
A comprehensive account of the historical and present-day English functions of 
demonstrative determiners in the English noun phrase 
 
This paper positions itself in the line of several recent studies such as Ariel 1990; De Mulder 
2000; Diessel 1999, 2006; Epstein 2002; Himmelmann 1996; Kleiber 1990; Gundel et al. 1993, 
2001) which have shown that demonstrative determiners convey several meanings that cannot be 
reduced to the traditional situational deictic interpretation in terms of proximity. Drawing on 
their insights, this paper propose a new comprehensive semantic account that (1) inventorizes all 
non-situational meanings of English demonstrative determiners in both historical and 
present-day corpus data and (2) explains how they are related to each other and to the 
traditional proximity meaning. 

Langacker (2002) has suggested that demonstratives are different from determiners such 
as the definite and indefinite article in that they convey a complex deictic value. Demonstratives 
with a proximity semantics, for example, express joint mental contact of speaker and hearer with 
the referent and make a further specification regarding proximity. This analysis brings out the 
functional similarities between demonstratives and determiner + secondary determiner units such 
as the same, another (Author 2006). These complex determiners are used when a determiner 
alone does not provide sufficient information to conceptualize and/or identify the referent of the 
NP. In the same vein, I propose that English demonstrative determiners supplement simple 
definite- or indefiniteness in four types of ways. (1) Emphatic demonstratives merely 
emphasize identification as in The moment Peter met her, he knew that this woman was his real 
mother. (2) Deictic demonstratives provide additional information to help identify the referent. 
This function subsumes many semantic subtypes, including the traditional situational meaning as 
well as a wide range of non-situational meanings such as distance of the referent in discourse, 
familiarity/givenness, co-referentiality with special types of antecedents such as longer stretches 
of text. (3) Conceptualizing demonstratives indicate that the conceptualization of the referent 
requires a special process such as generalization from concrete instances, e.g. I don’t like those 
cookies in the sense of “such cookies, that type of cookies”. (4) Discourse-pragmatic 
demonstratives convey that the referent is salient in the discourse, typically marking the referent 
as topic. The so-called indefinite use of this introducing a new topic into the discourse belongs to 
this type. 

Subsequently, I will argue that these types and subtypes can be arranged into one radial 
semantic structure, the centre of which is the situational deictic meaning. From this centre, 
distinct paths involving step-by-step semantic extensions branch out. These semantic extensions 
include amongst others the metaphorical extension from actual situational proximity to proximity 
in the text (Langacker 2002) and mental proximity or salience (Strauss 2002), the bleaching of 
the situational pointing act to any type of directing act leading to joint mental contact (Diessel 
2006). As a final step, demonstratives loose their relational semantics and become ‘token-
reflexives’ (Kleiber 1990, De Mulder 2000), that is rather than expressing that the referent can be 
identified by means of a phoric relation with a salient antecedent, demonstratives mark the 
referent of the NP itself for salience and turn it into a discourse topic.
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