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File Change Semantics and the
Familiarity Theory of Definiteness

I[rene Heim

1 Introduction

What is the difference in meaning between definite noun phrases and indefinite
ones? Traditional grammarians, in particular Christophersen and Jespersen, worked
on this question and came up with an answer that nowadays finds little favor with
semanticists trained in twentieth century logic. It amounts to the following, in a
nutshell: .

(1) A definite is used to refer to something that is already familiar at the current stage
of the conversation. An indefinite is used to introduce a new referent.

This has been labeled the “familiarity theory of definiteness.”!

When confronted with (1), the logically minded semanticist will notice immediately
that it presumes something very objectionable: that definites and indefinites are
referring expressions. For only if there is a referent at all can there be any question
of its familiarity or novelty. Advocates of (1) cannot happily admit that there are non-
referring uses of definites or indefinites (or both), because that would be tantamount to
admitting that their theory leaves the definite-indefinite-contrast in a'significant subset
of NP uses unaccounted for.

But the existence of nonreferential uses of definite and indefinite NPs can hardly be
denied, and I will take it for granted without repeating the familiar arguments.” Just
think of examples like (2) and (3).

(2) Every cat ate its food.
(3) John didn’t see a cat.
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(12) (2

(b) _s.

©

F+p=F



(12) (a)

(15)

Sat(F; + (12a)) = Sat(F,),
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(17)

(12) (b)
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24) Y(x) & (X x Z)
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(12) (9
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30) It is raining.
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