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Epistemic indefinites: An overview

LUIS ALONSO-OVALLE AND
PAULA MENENDEZ-BENITO

1.1 Introduction

Modal expressions in natural language allow us to talk about possible scenarios and
unrealized possibilities. For instance, the sentence in (1a), with the modal auxiliary
might, describes a possible scenario compatible with the available evidence; the one in
(1b), with must, evokes possible situations in which John does what his parents want
him to do.

(1) a. Given what we know, John might be the murderer.
b. Given his parents’ orders, John must be in bed by ten oclock.

Modality has been extensively studied, both in linguistics and in philosophy (see
Portner 2009 and Hacquard 2011 for recent overviews.) Until recently, the study of
modality had focused mostly on verbal expressions: modal auxiliaries like must or
might, and attitude verbs like want or believe. However, the expression of modal
notions is not limited to the verbal domain (see, e.g., Kratzer 1981). The sentences in
(2) provide some examples of nominal expressions that convey modality.

(2) a. John bought at least four books.
b. Whatever book John bought was very expensive.
c. John's books were too expensive.
d. John bought the wrong books.
e. John is the man to fix the sink.
f. The price if you pay now is reasonable.

In (2a), the modified numeral at least four triggers the inference that the speaker is
uncertain about how many books John bought—he might have bought four, or he
might have bought more. In (2b), whatever also conveys speaker’s ignorance—the
speaker does not know what book John bought. In (2¢), too adds the implication that
Johns books should have been less expensive. The use of the adjective wrong in (2d)
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indicates that John should not have bought the books that he actually bought. The
infinitival relative clause in (2¢) conveys that John is supposed to fix the sink. Finally,
the adnominal conditional in (2f) evokes possible scenarios in which you pay now.

Over the last few years, a body of work on non-verbal modality has emerged. In the
recent literature, we find work on modified numerals like at least n or at most n (see,
e.g., Geurts and Nouwen 2007; Biiring 2008; Nouwen 2010a; Schwarz 2011a; Coppock
and Brochhagen 2013), free relatives of the whatever-type (for instance, Dayal 1997;
von Fintel 2000; Condoravdi 2005; Tredinnick 2005; Rawlins 2008; Heller and Wolter
2011), too constructions (Heim 2000; Hacquard 2000; Meier 2003), infinitival relative
clauses as in the man to fix the sink (Bhatt 1999; Hackl and Nissembaum 2012), modal
adjectives (e.g. Abusch and Rooth 1997; Larson 2000; Schwarz 2006), adnominal
conditionals of the form the price if you pay now (Lasersohn 1996; Frana forthcoming),
and modal indefinites (see references in the next section).

A substantial part of the research on modal indefinites focuses on epistemic indef-
inites. These are indefinite determiners or indefinite pronouns that signal ignorance
on the part of the speaker, thereby conveying information about her epistemic state.!
German irgendein and Spanish algiin are two cases in point. By using irgendein in (3a)
and algun in (3b), the speaker signals that she cannot identify the doctor that Maria
married. Hence, it would be odd to add a namely continuation that explicitly identifies
the individual in question, as in (4). Likewise, it would be pragmatically inadequate
for the addressee to ask who the doctor is.

(3) a. Maria hat irgendeinen Arzt geheiratet.
Maria has IRGENDEINEN doctor married
‘Maria married some doctor or other,

b. Maria se casé con algin médico.
Maria s married with ALGUN doctor
‘Maria married some doctor or other’

(4) a. Maria hat irgendeinen Arzt geheiratet (#und zwar Dr. Smith.)
Maria has IRGENDEINEN doctor married and indeed Dr. Smith
‘Maria married some doctor or other, namely Dr. Smith’

b. Maria se casé con algin médico (#en concreto con el Dr.
Maria s married with ALGUN doctor, in particular with the Dr.
Smith.)

Smith

‘Maria married some doctor or other, namely Dr. Smith’

1 Following the use in Alonso-Ovalle and Menéndez-Benito (2003) and adopted, e.g., in Aloniand Port
(2013), we will take the term ‘epistemic indefinites’ to exclude indefinites that convey speaker’s knowledge,
such as English a certain, German ein bestimmt, or French un certain (see, e.g., Hintikka 1986; Kratzer
1998, Farkas 2002b; Jayez and Tovena 2006; Hinterwimmer et al. 2013; Martin 2013; among many others).
In contrast, Jayez and Tovena (2006) use ‘epistemic determiners’ as a general term covering both ignorance
and knowledge items.
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Although the analysis of indefinite phrases has been at the forefront of research in
formal semantics for the last three decades, epistemic indefinites did not receive
attention until quite recently. In the early 1980s, the study of indefinites motivated
the development of radically new theories of natural language interpretation (Kamp
1981; Heim 1982). At that time, and over the following two decades, the literature on
the topic focused mostly on the anaphoric and scopal properties that set indefinites
apart from other natural language quantifiers. (See, among others, Farkas 1981; Fodor
and Sag 1982; King 1988; Ruys 1992; Abusch 1994; Cresti 1995; Reinhart 1997; Winter
1997; Kratzer 1998; Matthewson 1999).

In 1974, however, Strawson had already called attention to another puzzling prop-
erty displayed by some indefinites, by briefly discussing the behaviour of English
singular some. Strawson (1974) considers, among others, the examples in (5) and
suggests

that the choice of ‘some’ rather than @’ embodies what might be called an acknowledgement
or recognition of the fact that the identification supplied, though perhaps the best the speaker
can do, might be regarded as inadequate to the circumstances of the case; and that the kind of
identification which the choice of ‘some’ rather than @’ indicates or suggests inability to provide
(though perhaps sometimes accompanied by indifference to or unconcern about) may be either
further kind-identification or individual identification. (Strawson 1974: 92)

(s) a. Some general has been shot.
b. Some cabinet minister has been shot.
c. Some V.I.P. has been shot. (Strawson 1974: 92)

Despite Strawson’s remarks, epistemic indefinites remained largely ignored in the
semantic literature until the late 1990s. In 1997, Martin Haspelmath published an
influential typological survey (Haspelmath 1997) that included ‘(lack of) knowledge
of the speaker” as one of the possible dimensions of variation within the class of
indefinites. He noted that this dimension had not received much attention in the
literature, even though it is cross-linguistically widespread:

the semantic distinction of (lack of) knowledge of the speaker is not nearly as important as the
two factors discussed in the previous sections, negative polarity and (non-) specificity. It has
received very little attention in the theoretical literature. However, it can be found in quite a few
languages. In my 40-language sample, I found evidence for such a distinction in ten languages.
(Haspelmath 1997: 46)

Since 1997, a substantial body of work on epistemic indefinites has emerged. Some
epistemic indefinites that have been discussed in the semantics literature are English
singular some (Becker 1999; Farkas 2002b; Weir 2012), German irgendein (Kratzer and
Shimoyama 2002; Aloni 2007a; Lauer 2010; Port 2010; Aloni and Port 2013,2 Chierchia

2 While Aloni and Port’s paper was published in 2013, it has been available on-line since 2010.
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2013a), Spanish algiin (Alonso-Ovalle and Menéndez-Benito 2003, 2008, 2010, 2011a,
Giannakidou and Quer 2013), Catalan algun (Giannakidou and Quer 2013), Greek
kapjos (Giannakidou and Quer 2013), French quelque (Jayez and Tovena 2007, 2013),
un NP quelconque (Jayez and Tovena 2002, 2006) and the n’importe qu- series (Jayez
and Tovena 2002, 2006; Zabbal 2004), Italian (un) qualche (Zamparelli 2007; Aloni
and Port 2013; Chierchia 2013a), Romanian vreun (Farkas 2002a, 2006, Faldus 2009,
20113, 2011b, 2012, 2014), the -to series in Russian (Yanovich 2005; Geist 2008), the
-nibud series in Russian (Geist 2008), the vola- and si- series in Slovak (Richtarcikova
2013), the -kin series in Finnish, Malayalam wh- oo (Slade 2011), the Japanese wh- ka
indeterminates (Sudo 2010; Kaneko 2011; Alonso-Ovalle and Shimoyama 2014), and
the Czech -si indefinites (Simik forthcoming).

While the research listed in the previous paragraph has considerably improved our
understanding of epistemic indefinites, we are still very far from having a full grasp
of the phenomenon. This is so for at least two reasons: first, we still lack enough data
to develop a semantic typology of these items, since only a few epistemic indefinites
in a few languages have been investigated; second, there is currently no agreement
as to what the source of the ignorance effect is. On top of this, the parallelisms and
differences with other items that convey epistemic modality, both in the nominal
and the verbal domain, have not been sufficiently explored. This situation calls for
a research agenda that aims to provide an explanatory semantic typology of epistemic
indefinites and to place them within a general typology of modal expressions.

The articles collected in this book bring us one step closer to achieving this goal. In
this volume, the reader will find novel empirical observations and important theoret-
ical insights on epistemic indefinites, together with discussions of neighbouring topics
(indefinites that convey knowledge, modal free relatives, modified numerals, and
epistemic modals), which we think will be ultimately crucial for our understanding
of how modality is expressed across categories.

The purpose of this introduction is to contextualize the chapters included in this
volume by (i) providing a descriptive overview of the topic and (ii) situating the
contributions of the individual chapters against the backdrop of research on epistemic
indefinites. Section 1.2 surveys the empirical landscape—it presents and illustrates
the parameters of variation that have been identified in the literature on epistemic
indefinites. Section 1.3 discusses the role that the articles collected here play on some
of the core debates concerning epistemic indefinites. Due to space constraints, we will
not attempt to do justice to the rich theoretical literature on the subject, but will focus
exclusively on the topics that are closely connected to the contributions to this volume.

1.2 The phenomenon

As noted above, only a handful of epistemic indefinites have been investigated in
detail. Furthermore, the available studies on epistemic indefinites have been carried
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out within different theoretical frameworks, and therefore a direct comparison of their
results is not always possible. Despite being fragmentary, however, the research on
epistemic indefinites to date has already identified a number of parameters along
which these items can vary. Sections 1.2.1 to 1.2.5 briefly present and illustrate these
dimensions of variation. We should note that not all the epistemic indefinites dis-
cussed in the literature have been described with respect to all these parameters,
and, therefore, we will not be able to present a complete classification of these
items.

1.2.1 Types of ignorance

All epistemic indefinites convey ignorance—they make an existential claim and signal
that the speaker (or some other agent®) does not know who (or what) the witness of
this claim is*). But these items can express different types of ignorance: on the one
hand, epistemic indefinites may vary with respect to how much knowledge about
the witness counts as knowing who the witness is (Section 1.2.1.1); on the other,
some epistemic indefinites can impose restrictions on what types of entities (types
vs. tokens) the ignorance component targets (Section 1.2.1.2).

1.2.1.1 What counts as not knowing Alonso-Ovalle and Menéndez-Benito (2003)
observe a contrast between English some and Spanish algiin that shows that these items
are sensitive to different types of knowledge. A speaker that sees a professor dancing in
front of her, and has never seen the professor before, can felicitously utter the sentence
in (6). In this context, the speaker cannot name the dancing professor, but there is a
sense in which she knows who the professor is—she can point at him. This way of
knowing is compatible with the use of some. In contrast, (7), with algiin, is odd in that
situation, suggesting that being able to point at the witness is enough to block the use
of algun.

(6) Look! Some professor is dancing on the table!
(Alonso-Ovalle and Menéndez-Benito 2003: 4)

3 Many epistemic indefinites can express ignorance on the part of the some individual other than the
speaker. See, e.g., Jayez and Tovena (2007) on French quelque, Jayez and Tovena (2002) on French un
quelconque, and Falaus (2009, 2014) on Romanian vreun. In contrast, Simik (forthcoming) claims that
Czech -si indefinites can only convey speaker’s ignorance. In the description that follows, we will focus
on the default case, where the ignorance component targets the speaker.

4 Richtarcikova (2013) notes that there are some contexts where Slovak epistemic indefinites are
compatible with speaker’s knowledge. A speaker who is able to identify the witness can use one of these
indefinites (i) to signal that the identity of the witness is irrelevant, (ii) to indicate that the hearer is unable
to identify the witness, and (iii) to create ‘a sense of suspense; after which the speaker proceeds to identify
the witness. The irrelevance component—a ‘don’t care’ effect—has also been reported for indefinites such
as irgendein (e.g. Kratzer and Shimoyama 2002; Aloni 2007b), un quelconque (Jayez and Tovena 2006 and
references therein), and some and some or other (Becker 1999; Farkas 2002b).
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(7) # Mira! Algun profesor estd bailando encima de la mesa!
Look! ALGUN professor is  dancing on of the table.
‘Look! Some professor is dancing on the table!’
(Alonso-Ovalle and Menéndez-Benito 2003: 4)

Aloni and Port (2013) note that the same contrast holds between irgendein (which
behaves like some) and Italian un qualche (which behaves like algiin), and identify a
number of further contrasts involving different methods of identifying the individual
that satisfies the existential claim. Richtarcikova (2013) observes that the -vola and -si
indefinites in Slovak pattern with some in the examples above.

1.2.1.2 Types vs. tokens Epistemic indefinites like some or algiin can express both
token-ignorance and kind-ignorance. For instance, (8a) says that the speaker cannot
identify the kind of plant that is growing through his wall, while (8b) conveys that the
speaker cannot identify the individual file that is infected (Weir 2012). The examples
in (9a) and (9b) illustrate these two uses for algiin.

(8) a. There’s some plant growing through the wall of my room.  (Weir 2012: 201)
b. The hackers implanted a virus into some file on this computer.
(Weir 2012: 196)

(9) a. En la pared de mi habitacién estda creciendo alguna planta.
In the wall of my room is growing ALGUNA plant
‘Some plant is growing through the wall of my room’

b. Algun fichero estd infectado.
ALGUN file is  infected
‘Some file is infected’

In contrast, Alonso-Ovalle and Shimoyama (2014) discuss a contrast between two
epistemic indefinites in Japanese—dore-ka (‘which-ka’) and nani-ka (‘what-ka’)—
which differ with respect to the type vs. token dimension. In a context where the
speaker can point to the mushroom that she touched but doesn’t know which type of
mushroom it is, the sentence in (10b) below, with nani-ka, is fine, but its counterpart
in (10a), with dore-ka, is not.

(10) a. Dore-ka kinoko-ki sawat-ta!
which.one-kA mushroom-DAT touch-PAST
‘I touched some mushroom!’

b. Nani-ka kinoko-ni sawat-ta!
what-kA mushroom-DAT touch-PAST
‘I touched some mushroom!
(Alonso-Ovalle and Shimoyama 2014: 17)



