has the property of being the
student of aparticular linguist. Asfar asthe contribution to (non-presupposed) truth
conditions is concerned, this order of combination gives the same result asin (77),
asdesired.

4.4. Non-constituent coordination of determiners plus relational predicates. If one
strong motivation for positing function composition in linguistic analysisis that it
enables non-constituent coordination, and if possessiveweak definitesarise through
function composition, then we should expect that it is possible to coordinate con-
junctsconsisting of a sequence of thefollowed by arelational nominal, even though
they do not form a constituent in terms of syntactic function/argument structure.
Thisprediction isborne out:

(80) Theanterior branchesrun forward to the side and theforepart of the chest,
supplying the skin and the mamma.
(81) Turnthelightsoff and observe the light beam from the side and the end of

the container.
(82) A new method to join the side and the bottom of the drum isto make a

round fold, seefig. 1.1.
(83) Ixia was able to support our testing on both the edge and the core of the

network.
(84) Thisleather shield stands between the side and thetop of thedlide

(85) ...that theinitial breaking point was at the connection between the side and
thetop of our bridge.

(86) Therewasabout afour foot wide space between the side and thetop so the
children could see out across Disneyland.
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(87) ...the 90 degree edge between the side and the top of the base.

It ispossible, of course, that the constituency for, e.g., (87) is[the side] and [the top
of the base], in which case two complete NPs have been coordinated and thereisno
non-constituent coordination. However, the fact that the context forces the side to
beinterpreted asthe side of the base favors the non-constituent coordination analy-
sis. Inany case, these data are exactly as expected on the function composition anal-
ysSis.

4.5. Explaining weak uses. separating presuppositions from syntactic structure. In
broad strokes, what function composition does is alow a certain discrepancy be-
tween constituency as determined by syntactic and semantic function/argument
structure (i.e., the traditional notion of constituency) versus constituency as deter-
mined by the order in which meaningful elements combine during the computation
of thefinal result (what | will call “compositional constituency”).

The new idea suggested here is the possibility that presuppositions might
apply based on the compositional constituency rather than on the underlying
function/argument structure.

Typically, lexical presuppositions apply to that lexical item’s syntactic ar-
gument. For instance, the predicate realize presupposes the truth of its sentential
complement (I realized that | wasright). But suppose that the presupposition trig-
gered by a use of the definite determiner appliesto the first semantic object it com-
bineswith:

(88) Presupposition of the (uniform across all productive uses): the descriptive
content of the first argument of the must pick out no more than one object in
the discourse model.

What turns out to be the “first argument” depends on whether function composition
has applied or not. When the remainsunshifted, asin (77), thefirst argument will be
the complete nominal, and the uniqueness presupposition will require that the NP as
awhol e describes a unique object in the discourse model.

When the shifts via function composition, its first argument will be the
relational nominal, as diagramed in (79). As a result, there is no presupposition
associated with the property corresponding to student of a certainlinguist, sincethis
string isn’t even a compositional constituent in (79). Therefore, on this derivation,
the student of a certain linguist is compatible with a discourse model in which the
linguist in question has more than one student, yielding aweak use of the definite.

But thereis(by hypothesis) still auniquenesspresupposition: specifically the
content of the relational noun must pick out no more than one object in the domain
of discourse. At this point it is necessary to say more about what it means for a
relation to satisfy the discourse uniqueness requirement.

It istempting to say that a relation will count as satisfying uniqueness just
in case it maps each individual onto a single relatum, i.e., just in case the relation
correspondsto afunction over individuals. Thiscan’'t betheright analysis, however,
for several reasonsalready given above: first, in an examplelikethe corner of abusy
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intersection, | have argued abovethat all four of theintersection’scornersare equally
salient, so there is no suitable function over individuals available; furthermore,
appealing to a principle of indifference is not adequate in general. Second, even
when the head noun isplural, the description asawhol e can describe a proper subset
of the class of described individuals, as when the expression between the pages of
a book isused in a situation in which books have more than two pages.

Therefore | will assume that relational nouns denote exactly the sort of
object that their syntax suggests: functions from individuals to nominal meanings,
i.e., functions from individualsto sets of individuals (semantic type [, [&, t[T). For
instance, the relational noun corner maps each intersection onto a property that is
true of that intersection’s four corners. So somehow it isthis sort of function that
we must evaluate with respect to the discourse uniqueness requirement.

One possibility isthat it simply doesn’t make senseto ask whether arelation
isunique, so that arelational noun like corner or student satisfiesuniquenessmerely
by failing to violate it. If so, then the explanation for what is special about NPs
headed by relational nounsisthat they are exempt from uniquenessby virtue of their
semantic type.

But we should look for a deeper, more satisfying explanation. What could
it mean for a relation to satisfy uniqueness? Well, in the case of a non-relational
definite description, e.g., the man, a successful use isone that guidesthe attention of
thelistener toreliably pick out theintended individual : it’sthe man I’ m talking about,
not the woman, not the dog.

Analogously, intherelational case, e.g., thecorner of abusy intersection, the
relational predicate corner describesthe connection between the referent of the NP
asawhole (the corner) and the object it standsin relation to (the busy intersection).
Now, there are many different kinds of relations that could connect an object with
its possessor: ownership, part-whole, familial relations, physical proximity, etc. A
successful use of a possessive definite description, then, isone that provides enough
information for the listener to reliably pick out the intended kind of object: it'sthe
side of the box I'm talking about, not the bottom, not the top. In other words, what
the speaker hasin mind isaunique, specific relation, and that specificity iswhat the
definite determiner ismarking.

Unfortunately, | am not awareof any technically satisfyingway of expressing
thisintuition formally by meansof a definition that appliesboth to simple nominals
to give normal NP-level uniquenessand also to relational nounsto giverelation-evel
uniqueness. Therefore, with some reluctance, | must assume that the reason posses-
sive weak definites don’'t violate uniquenessis because the uniqueness requirement
simply can’t apply to relations. Thisis somewhat disappointing. Nevertheless, the
analysis till provides an economical explanation for why it is possessive definite
descriptions(rather than some other type of definite description) that systematically
have weak interpretations: first, it is the semantic type of the relational head noun
that alows function composition to bring it into contact with the determiner in the
first place (since function composition requiresa predicate that isstill waiting for an
argument, and arelational noun that has not yet combined with itsgenitive of phrase
is exactly that, namely, a function waiting for its argument). Second, having com-
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posed with the definite determiner, the reason rel ational predicatesare excused from
unigueness requirementsisthat the semantic type of arelational predicateissimply
not the kind of thing that is capable of being unique or not relative to a discourse
model.

5. Conclusions

| have provided naturally-occurring data to support the following claim: when a
NP with a definite determiner has a relational head nominal followed by a genitive
of -phrase argument, the NP as a whole need not exhibit discourse uniqueness.
That is, a definite such asthe fing erof the surgeon can be used even in a discourse
situation in which there are discourse referentsfor several of the surgeon’sfingers.
Unlike many examples that have been discussed as potential counterexamplesto a
uniqueness requirement for definite descriptions, | have argued at length in support
of Poesio’s (1994) claim that possessive weak definites are a productive, robust,
systematic class of counterexamplesthat require a rule-based explanation.

The explanation offered here depends on separating functional/argument
structure from the superficial order of semantic composition. If we associate the
uniquenesspresupposition triggered by thewith thefirst semantic object it combines
with, then possessive weak definites are excused from uniqueness because of the
semantic nature of the relational nominal.

From the point of view of language use, there is abundant psycholinguistic
evidence that people process language immediately and incrementally. Function
composition allows people to process words in the order in which they hear them:
using function composition, there is no need to wait to combine the with corner
until corner has combined with its genitive argument—using function composition,
we can combine the with corner right away, yet still incorporate the contribution of
the genitive argument in the appropriate way. Given that people process language
from left toright (at least asastrong default), it isno wonder that some grammatical
phenomenon seem to be sensitive to order of composition rather than exclusively to
function/argument structure.

The core of the phenomenon of weak definitenessis a specia relationship
between the definite determiner and the relational head nominal. Function compo-
sition providesjust the right opportunity for the determiner to interact with therela-
tional nominal. If so, then possessive weak definites show that presupposition can
depend on compositional constituency rather than exclusively on function/argument
constituency.
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