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Determining without Determiners:
A Discourse-Level Approach to Interpreting Japanese NPs

l. Introduction
In English, pronouns are used to reintroduce centered NP referents into the
discourse, as in (from Bittner 2003):

(1)  Pedro' owns a donkey?.
It* kicked him'.

Here we see a classic example where we are able to unambiguously interpret the
reference of “it’ and ‘him’ as the highest (= ‘most salient’) NPs in the stacks that each

could possibly refer to:

(2a) It...
[ | =PERSONKP)];...
(2b) ...him.
[ | MALEKda)];. .. (Bittner 2003)

These logical translations capture the ability of a single pronoun ‘it’ to refer to the last-
mentioned NP that fulfills the characteristics of not being a person as well as being a -
entity, here the ‘donkey’ introduced in the first sentence. Likewise, ‘him’ can be
interpreted as referent to the centered male personified a-entity, here ‘Pedro.’
In Japanese, however, there is no such system; in fact, it could be argued that
Japanese does not even have determiners at all. There are no determiners used with NPs:
3 Aoki wa inuo mita.
Aoki-ToP dog-Acc see-PST
‘Aoki saw a/the dog.’

and the words that would translate into languages such as English as “pronouns” do not

act as pronouns do in other languages:



(4)

Kono shizukana  watashi ga
this-GEN silent-ADJ 1SG-NOM
“this silent I...”

as is here evidenced by the ability of Japanese pronouns to be modified by both a

demonstrative and an adjective.

In light of this evidence, it follows that the role of pronouns in (1) is not filled by

overt morphological pronouns in Japanese. Rather, the language uses null-pronounced

elements to take on this role, as in:

(52)

(5b)

Kouen ni aruita toki, Aoki wa inuo mita.
Park-LOC  walk-PST when Aoki-TOP  dog-ACC see-PST
‘When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw a dog.’

Soredemo, neko wa minakatta.

However cat-TOP see-NEG-PST

‘However, he didn’t see any cats.’

Here we see that the word ‘he’ in English is used where Japanese uses no NP to refer to

the centered topic, ‘Aoki.” Since we have only one centered topic, it is unnecessary to use

an NP in order to convey the right meaning.

Furthermore, the difference between a kind-level, general meaning of an NP and a

specific entity NP is not overtly marked in Japanese either:

(6)

Kouen ni aruita toki, Aoki wa inuo mita.
Park-LOC  walk-PST when Aoki-TOP  dog-ACC see-PST
“‘When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw a dog.” OrR

‘When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw the dog.” or

‘When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw his dog.” oRr

“‘When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw some dog.” OR
“When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw some dogs.” OR

I propose that the meaning of empty NP slots in Japanese is interpreted according to

discourse-level factors such as centering and topic, just as pronouns do in English. In a



similar fashion, semantic elements such as “in/definiteness” can also be interpreted on a

discourse level without the help of overt DPs.

Il. Predictions from the data
Using a simple set of discourses, where some include previous introduction of NPs,
such as specific vs. general referents, while others do not, we can show that the discourse
markings (Topic, notably) can force interpretation even without the presence of an overt
determiner. To begin with, we will start with a plain discourse (repeated from (5)):
(7a)  Kouen ni aruita toki, Aoki wa inuo mita.
Park-LOC  walk-PST when Aoki-TOP  dog-ACC see-PST
‘When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw a dog.’
(7b)  Soredemo,  nekowa minakatta.
However cat-TOP see-NEG-PST
‘However, he didn’t see any cats.’
Without any background, the discourse can be interpreted in any of the following ways:
(7c)  When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw a dog.
However, he didn’t see a cat/any cats.
(7d)  When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw the dog.
However, he didn’t see the cat.
(7e)  When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw some dogs.
However, he didn’t see any cats.
(7c-e) illustrate an anaphor-like relationship in terms of “in/definiteness” between
sentences (7a-b), so this could be seen as an instance of modal anaphora as in Stone
(1997). Henceforth I will refer to instances like (7c,e), with a general/non-specific dog or
cat referent under the general term “kind noun” (as per Bittner 2003) and instances like

(7b) under the term “specific noun” in order to remove other implications of using

“in/definite NPs,” as this is the distinction I will focus on in this paper.

! The difference between “a cat” and “any cats” here is less a difference in the targeted “in/definiteness”
relationship than a difference in what wording is most comfortable in English to convey the general, non-
specific meaning of the indefinite article.



If the discourse is changed slightly, removing the topic marker from the second

sentence and replacing it with the plain accusative marker, we see the following results:

(8a) Kouen ni aruita toki, Aoki wa inuo mita.
Park-LOC  walk-PST when Aoki-TOP  dog-ACC see-PST
(8b)  Soredemo, neko o minakatta.
However cat-Acc see-NEG-PST

The referential abilities of these NPs are thus reduced to exclude the kind-level reading:

(8¢c)  When he was walking through the park, Aoki saw the dog.
However, he didn’t see the cat.

is the only possible interpretation, which presupposes that such a construction is only
allowed if a specific dog and a specific cat exist in the common ground of the speaker an

hearer.

I1l.  Logical Predictions
The predictions outlined in the previous section follow from a proper set of
logical calculations in LCC5. If we begin by introducing a specific dog and a specific cat
into the discourse, both (7a-b) and (8a-b) can continue the discourse:
9) Aoki no inu to neko wa kouen ni dekaketa.

Aoki-GEN  dog-&-cat-TOP park-to run.away-PST
‘Aoki’s dog and cat ran away to the park.’

) i =(wj, To, Lo) (after start up)
To
de €o € In w;: speech event
do ap o wi-man named Aoki
Lo
o Aoki...
[ | NAME.OF, (dat, AOKi)];... (presupp. Aoki)
Con e NAME.OFy;i(ao, Aoki) (test i: v)

[in wj, ag is @ man named Aoki.]



. o

...}[s bl own (s, da,, b)]; (update to j;)
Ji=(wi, Ty, L1)
T,
de €0 € in w;: speech event
da o a: Wi-man named Aoki
1
do So o in w;: ag own by
dp bo B
Con e OWN yi(So, a0,00)

[in w;, sp is a state in which ag owns byg]

) ...inu
...[ | dog(dB)]; (test j1)
Ji=(w;, Ty, Ly)
T
de €o € In w;: speech event
da ao o: wi-man named Aoki
1
do So o inwj: ag own by
dp bo B (surviving j1)
Con e DOGwi(bo)

[in wi, b is a dog]

° Ao
[ bl own, (s, dat, b)]; (update to j,)
Jo=(w;, Ty, Lo)
Tz
de €o € In w;: speech event
do ao o wi-man named Aoki
1o
do So o in w;: ag own bo&b;
dp bo B in w;: b is a dog
dp by B

Con o OWN wi(So, a0,00&D1)
[in w;, o Is a state in which ap owns by and b4]

o ...neko
...[ | cat(dB)]; (test j2)



J2=(wi, Ty, Lo)

Tz
de €o € In w;: speech event
do ao o wi-man named Aoki
Lo
do So G in wj: ap own by
dp bo B in w;: b is a dog
dp b1 B (surviving jo)
Con e CATwi(b1)

[in wi, by is a cat]

. ...wa
...[sE| Exr (s, dB]; (update to j3)
J3=(w;, T3, L3)
Ts
de €o € In w;: speech event
da ao o: wi-man named Aoki
13
do So cin Wi. bo&bl E;
S1 G inwj: ap own by
dp bo B in w;: b is a dog
dp bs B inw;: by is a cat
Con e [in w;, sp is a state in which by and b, did E4]
) ...kouen ni dekaketa.
...[ | into(park)(run.away<E1))]; (test j3)
Ja=(w;, Ts, L3)
T3
de €o € In w;: speech event
do ap o wi-man named Aoki
13
do So cin Wi bo&b1 E;
S1 G in wj: ap own by
dp bo B in w;: b is a dog
dp b1 B inwi: by isacat (surviving jz)

Con e [in w;, o is a state in which by and b, ran away into the park]



And so we have an info state that includes a dog and cat that have already been

introduced.
matrix):

(10)

de

do

dp
dp

Con e

de

do

dp
dp

Con e

Continuing into the second sentence of the discourse (beginning in the

Kouen ni aruita toki, Aoki wa inuo mita.
Park-LOC  walk-PST when Aoki-TOP  dog-ACC see-PST
‘While he was walking in the park, Aoki saw his dog.’

J3=(w;, T3, L3)

Ts

€o € in w;: speech event

ao o: Wi-man named Aoki

13

So o in w;: bo&b; ran away into the park

S1 G inwj: ap own by

bo B in w;: b is a dog

bs B inw;: by is a cat

Aoki...

[ | NAME.OF, (da, AOKD)];... (presupp. Aoki)
NAME.OFy;i(ao, AOKi) (test js: V)

[in wi, ap is @ man named Aoki.]

...wa
...[SE | Ear (s, da)]; (update to ja)
Ja=(wi, Ta, L)

T4

€o € In w;: speech event

ao o wi-man named Aoki

14

So cinwi ap E;

S1 o in w;: bo&b; ran away into the park
S2 o in wj: ap own by

bo B in w;: b is a dog

bs B inw;: by is a cat

[in wi, sp is a state in which ao did E3]

...inu



...[ | DOGKAB)];... (presup. inu)

Con e DOGi(bo) (test j4: V)
. ...0
.[ | E2r (s, da, dB)];... (update to js)
Js=(w;, Ts, Ls)
Ts
de €o € In w;: speech event
da ao o: wi-man named Aoki
1s
do So o inwj ao B> bo
S1 o in w;: bo&b; ran away into the park
S2 o inw;: ag own by
dp bo B in w;: by is a dog
dp b; B inw;: b;isacat
Con e [in w;, sp is a state in which ag E; by]
. ...mita.
...[ | seex(E2)] (test js: V')
Js=(w;, Ts, Ls)
Ts
de €o € In w;: speech event
da ao o Wi-man named Aoki
1s
do So o inwj ao B> bo
S1 o in w;: bo&b; ran away into the park
S2 G inw;: ag own by
dp bo B inw;: by is a dog
dp by B inw;: b;isacat (surviving js)
Con e [in w;, sg is a state in which ag saw bg]

Through this derivation, we see that the dog Aoki sees is the specific by introduced in the
first sentence. In the second sentence, we can use either the TOP or ACC to extract the
bottom-stack cat back into the discourse:

(11) Soredemo, nekoo minakatta.

However cat-Acc see-NEG-PST
‘However, he didn’t see his cat.”



do

do

dp
dp

Js={(w;, Ts, Ls)

Ts
€o
do
1s
So
S1
S2
bo
by

€ in w;: speech event
o wi-man named Aoki

o IN Wj: ag saw by

o in w;: bp&b; ran away into the park
G inw;: ag own by

B in w;: by is a dog

B inw;: by is a cat

Because there is no overt subject, the understood (Aoki wa) from the previous sentence,

coupled with the fact that there is a new utterance, creates a new state so, which the

accusative modifies to include itself:

Con

de

do

dp
dp

Con

...neko

..[| cATKAB)];- . (presup. neko)
CATwi(b1) (test js: V)
...0

..[ | Esr (s, da, dB)];... (update to je)
Jo ={wi, Te, Le )

Te

€o € in w;: speech event

ao o wi-man named Aoki

1

So o inwj o E3 by

S1 G inw;: ap saw by

Sy o in w;: bo&b; ran away into the park

S3 o inw;: ag own by

bo B in w;: b is a dog

by B inwi: by isacat

[in w;, s is a state in which ag E3 b]

...mi-..

...[ | seeE3)];... (test jg: V')
Je=(wi Te, Le)



Ts

de €o € In w;: speech event
do ap o wi-man named Aoki
ls
do So cinw;i agEsb;
S1 G In w;: ag saw by
Sy o in w;: bo&b; ran away into the park
S3 o inw;: ag own by
dp bo B in w;: b is a dog
dp by B inwi: by isacat (surviving je)
Con e [in wi, s is a state in which ag saw by]
. ...-nakatta.
...[ | not {do)] (update to j7)
Jr=(w;, T7, L7)
T7
de €0 € in w;: speech event
da ao o Wi-man named Aoki
17
do So o Inw;: ag did not see by
S1 o inw;: ag saw by
S2 o in w;: bo&b; ran away into the park
S3 G in wj: ap own by
dp bo B in w;: b is a dog
dp b1 B inwi: by isacat
Con e [in w;, o is a state in which ao did not see b;]

In the topic-variant of (11), it is possible to use the following formulation of wa to refer

to a specific dp; this topic marker creates the state So:

(11°) Soredemo,  nekowa minakatta.
However cat-TOP see-NEG-PST
‘However, he didn’t see his cat.”

° wa

:::[s E | Ea (s, da, dB)];... (update to js)
Jo =(wi, Ts, Ls)

10



da

do

dp
dp

Con e

Te
€o
do
1s
So
S1
S2
S3
bo
by

€ in w;: speech event
o wi-man named Aoki

cin Wi ag E3 b1

o inw;: ag saw by

o in w;: bo&b; ran away into the park
o in w;i: ap own by

B in w;: b is a dog

B inw;: by is a cat

[in w;, sp is a state in which ag E3 b]

This relation is warranted, as the null subject can be retrieved as the topical agent da,

while the topic marker reintroduces dp just as the accusative marker® would. Because we

have a specific cat in mind, the topic and accusative markers work in the same way.

V.

Starting a discourse cold

When we start a discourse “cold” in Japanese—that is, without an introductory

utterance—we allow only for the “kind” reading in this pair of sentences due to the

anaphoric nature of the kind/specific reading. When uttering (10) without introducing the

dog and cat as in (9), we cannot allow inu o to refer to a specific dog, but rather only to a

generic dog-kind:

(10°) Kouen ni aruita toki, Aoki wa inuo mita.
Park-LOC  walk-PST when Aoki-TOP  dog-ACC see-PST
‘While he was walking in the park, Aoki saw a dog/some dogs.’

% The topic marker may take the place of the accusative in this instance, due to the contrastive nature of not
only the word “however’ but also the negation at the end. A method of capturing these characteristics in
LCC; is at present beyond me.

11



Con

de
do

do

Con

Con

de

do

Con

i =(w;, To, Lo)

To

€o € in w;: speech event
ao o wi-man named Aoki
Lo

...Aoki
[ | NAME.OF, (dat, AOKi)];...

NAME.OFyi(a0, A0Ki)
[in wi, ap is @ man named Aoki.]

...Wwa
...[SE | Eir (s, da)];

Ji=(wi, Ty, L)

Ty

€o € in w;: speech event
ao o wi-man named Aoki
1

So o inwj ao E1

[in w;, sp is a state in which ao did E;]

...iInu
...[ | DoG(KkP:...

DOGyi(k")

...0

...[| Exr s, dat, kP)];...
J2=(wi, Tz, 1L2)

Tz

€o € in w;: speech event
ao o wi-man named Aoki
1o

So G inw; ag E; kP

[in w;, so is a state in which ag E; k"]

...mita.
...[|seeEn]

(after start up)

(presupp. Aoki)

(testi: v)

(update to j;)

(inu)

(test ji: v)

(update to jo)

(test jo: V)

12



J2=(wi, Ty, Lo)

Tz
de €o € in w;: speech event
da ao o: Wi-man named Aoki
Lo
do So o inw; ap E; kP (surviving j»)
Con e [in wi, so is a state in which ag saw k]

Failing a specific dp, the accusative has no choice but to point to a kind-noun. Since
there is no specific cat having been introduced, it is only natural to assume that the cat to
be mentioned in (11) or (11”) will also be a kind-noun. Unfortunately, it is impossible to
introduce a second k® without using the topic marker to reassign the value of k”, since the

accusative marker cannot change the state so on its own:

(11) *Soredemo, nekoo minakatta.
However cat-Acc see-NEG-PST
**However, he didn’t see any cats.”
. J2=(wi, T, L2)
Tz
de €o € In w;: speech event
do ao o wi-man named Aoki
i)
do So o inw;: ag saw kP
. ...neko
[ caTkP;... (inu)
Con e DOGwi(kP) (test j1: 67)
. ...0
..[ | Ear (s, da, KP)]:.... (update to j,)
J2=(w;, Tp, Lo)
T2
de €o € In w;: speech event
do ao o wi-man named Aoki
Lo
do So o inwj ao E1 kB

13



Con e [in w;, So is a state in which ag E1 k"]

However, with the ability of the topic marker to change the kind of k", we can achieve a
kind-noun reading of the contradictory phrase:

(11°) Soredemo,  nekowa minakatta.
However cat-TOP see-NEG-PST
‘However, he didn’t see any cats.”

) ...wa
...[ SE| Ez (s, dat, kP3)];... (update to j»)
J2=(w;, Ty, L2)
T,
de €o € In w;: speech event
da ao o: wi-man named Aoki
Lo
do So o inwj ao B> kBZ
$1 o in w; ag saw kP
Con e [in w;j, so is a state in which ag E; b]
V. Conclusion

Since Japanese doesn’t have the morphological clues to kind versus specific
reading that languages with definite/indefinite determiners have, a hearer must rely on
other methods to pick up the same type of meaning from an utterance. By using the
ability of the topic marker to redefine an information state, coupled with the anaphoric
nature of the kind/specific reading across sentences, and contrasting it with the accusative
marker’s inability to change the information state in such a way, it is possible to achieve

a similar kind/specific dichotomy, even without the use of a determiner.
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