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 1  Introduction

Partitivity, i.e., division in its broadest sense, ranging from simple 
subset/superset relations of substances (‘a bit of wine’) to part-whole 
relations (‘the roof of the house’) is not only a multi-faceted con-
ceptual phenomenon, but also shows a huge variety in its morpho-
syntactic manifestations: both across languages and within one lan-
guage. Whereas some languages stick to a rather uniform marking 
of these relations, e.g., ‘of’-insertion in English, others show a vari-
ety of means, using different cases (genitive, partitive, elative), dif-
ferent prepositions or agreement phenomena; see for a recent over-
view the contributions in Sleeman and Giusti (2021).

Against this background, I will discuss a morpho-syntactic mani-
festation of partitivity by inserting the indefinite article ein- (IA) be-
fore a mass noun, yielding a kind of partitive meaning in the sense 
that a contextually salient (vague) amount of money is intended:1

(1) Host a geld dabei?
have-you IA money with(you)
‘Do you have (any) money with you?’

This phenomenon, IA+mass in the following, is attested in various 
Southern German dialects (Bavarian, Alemannic) and its distribution 
as well as its closer examination concerning the different environ-
ments in which it occurs as well as a possible syntactic analysis, is the 
main topic of this essay. One important issue will be to distinguish it 
from other constructions that involve either a mass noun or an indef-
inite article. For example, how do mass nouns behave when they are 
used in generic statements? What is the role of the verbal predicate 
and what happens if it is varied in aspect (episodic vs. habitual)? Are 
there neighbouring constructions that might look very similar but have 
a different interpretation and thus also syntax? For example, a closely 
related construction, namely what is often discussed in the context of 
‘indefinite determiner doubling’, as in a so a (gueter) Wein (= a such a 
(good) wine ‘such a good wine’) has to be treated in different terms, see 
already Strobel and Weiß (2017). Thus, I will illustrate in the following 

1 I would like to thank Alexandra Rehn, Mahena Stegmann (from the former SynAlm 
project), Ljudmila Geist, Alexander Pfaff, and my colleagues from Stuttgart (Daniel Hole, 
Judith Tonhauser) for helpful comments and discussion. Also thanks to the audience at 
the PARTE-workshop, held in Budapest, September 2022, as well as two anonymous re-
viewers. Special thanks go to Thomas Strobel. Parts of this work are funded by the DFG 
under project number 465419462. I will discuss here only that kind of partitivity which 
is realised within one functional projection of a nominal, i.e., what comes close to pseu-
do-partitive, and what is called in the literature ‘proper partitive’, including two distinct 
nominal projections, will not be discussed.
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how the differing readings and interpretations of the indefinite article 
in the context of mass nouns can be evoked when gathering data in a 
large-scale dialect project, working with written questionnaires. The 
main problem with written questionnaires is to control for the context, 
i.e., how to avoid that speakers can nevertheless have in mind anoth-
er, non-intended meaning. Some cases where this obviously had hap-
pened, will be discussed in Section 4, together with some suggestions 
as to how this can be avoided in future work. The rest of the essay is 
structured as follows: Section 2 gives some background on the SynAlm 
project, concentrating on the methods used in this project. Section 3 
describes the phenomenon in more detail, whereby some first results 
are used to illustrate the range of variation found. Section 4 then is 
devoted to the neighbouring constructions, and as already mentioned, 
some of the puzzling results give rise to suggestions how to better con-
trol for the context. In Section 5, I will suggest an analysis of the data 
within an exo-skeletal approach, Borer (2005), with a fine-grained se-
quence of functional projections which is able to capture the different 
interpretations as well as the different lexicalisations in the respec-
tive dialects by locating the variation in the lexicon.

2 The SynAlm Project

2.1 Background

The project Syntax des Alemannischen ran from 2011-2016 at the 
University of Konstanz and was funded by the DFG.2 It was informal-
ly connected to other Germanic dialect syntax projects that ran dur-
ing nearly the same time, namely SyHD3 (Syntax of Hessian dialects) 
and SADS4 (Syntaktischer Atlas der deutschen Schweiz). It was also 
part of the EdiSyn5 network. All these projects were interested in a 
detailed description of various syntactic phenomena, among them the 
morpho-syntax of infinitivals, possession, relative clauses, preposition-
al adverbs, adjectival inflection, and the use of determiners, including 
the partitive construction mentioned above. For some constructions, 
including the use and form of partitive pro-forms, the very same test-
sentences were tested in SyHD, SADS and SynAlm projects alike. Oth-
er phenomena that are more Alemannic-specific, e.g., certain particles 
in infinitival constructions, see, e.g., Brandner and Salzmann (2012), 

2 https://gepris.dfg.de/gepris/projekt/198350616.
3 https://www.syhd.info/startseite/index.html.
4 https://dialektsyntax.linguistik.uzh.ch/.
5 http://www.dialectsyntax.org/wiki/Projects_on_dialect_syntax.

https://gepris.dfg.de/gepris/projekt/198350616
https://www.syhd.info/startseite/index.html
https://dialektsyntax.linguistik.uzh.ch/
http://www.dialectsyntax.org/wiki/Projects_on_dialect_syntax
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 got of course more room in SynAlm. SynAlm was preceded by a small-
er dialect syntax project which was part of the SFB 471 at the Univer-
sity of Konstanz.6 This in turn was preceded by several pilot studies.

One of the most important insights from these smaller studies 
was that it is very well possible to get robust results by directly aim-
ing at the native speaker’s competence by offering whole ‘batteries’ 
of carefully controlled variations on one construction. Versions of a 
construction for which it is highly likely that they are ungrammatical 
were included in these batteries nevertheless, in order to obtain ex-
plicit negative evidence. Especially in the area of dialectal research, 
it is very important to follow the guideline that the absence of posi-
tive evidence does not necessarily imply negative evidence.

Based on our own as well as on the experiences from other dialect 
syntax projects, we used from the start the so-called “layered meth-
od” (Cornips, Poletto 2005). The data on a specific topic were gained 
in several rounds such that later questionnaires could react on the re-
sults of a former one. This means that the relevant construction was 
usually first presented in the form of a translation task, i.e., the sen-
tence was given in the standard language and the task for the inform-
ants was to translate it into his/her dialect. In a later round then, the 
various versions given to us were presented to all informants in the 
form of a judgment task.

2.2 The Questionnaires

Seven questionnaires (Fragebogen ‘questionnaires’, FB in the follow-
ing) were designed and each one had one main morpho-syntactic top-
ic. This topic was investigated in great detail with mostly judgment 
tasks. In order to make the questionnaire not ‘too boring’ for the in-
formants, these tasks were interrupted by translation tasks for the 
topic of one of the next questionnaires. The results and the careful 
analysis of these translation data gave us a first overview of the devi-
ations from the standard.7 These versions were then offered, system-
atically varied as mentioned above, to all speakers in a later round as 
a judgment task. The first FB contained thus many translation tasks 

6 A short description can be found under https://ling.sprachwiss.uni-konstanz.
de/pages/proj/sfb471/proj-kurz/A-17.html.
7 The translated sentences were directly transferred into Excel while keeping all the 
orthographic devices the informants used to come as close as possible to the ‘real’ di-
alect version. From these we created a normalised form to build the basis for categori-
sation. Categorisation means that every example got ‘annotations’, e.g., in the case of 
the IA+mass, it was annotated in different columns whether the informant had insert-
ed an IA or not (no; yes), which form it took (e.g., the vowel), and further properties. 
These then are the basis for the maps, see below.
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for different constructions. Concerning determiners, FB3 contained 
some translation tasks and FB5 had as a main topic the form and dis-
tribution of determiners with the focus on generic readings. Most of 
the data in this essay stem from these two FBs.

In SynAlm, we used in most cases a 5-point Likert scale with 1 = 
best (dark green) and 5 = worst (dark red) on the maps below. As di-
alect speakers sometimes hesitate to rate a ‘strong dialectal’ version 
as perfectly fine – due to the still negative attitude towards the dia-
lect –, we additionally used a 3-point scale with the values 1 = I use it 
myself; 2 = I hear it from others/it is known to me; 3 = I never heard 
it. Thus, with the 2-judgment, speakers were not committed to their 
own usage – but a high amount of 2-judgments indicates that the con-
struction in question is vivid. There were also simple binary Yes/No 
judgment tasks, but in later rounds, we refrained from these, as the 
5-point scales deliver much more useful results that can be interpret-
ed from different angles, e.g., by taking into account strong vs. weak 
rejection. Besides these judgment and translation tasks, there were 
also choice tasks. E.g., in a sentence with a mass noun, the speakers 
simply had to mark whether they would insert a definite article, an 
indefinite one or no article at all. In all the judgment tasks, the speak-
ers had the possibility to give an ‘own version’, in case none of the of-
fered versions suited them. In case yet another version occurred in 
these ‘own versions’, it was offered again to all speakers in a judg-
ment task in a later round. Ideally, all constructions should have gone 
through these production/rating procedures – however this could not 
be achieved for all of them, due to limitations of time and resources. 
Nevertheless, for a considerable amount of constructions, we gained 
data according to this procedure. The rather drastic differences be-
tween the results of different tasks can be seen below in Section 3.

2.3 The Informants

As said above, SynAlm had limited resources, especially if one con-
siders the area covered, see the maps below. Thus, compromises 
had to be made concerning recruiting and selecting the informants. 
SynAlm could not reach the density of locations as SADS or SyHD. 
Specifically, it could not be ensured that there are always several 
speakers per location. Furthermore, as is to be expected for such a 
long-term project, the number of informants decreased during time. 
Expecting this situation when sending out a new questionnaire, sev-
eral exemplars were sent to one already recruited informant such 
that s/he could pass them over to new informants in their location 
(snowball system). Due to this, the decrease was not so dramatic 
(from 1000 speakers from the first round to 516 in the seventh) and 
the area covered could be kept constant until the last round. But this 
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 procedure comes of course with the cost that there are partially dif-
ferent speakers for different questionnaires. But a substantial num-
ber of informants filled out all the questionnaires. Still, when inter-
preting the maps and also the numerical results, it should be kept in 
mind that small deviances could also be an effect of this situation.

2.4 The Results

The results of SynAlm can be found in a database8 together with the 
questionnaires (only in German). In the database itself, the examples 
are translated into English and the numerical results as well as (dy-
namically created) maps for each question can be found. This is ex-
ecuted via an XML database with a Graphical User Interface (GUI), 
developed by ourselves. The maps there are rather preliminary and 
serve more to get a first impression. The SynAlm maps will all be 
published in the near future at the “Forschungszentrum Deutscher 
Sprachatlas” and the first volume (Nominal Syntax) is already pub-
lished.9 The maps are taken from there [maps 1-4].

After this short description of SynAlm and how the data were 
gained, let us turn now to the phenomenon under discussion, name-
ly the IA+mass in Alemannic.

3 The Phenomenon and Its Occurrence in Alemannic

3.1 The Distribution of the IA+Mass in Alemannic – a First Look

It is well documented in the literature that in Bavarian dialects, the 
indefinite article ein- can occur together with a mass noun, as il-
lustrated in (1) above. Usually taken as a genuine Bavarian prop-
erty, it could be shown already in the project “Atlas zur deutschen 
Alltagssprache” that the construction occurs in the neighbouring 
Alemannic dialects as well.10 In the project Syntax of Alemannic 
(SynAlm), this construction was tested with a translation task and 
with a judgment task. In order to get a first impression about the dis-
tribution, consider the first two maps [maps 1-2].

A quite similar distribution was found when the mass noun was 
construed with a weak quantifier of the type ein wenig ein Wasser 
(‘a bit of water’) [map 3].11

8 On https://ilg-server.ling.uni-stuttgart.de/synalm/html/
9 Under https://regionalsprache.de/synalm.aspx
10 See the map under http://www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/runde-3/f08d/.

11 There was no translation task for the corresponding sentence [map 3].
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Maps 1-2 IA+mass in translation task; IA+mass in judgment task

Sentence for Map 1 and Map 2:
Habt ihr noch (ein) Mehl im Haus?
Have you.pl still (a) flour in.the house
‘Have you still some flour at home?’
Map 1 Results from FB3, Q 3-5-1, n = 757
Map 2 Results from FB5, Q 12a-2, n = 517

Map 3 IA with mass noun, preceded by a weak quantifier (ein wenig) in judgment task

Sentence for Map 3:
Hätten Sie mir ein wenig ein Wasser für den Hund?
Had you me a bit a water for the dog?
‘Could I have some water for the dog?’
Map 3 Results from FB4, Q 4-1, n = 591
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 Considering first the difference between Map 1 and Map 2, it 
shows how important it is to use different types of tasks when deal-
ing with dialectal data. If only one task had been used, one would ei-
ther conclude that the IA+mass construction is generally accepted in 
the Alemannic variants spoken in Germany (green background, BW-
Alemannic henceforth) but essentially completely rejected in Swit-
zerland (red background, CH-Alemannic) [map 2].12 But Map 1 with 
the translation task would suggest that there is only one small area, 
immediately adjacent to Bavaria, where this construction occurs. In 
the latter case, the natural conclusion would be that it is an effect of 
‘language contact’, that means speakers living near to the border of 
Bavaria – where this construction is prevalent – simply ‘took it over’, 
as these speakers are plausibly more often confronted with Bavar-
ian speakers. Note that the few green dots in CH on Map 2, are all 
very close to the German border, indicating again that the construc-
tion in question is highly susceptible of ‘taking over’. I will take up 
this issue in Section 5, see also fn. 7.

This kind of seemingly contradictory results can be taken nearly 
as a textbook example of the “Decathlon model” in action, see Feath-
erston (2005). According to this model, a native speaker of a given 
language has various options in his/her internalised grammar – with 
the effect that acceptance rates are always much higher, reflecting 
the different grammars.13 In a production task in contrast, there can 
be only ‘one winner’. I.e., the speaker must actively discriminate be-
tween the two or even more various possibilities. This choice is of-
ten influenced by outer-linguistic factors like prestige, closer to the 
written standard, or even ‘in-group-effects’. For the usefulness of 
this approach to variation and how the differing results from differ-
ent tasks can be exploited also for theoretical questions concerning 
the modelling of syntactic variation, see Rehn and Brandner (2022).14 

12 The blue background covers Alsace, a region in France where Alemannic is (still) 
spoken. Since the number of informants is very small, this region will be left out in 
the following discussion. The same holds for the region Vorarlberg in Austria. How-
ever, note that these speakers did not actively produce IA+mass, but the acceptance 
rate is very high.
13 Whether this situation is due to some inherent underspecification in the gram-
mar of natural languages per se or to multilingualism in a broad sense, i.e., knowledge 
about or confrontation with the various dialectal variants, must be left open here. Note 
that speakers can in principle rate two or more distinct versions as equally good, which 
would involve then true optionality. And indeed, there were some speakers who rated 
all three versions of a generic statement with a mass noun (i.e., indefinite/definite/ze-
ro article) with 1, i.e., the best rating. But to draw serious conclusions from this obser-
vation, a much more detailed statistical analysis is required.
14 See also Brandner 2020 and the references cited therein for a discussion of the 
impact of the political borders on dialectal phenomena. There, the attempt is made to 
correlate different types of variation with different types of areal patterns. Clear cases 
of the relevance of the political border mostly affect lexical phenomena (e.g., different 
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Zooming further in, one might suspect at first sight that the distribu-
tion follows the traditional sub-division of Alemannic into Swabian 
(Schwäbisch on the map), High Alemannic (Switzerland and the most 
South Western part of BW) and Low Alemannic in the more northern 
part of BW. But if we put the results of the translation task [map 1] on 
a map with this historical division, one can see that only the eastern 
part of Swabian is affected. On the other hand, the rejection rate of 
the construction should be much higher in the High Alemannic re-
gion in BW – if the distribution would follow the traditional subdi-
vision. Thus, in the following, I will draw the line between CH-Ale-
mannic and BW-Alemannic instead of the traditional sub-division.

Now if we look at Map 3, the construction with the weak quantifi-
er a weng (= ‘a bit’), the lighter green dots (meaning 2 on the Likert 
scale) and the yellow ones (3 on the Likert scale) show up more fre-
quently in BW-Alemannic than in Map 2 with the unquantified mass 
noun. Nevertheless, rejection (dark red) is sparse in contrast to CH-
Alemannic. But a closer look at CH reveals less rejection of this par-
ticular construction.15 Thus, this slight change in construal (addition-
al quantifier) seems to have an effect.16

verbs or nouns for the same concept); syntactic phenomena like the order in a 3-verb 
cluster on the other hand correlate much more with the traditional sub-division(s). The 
lexicon, as that part of the grammar that is highly accessible to ‘conscious decisions’, 
cf. the discussion around the Decathlon model, is thus the place where on the one hand 
contact phenomena are to be expected – but on the other where they may cross-cut the 
traditional divisions.
15 In fact, 3-judgments (yellow dots) is 9% with this construction, but only 4% with 
the IA+mass without the quantifier.
16 One could object now that these small differences result from the bias with the dif-
ferent numbers of informants discussed above. However, note that FB5 [Map 2] is later 

Ma p 4  
Results of the translation task with sub-division  
of Alemannic as background
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 In sum, the following picture emerges:
• active production of IA+mass is confined to a small area near 

the Bavarian border
• acceptance is high essentially throughout BW-Alemannic – but 

not in CH-Alemannic
• acceptance decreases with a quantifier in BW-Alemannic – but 

increases slightly in CH

Given these findings, the following questions emerge:
• is there a parametric syntactic difference between these var-

iants? Has the DP a more complex structure in Bavarian and 
BW-Alemannic in contrast to CH-Alemannic?

• is there a lexical difference in the sense that the IA has a dif-
ferent semantic specification in the two variants respectively?

• what is the effect of the weak quantifier? Assuming that the se-
mantic effect of adding it (i.e., severing a small portion out of a 
mass) is the same in both variants, what could it tell us about 
the syntax?

These maps and their brief discussion were meant to give a first im-
pression on how important it is to use different tasks for elicitation 
in order to get a realistic picture. It will turn out below that there 
are some unexpected occurrences of the IA in CH, given the results 
above – however, they occur in slightly different contexts. I take these 
data to show how important it is to analyse very carefully the rele-
vant morpho-syntactic and semanto-pragmatic variables, see Section 
4. But before that, the phenomenon of IA+mass will be discussed in 
more general terms.

3.2 The IA+Mass as Replacement of Genitive Marking?

Standard German (and as can be seen from the maps above also 
Swiss German) prefers zero-marking of the mass noun, i.e., the mass 
nouns occur neither with genitive marking, which used to be the 
case in Middle High German (2b) (see Strobel, Glaser 2021) for a de-
tailed description, nor with a preposition (with sometimes an amal-
gamated article, i.e., the partitive article), as it is familiar from the 
Romance languages, (2c):

and has fewer informants than FB4 [map 3] and nevertheless a higher acceptance. As 
the general tendency is that the number of informants decreased – as it is the case be-
tween FB4 and FB5 – it seems highly implausible in this case that – even if there was a 
certain exchange – suddenly much more ‘Bavarian-like’ speakers were involved. Later, 
we will see that this result does not come as a surprise when considering more data.

Ellen Brandner
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(2) a. Hast du Geld dabei? Standard German
have you money there.with
‘Do you have money with you?’

b. … ich noch ein-er salbe-n hân… MHG
… I still a-gen ointment-gen have
‘… I still have some ointment’ (cited after Paul 1919, 348)

c. Tu as de l’ argent? French
‘Do you have money with you?’

The same pattern can be found when a mass noun combines with a 
weak quantifier where again Bavarian and some parts of Alemannic 
insert an IA before the mass noun, see [map 3]:

(3) a. ein wenig Ø Öl Standard German
a bit oil

b. (ich han) ein wening öl-s MHG
(I have) a bit oil-gen
‘I have a bit of oil’ (from DWB:BD 29,1)17 

c. un peu d’huile French
a bit of oil
‘a bit of oil’

Finally, a similar pattern arises with so-called container nouns resp. 
measure phrases:

(4) a. ein Glas/Liter Milch Standard German
a glass/liter milk

b. ein phunt vleisch-es/ein fuoder guoten wine-s MHG
a pound meat-gen/a loadtrack good wine-gen

(cited after Paul 1919, 294)

c. un kilo de pommes French
a kilo of apples

17 DWB = Deutsches Wörterbuch Jacob und Wilhelm Grimm. http://dwb.uni-tri-
er.de/de/

http://dwb.uni-trier.de/de/
http://dwb.uni-trier.de/de/
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 In the cases illustrated in (2) and (3), we have seen above that Bavar-
ian and parts of Alemannic use the IA instead of the genitive mark-
ing whereas Standard German has no marking at all. As such, these 
dialects pattern more with French in the sense that there is a lexi-
calised syntactic position for partitivity. However, in the cases in (4) 
with container nouns/measure phrases, the Southern German dia-
lects seem to pattern again with Standard German, i.e., with zero-
marking instead of an IA before the mass noun.18 Thus, a pure re-
placement analysis of genitive marking with the IA will obviously not 
capture the whole range of data, since the genitive was used regu-
larly with container nouns/measure phrases in older stages of Ger-
man. Nevertheless, putting container/measure nouns aside for the 
moment, we can roughly distinguish between two varieties of Mod-
ern German: one that has replaced the former genitive by zero-mark-
ing and one that uses the IA in its stead. And this raises the follow-
ing question: how come that a lexical item, standardly assumed to 
have derived from a numeral, is able to stand for partitivity, where 
usually only a vague quantity is at issue? While some have claimed 
that the insertion of the IA in Bavarian is more or less a formal re-
quirement, meaning that there are no article-less nouns in this dia-
lect, e.g., Eroms (1989) , others, e.g., Glaser (1993; 1996; 2008) and 
subsequent work, Donhauser (1995) and Kolmer (1999), discuss the 
semantic contribution of the IA. The characterisation of its contribu-
tion ranges from ‘individuation’ via ‘countability’ to mere ‘partitive/
partition’. I will follow the latter approaches and assume that the IA 
indeed makes a semantic contribution in these contexts. The question 
is whether one can find a common semantic core which allows this 
lexical item to lexicalise such differing concepts and thereby captur-
ing of course also its more common use, i.e., as the existential quan-
tifier with count nouns. I will argue in Section 5, based on the distri-
bution of the IA in Alemannic, that this common semantic core is a 
rather abstract notion of ‘contrast’, meaning that if there is an IA, it 
presupposes that there exists something of a similar kind from which 
the denoted entity is divided, either as a subset or as a subkind. This 
is much in the spirit of the non-uniqueness analysis suggested for the 
IA in Le Bruyn (2010)  and also Zamparelli (2008). However, I will sug-
gest a syntactic structure that is able to capture the fine-grained dis-
tinctions between the different environments where the IA occurs.

18 See Grestenberger 2015 for a detailed discussion of the syntax and semantics of 
container noun constructions in Austrian Bavarian. In her data, no example with an IA 
occurs; the same is true in Kolmer 1999. Unfortunately, there are no data with contain-
er nouns/measure phrases from SynAlm because the focus was more on generic/non-
generic readings. However, as a native speaker of Alemannic, I can confirm that the IA 
is not possible in the context of container nouns/measure phrases. I also did not come 
across any examples of such a construction in dialect grammars, consulted until now.
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The next steps are therefore to investigate the distribution and se-
mantic contribution of the IA in further environments. Specifically, 
are there other unusual or uncommon (in contrast to Standard Ger-
man) occurrences of the IA, e.g., does it also occur with predicative-
ly used nouns in these dialects and also importantly: Where is it not 
allowed? Although there was no special topic ‘partitivity’ in the ques-
tionnaires built in SynAlm, the distribution of the indefinite and defi-
nite article – contrasted with zero-marking – was an important issue. 
One aim was to examine more closely the phenomenon known as ‘de-
terminer doubling’, as this is an often discussed phenomenon for south-
ern German dialects, see Section 3.3. The other issue was to find out 
which morpho-syntactic means are used to mark generic readings of 
nominal expressions. As mentioned in Section 2.1, the idea in SynAlm 
was also to gain explicit negative evidence, thus versions which were 
highly unlikely to exist, were nevertheless offered to the informants. 
As will be shown below, this strategy leads to some interesting and 
also puzzling effects.

3.3 Doubling of the Indefinite Article

A very close construction to the one illustrated above, attested both 
in Bavarian and Alemannic, is the one in (5a), which is often dis-
cussed in the literature under the term ‘(indefinite) determiner dou-
bling’, see e.g., Kallulli and Rothmayr (2008) and Richner-Steiner 
(2011) for Swiss German, and Strobel and Weiß (2017) for a more re-
cent account of Bavarian. Compare (5a), where we find an IA with a 
count as well as with a mass noun, with (5b) which is the construc-
tion already presented [map 3]:

(5) a. a so a netter bua / a so a guater wein Bavarian/(Alemannic)
a so a nice boy / a such a good wine
‘such a nice boy’ / ‘such a good wine’

b. a weng a wasser Bavarian/(Alemannic)
a bit a water
‘a bit of water’

Due to the surface similarity between them, these two constructions 
are often treated in a parallel fashion, e.g., in Kallulli and Rothmayr 
(2008). However, Strobel and Weiß (2017) have argued in great detail 
that (5a) must be strictly set apart from the pure quantification/par-
titive structure in (5b), since it has different morpho-syntactic prop-
erties e.g., in terms of obligatoriness and of inflection of the articles, 
which I will not present here for reasons of space, but see fn. 14 for 
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 some remarks. Note in addition that the combination with so seems 
to be the only case where an IA occurs obligatorily with a mass noun 
even in Standard German, typically in exclamatives:

(6) a. So *(ein) Wein! Standard German
such a wine

b. So *(ein) Glück!
such  a luck

With such an exclamation, one refers to a situationally given entity 
(wine, luck) together with a linguistically not expressed evaluative 
attitude. In Brandner (2010), where certain types of exclamatives are 
discussed, it is argued that the IA in these cases implicates the pres-
ence of something with which it can be contrasted, and that this is the 
basis for its prototypical usage in exclamatives.19 The interpretation 
is thus not that of a portion/amount, i.e., partitive, as it is the case in 
(5b), but rather that of different sorts/types/degrees. If the adjective 
is present, the contrasting effect is based on the lexical contribution 
of the adjective itself – if there is ‘good wine’, it implies that there is 
also, e.g., ‘bad wine’. Even in its bare form, cf. (6), the construction 
with so still implies that there are different kinds of wine – and the 
one at hand is remarkable or special, depending on the situation. In 
the case of ‘luck’, we can think about ‘degrees of luck’ or again ‘bad 
luck’, ‘good luck’ etc. This contrasting effect can be captured with the 
notion of the so-called ‘subkind reading’, see Carlson (1977) and also 
Cohen (2001). Subkinds stand in a taxonomic relation to their ‘supe-
rior’ kind. E.g., ‘wine’ denotes a kind, the established subkinds are, 
e.g., ‘red wine’, ‘white wine’, ‘table wine’. But a further possibility is 
something like ‘an extraordinary wine (in my view)’ – ‘in contrast to 
others’, as in (6a). Thus, we do not need necessarily the notion of de-
gree in the sense of a scale. Subkind merely means that there is at 
least one property that distinguishes one type of wine from another 
one. The proposal here is now that either the addition of an adjective 
and/or the construal with so, creates ad hoc subkinds. The important 
point is that subkinds in contrast to ‘proper kinds’ are conceived of 
as individuals – and this has consequences for the (im)possibility of 
the indefinite determiner, specifically, subkinds always come with 

19 Usually, this is captured with the notion of degrees, cf. for example Rett 2011. 
This of course is also due to the fact that so is the typical degree particle. But note 
that Anderson and Morzycki (2015) have argued that degrees can be conceived of as 
a special kind of kinds, namely kinds of states. What is important in the context here 
is that degrees by their very nature always include a notion of ‘contrastiveness’, be it 
on a scale or on a more abstract level – a given value can only be defined in contrast to 
other neighbouring values.
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an indefinite determiner – even in Standard German, cf. (6). I will 
come back to this issue in more detail in Section 4.1. What is impor-
tant for now is that despite the surface similarity of (5a) and (5b), we 
are dealing here with two different interpretations of the IA+mass.

Concerning the doubling in (5a), I follow the argumentation in 
Richner-Steiner (2011, 129 ff.) that what looks like an indefinite ar-
ticle as the a in (5a) is indeed part of the particle so which shows up 
as əso in these dialects, see also Strobel and Weiß (2017). This form 
is the result of a phonetic reduction of the (originally) emphatic ver-
sion al-so. What looks like doubling is thus more a re- or better mis-
analysis of this complex form as including the indefinite article. This 
is possible because the IA in Alemannic consists of a schwa in the 
feminine/neuter nominative and accusative case.20 The masculine 
form is an, nevertheless, the element before so shows up again as a 
schwa – at least in BW-Alemannic.21 In CH-Alemannic, where dou-
bling is attested as well, the paradigm of the IA is (in some parts) 
more complex than the one described above. In these dialects, the 
neuter form is əs.22 There are no explicit negative data, since we did 
not offer a sentence of the [… es so es adj + neuter noun] in a judg-
ment task. But some speakers of this variant gave us their version 
of such a construction in a related task and the forms given were of 
the type [e so es adj + neuter noun] throughout. Thus, there is also 
no inflection of the higher ‘article’.

20 Although schwa is represented with the grapheme <a> in the text.
21 This is also true for feminine nouns in the dative where we find a more distin-
guished morpheme:

(i) vun a so era sach
from a such a-fem.dat thing

This example was tested (5-point scale with 1-2 ratings as acceptance) with basically 
all possible combinations of (non-)inflection up to no higher IA at all, i.e., merely so. In 
fact, the latter version got the best rates (75%), the one given in (i) was the second best 
(26%). The version with both of them inflected got 8%. The version with only the high-
er one inflected and the lower IA uninflected (vun ara so a sach) however got surpris-
ingly a rather good rating (17%). This last version was found in an old dialect grammar 
(Staedele 1927) on which we built the test sentences. I cannot offer a real explanation 
for this pattern. However, note that the particle/IA(?) is immediately adjacent to a case 
assigner, i.e., the preposition von, and given the adjacency requirement of case assigner 
and case assignee (assuming that the so-particle is in a degree phrase within the NP, 
see, e.g., already Corver 1990), it could be this surface adjacency that makes this or-
dering sound correct. And recall that the form of the IA in non-dative environments is 
simply schwa, which means that the particle and the IA are phonetically identical, the 
particle-schwa is then taken as the base for adding the inflectional suffix for the dative 
exponent. If such a reasoning is on the right track, it would argue in favor of an affix-
migration-like analysis, see, e.g., Diertani 2011, i.e., a process operating on the surface 
string. This process would then be operative in Bavarian to a much higher extent – in 
addition with copying. I will leave this open for future research.
22 Thanks to a reviewer for pointing out the possible relevance of this difference in 
the paradigms.
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 For Bavarian on the other hand, inflecting forms of the higher IA 
are attested, see, e.g., Strobel and Weiß (2017). However, as indi-
cated in their examples throughout, the inflection on the higher IA 
seems to be optional, i.e., a bare one is always a possibility. This in-
dicates that the inflected doubling forms seem to be rather an effect 
of ‘parallelism in morphology’ on the surface. A final argument for 
this rather surfacish analysis of this ‘doubling’ is again areal distri-
bution. As presented in Brandner (2021), the regions where doubling 
is attested coincide nearly exactly with those that use the əso-form 
also in a syntactic environment where it is a simple degree particle 
so hoch (= ‘so high’).

The ‘doubling’ in (5b) is arguably due to the fact that the higher 
IA is indeed part of the quantifier, namely as a frozen uninflected in-
definite article, like in English ‘a lot of’, see Strobel and Weiß (2017). 
The lower article in this case is thus indeed the IA+mass as in (1). 
This leads one to expect that ‘doubling’ of this kind is only possible in 
those varieties that use the IA just the way it is used in (1). As shown 
earlier [Map 3], this is by and large indeed true, if one considers the 
areal distribution – although a deviance could be detected in terms 
of acceptance. I will offer a possible solution for this fact in Section 
5, after having introduced the syntactic structure that I will assume. 
But before that, further data will be presented in order to get a broad-
er picture of the usages of the IA in Alemannic.

4 More Data

In (7), all the sentences are listed that we gave for translation in 
FB3. We chose examples where a deviation from Standard German 
could be expected when it comes to the use of the IA. Thus, we in-
cluded bare nouns in predicational function and mass nouns in var-
ying contexts (episodic, generic, accompanied by a weak quantifier). 
Some more data from different tasks and constructions will be inte-
grated as the discussion of these examples proceeds.

The examples are given in (7), FB3_3:

(7) a. Ich brauch noch Kaffee für morgen früh bare mass noun
I need still coffee for tomorrow early
‘I still need some coffee for tomorrow morning.’

b. Mein Sohn ist Mechaniker predicational NP
my son is mechanic
‘My son is a mechanic.’
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c. Wasser kocht bei 100 Grad. generic (subject)
water boils at 100 degrees
‘Water boils at 100 degrees.’

d. Hättest du mir ein wenig Zucker? with weak quantifier
have you for.me a bit sugar
‘Would you have some sugar for me?’

e. Habt ihr noch Mehl im Haus? bare mass noun
have you.pl still flour in.the house
‘Do you have some flour at home?’

The numerical results for the sentences in (7) are summarised in Ta-
ble 1 for the translation tasks (FB3) and the acceptance tasks (FB5):

Table 1 Production and acceptance rates of the construction in (7)

construction type translation with IA
(production rate) n = 757

acceptance of IA 
(1 & 2 ratings) n = 517

(7a) bare mass noun (need) BW: 23% CH: 5% ---
(7b) predicational noun BW: 5% CH: <1% BW: 17% CH: 10%
(7c) generic (subject) BW: <1% CH: <1% BW: 20% CH: <1%
(7d) with weak quantifier BW: 8% CH: <1% BW: 44% CH: 4%
(7e) bare mass noun (have) BW: 11% CH: <1% BW: 68% CH: 6%

As can be seen – and as already could have been read off from the 
results for (7d,e) presented in Section 3.3 – the production and the 
acceptance rates differ quite drastically. The overall picture never-
theless strengthens the observations, already found in Glaser (2008), 
that the IA in CH-Alemannic and in BW-Alemannic obviously differ 
in their grammatical status, such that the IA in CH essentially does 
not show up in the respective constructions. However, there are al-
so some ‘outliers’: first the comparatively high production rate in CH 
for (7a) and second the high acceptance of the IA+mass in the ge-
neric statement (7c) in BW, again in a sharp contrast to the produc-
tion rates. Another astonishing result is the difference in acceptance 
between (7d) and (7e), which we also already saw above when con-
sidering the maps. In the following, I will discuss each of these data 
points and will in some cases also offer some possible explanations 
that may lead to further investigations.
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 4.1 The Relevance of the Verbal Predicate:  
Kinds and Subkinds Again

Turning first to (7a), with the difference in production compared to 
(7e), unfortunately it is one of those sentences that was not presented 
for a judgment task in further questionnaires. The reason we did not 
include this sentence was the assumption that we are dealing in both 
cases with mass nouns in the partitive reading and thus we expected 
no relevant difference to the sentence in (7e). A possible account for 
this difference can be sought in the type of the predicate. Note that 
‘need’ is an intensional verb and following Moltmann (2013), based on 
Carlson (1977), if the argument of an intensional verb is a mass noun, 
then the kind reading is prevalent. That would mean that the IA in 
(7a) does not necessarily lexicalise a partitive reading, but that a kind 
reading is possible as well. In order to strengthen such a conjecture, 
it must be shown whether there is a certain percentage of Aleman-
nic speakers that use the IA+mass in kind-denoting environments. 
And this seems to be indeed the case. In a further 5-point judgment 
task, we contrasted mass nouns and count nouns in so called “char-
acterizing statements”, see, e.g., Cohen (2001) and Krifka (2003), 
where – informally speaking – the IA serves to pick out one speci-
men, standing for the whole kind, and the property assigned to it is 
then generalised. As such it is very close to the proper kind-reading, 
which is expressed in German usually with a bare plural or the defi-
nite determiner (data from FB5-3b, resp. 3c):23

(8) a. Man weiss doch, dass … (‘It is common knowledge that…’)
eine/die/0 Kartoffel(n) viel Stärke enthält/ enthalten.
a/the/0 potato(es) much starch contain(s)
‘a potato/potatoes contain(s) a lot of starch’

b. ein/der/0 Wein aus Trauben gemacht wird.
a/the/0 wine from grapes made is
‘a wine/the wine is made out of grapes’

The version in (8a) with the count noun (‘potato’) and an IA is the 
standard case for these characterizing statements, and thus, as ex-
pected, receives a rather high rating (1–2 ratings in BW 48% and in 

23 There is not a complete overlap. For example, A dodo is extinct is not possible. 
Krifka (2003, 180) cites the English example the gentleman opens the door for ladies as 
ungrammatical. In German, I think this sentence is acceptable. However, this shows 
merely how flexible the interpretation of definite and indefinite articles is – across lan-
guages and dialects.
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CH even 55%).24 But interestingly, for the example in (8b), which is a 
characterizing statement with a mass noun (‘wine’), the 1–2 ratings 
reached 18% in CH and 23% in BW, i.e., much higher in CH but low-
er in BW than with an IA+mass in a partition reading, cf. (7a,e). Note 
that in such a characterizing context, a partitive reading is highly im-
plausible, given that all types of wine are made out of grapes. Thus, 
the acceptance of the IA in this environment (for those speakers at 
least) must find another explanation. We can approach this problem 
if we consider subkinds again, discussed already briefly in Section 
3, cf. the examples in (5) and (6). Recall that subkinds are defined in 
contrast to another subkind, i.e., the two entities must share a cer-
tain amount of properties – but crucially differ in at least one. Addi-
tionally, there must be a taxonomically higher kind, by which these 
two are dominated. Now contrast ‘wine’ with, e.g., ‘beer’ with re-
spect to what they are made of. The constructed follow-up to (8b) 
in (9) is perfectly acceptable if there is a heavy stress on the nouns:

(9) It is common knowledge that…
[WINE is made out of grapes] but BEER is made out of grains.

One can indeed construe two subkinds, such that both belong to the 
taxonomically higher kind ‘alcoholic beverages’.25 ‘Pure’ kinds on the 
other hand do not contrast distinguishable subkinds/sorts but can 
stand for themselves. Under this perspective, there is a genuine var-
iability as to whether a mass noun is conceived as a ‘pure’ kind or 
as a subkind. The suggestion is thus that those speakers who accept 
the IA+mass in these environments construe the mass noun not as a 
kind – but as a subkind. And as was discussed above in Section 3.3, 
the IA – either with mass or with count nouns, cf. (8), can lexical-
ise this semantic concept. Thus, the astonishing high amount of the 
IA+mass in (8b) even in CH but the lower acceptance in BW – if con-
trasted with the partition reading, cf. (7e) – could be accounted for 
if we assume that a certain amount of speakers from both variants 
have built ad hoc subkinds and the occurrence of the IA in these ex-
amples must be set apart from the partition reading. But then, coming 

24 That the ratings are not higher has probably to do with the fact that this version 
was presented directly contrasted with one with the definite article, resp. a bare plu-
ral, which both seem to be preferred. Note that only 6% rejected the version with the 
IA completely (5 on the scale).
25 Note that even ‘alcoholic beverages’ could be turned into a subkind of ‘beverag-
es’ in general with one being with alcohol and the other not, i.e., we have again a dis-
tinguishing/contrasting property. A reviewer asks whether the sentence itself could al-
so be interpreted such that there are other types of wine, e.g., made from fruit. This is 
indeed true, cf. Apfelwein (‘apple wine’), where the subkind reading is realised via the 
compounding, cf. also ‘red wine’, ‘white wine’. Thus, the formation of subkinds is not 
restricted to the syntax but takes also place directly in the lexicon.
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 back to the discussion around (7a), i.e., the mass noun ‘coffee’ under 
the intensional verb, we are faced with another problem. Recall that 
I suggested that we are dealing here with a kind reading. But if the 
IA is indeed the lexicalisation of subkinds, we must assume that the 
speakers here have different kinds of coffee in mind – which seems 
rather implausible in this context. However, note that we added ‘for 
tomorrow morning’ as context. This means that the coffee is proba-
bly needed for breakfast. Now ‘breakfast’ can be taken in one reading 
as an object mass noun like, e.g., ‘furniture’, ‘clothing’, ‘equipment’ 
etc., i.e., consisting of different items but belonging to one concept. 
Typically, these nouns behave syntactically like mass nouns, which 
would be in line with the analysis given in Moltmann (2013) that we 
get a kind reading here. The items belonging to ‘breakfast’ would be 
among others ‘bread’, ‘honey’, ‘butter’, and of course ‘coffee’. A plau-
sible scenario thus would be that ‘coffee’ is interpreted in the context 
given in (7a) not directly as a kind, but as one constitutive part of this 
object mass noun. As such, it again would fall under the notion of sub-
kind, since there is a taxonomically higher notion (‘breakfast’) and 
there are contrasting entities at the same level.26 The IA would thus 
then be again the lexicalisation of a subkind reading. Those speakers 
who did not use the IA would then have had the pure kind interpreta-
tion in mind, which is expected under an intensional verb, see above. 
Based on these admittedly speculative considerations, it would be in-
teresting to design a questionnaire where these factors are controlled 
for more systematically, i.e., contexts where the subkind reading is 
forced by contrasting the two nominals, as in (9) – and on the other 
hand contexts where such a reading is highly implausible. In sum, the 
unexpected ratings for (7a), especially in contrast to (7e), give rise to 
further considerations concerning the notion of subkinds that open 
new fields for investigation.

4.2 Mass Nouns in Generic Statements

Let us investigate now the results from (7c), the sentence with a mass 
noun in a generic statement. The puzzling fact is that the IA was pro-
duced in the translation below 1% in both areas – however, the accept-
ance rate in BW is exceptionally high (20%). First of all, note that this 
is a sentence which hardly invites to construe a subkind reading – as 
in a non-technical understanding, all fluids that can boil are essentially 

26 See, e.g., Sutton, Filip 2018 for a detailed semantic discussion of the building of 
subkinds with object mass nouns. The relevant difference is that these subkinds over-
lap extensionally (e.g., coffee is not only part of breakfast, but can also be drunk af-
ter lunch) – in contrast to the more familiar subkinds of the ‘red wine/white wine’ type 
of mass nouns.
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water. As such, the CH-rating is what is expected. As it seems highly 
implausible that only the BW-speakers construe the subkind reading 
in this case,27 and if we compare it with the results for (8b), the char-
acterizing statement (‘wine is made out of grapes’), the reason for this 
high acceptance must be found in another factor. As mentioned above, 
we offered many more examples in generic contexts with the respec-
tive noun with either definite/indefinite/zero article – which I will not 
all present here. Many of these were built on the examples discussed 
in the literature on generics. For example, with a verbal predicate like 
‘extinct’, the rates for IAs (whether with mass nouns or count nouns) 
are below 1% – as expected. In a choice task with a sentence where the 
mass noun is the object comparable in its content to the one in (7c), the 
acceptance in BW is only 3.6%.28 Thus, one could hypothesise at first 
sight that the difference can be traced back to a subject/object dis-
tinction. But in another example with the mass noun again in subject 
position (Geld allein macht nicht glücklich ‘Money alone doesn’t make 
(one) happy’), only 2% opted for the IA. In general then, the IA+mass 
in generic contexts receives very low acceptance and it never reached 
the acceptance rates found with the sentence in (7e). Thus, I conclude 
that in explicit generic statements with a kind reading of the mass 
noun, the IA shows up only marginally. The reason for the relatively 
high acceptance for (7c) in BW thus must be left open here. However, 
note that the generic statement in (7c) is built with a verb that is in its 
basic meaning an activity verb (‘cook’) and the generic reading comes 
via the construction and not via the lexical meaning of the verb, cf. 
a verb like ‘extinct’. That this difference may have an impact will be 
discussed in the next section where exactly this factor was controlled 
for and where the results are equally not as clear-cut as expected on 
the basis of (7e). This shows that the lexical content of the predicate 
as well as the context must not be underestimated, cf. also the discus-
sion around the intensional verb ‘need’ with its deviating results. Thus, 
for future research in this area, it is indispensable to offer examples 
containing much more variation, specifically concerning the verbal 
predicate. However, it is not enough to simply vary the lexical predi-
cate, since one lexical predicate can get different interpretations de-
pending on the further syntactic surrounding, specifically the actual 
aspectual/temporal specification. This is the topic of the next section.

27 Which is of course a possibility, recall that, e.g., oil boils at a different degree. How-
ever, that this does not happen in CH – in contrast to the ‘breakfast’ example, makes 
this highly implausible.
28 The sentence given was the one in (i) and is translated into English best as ‘Gold 
belongs to the precious metals’:

(i) Zu den Edelmetallen zählt man das/ein/0 Gold
to the precious metals counts one the/a/0 gold
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 4.3 Varying the Verbal Predicate

As mentioned in Section 2, the SynAlm-project aimed at an exhaus-
tive overview of the forms/constructions to express generic read-
ings. We thus constructed examples where we varied systematically 
the predicate-type (stage-level vs. individual-level) with the morpho-
syntactic make-up of the respective DP together with the aspectu-
al specification. This led to a large amount of examples with the IA 
in various semanto-pragmatic environments, which can now be ex-
ploited to get a better picture of how the IA behaves in partitives 
as well. We cross-classified the predicates with the readings of the 
predicate such that with each reading of the predicate, the DP was 
offered with an IA, a definite article, or a null version, cf. the Stand-
ard German examples in (3) and (4). As we were interested mainly 
in generic readings, not only mass nouns were tested but also (plu-
rals of) count nouns and abstract nouns (‘hope’, ‘fear’ etc.). In addi-
tion, we varied also the grammatical function of the respective DP, 
i.e., whether it acts as the subject or object. A further aspect which 
is important to consider is that typical activity verbs like ‘eat’ and 
‘drink’ can get an individual-level/non-episodic reading by adding an 
adverb like ‘usually’ for a habitual aspect.

We constructed thus the following examples, for ease of exposi-
tion, simply given here in English:

(10) Situation: in a beer garden …
a. Usually, I drink beer or wine (stage-level; habitual)
b. But today, I will drink water (stage-level; episodic)
c. Otherwise, I like beer or wine better (individual-level; generic)

We offered these three sentences with definite/indefinite/zero deter-
miner and the speakers were asked to rate them on a 5-point scale. 
The outcome is as follows: (% of 1 & 2 ratings):

Table 2 Varying interpretations of the verbal predicate ‘drink’

definite article indefinite article zero
stage-level; habitual BW: 3 CH: 4 BW: 72 CH: 38 BW: 78 CH: 93
stage-level; episodic BW: 5 CH: 4 BW: 89 CH: 42 BW: 80 CH: 92
individual-level; generic BW: 42 CH: 33 BW: 66 CH: 24 BW: 79 CH: 84

Compared to the cases discussed until now, the picture in this case 
is a bit more complicated. On the one hand, zero-marking is near-
ly in all cases the preferred version, beside the 89% in BW for the 
episodic reading. Having a closer look at the results for the IA, it is 
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again obvious that in BW, the usage of the IA is in general higher 
but the numbers for CH are astonishing, given what we have seen 
so far. This might be due to the context given, since in a restaurant-
setting, the portion-reading, i.e., the ordering of a drink means al-
ways portion (‘glass of…’), is the most natural one and this is a us-
age where we find the indefinite article even in Standard German. 
Note furthermore that it is also a counting environment, i.e., if two 
people order the same drink, it is no problem to order zwei Bier (lit-
eral translation: ‘two beer’), i.e., use a numeral with a mass noun. 
Thus, the contextual setting was in the end rather unfortunate – al-
though it gave a good opportunity to contrast the habitual reading of 
an activity verb with an inherent individual level predicate. But nev-
ertheless, note again the contrast between CH and BW for the indef-
inite article. Thus, even with this bias, a clear distinction between 
CH and BW can be detected when it comes to the acceptance of the 
IA+mass construction.

In order to vary the tasks, we took the noun ‘fish’, which can be 
interpreted either as an ordinary count noun, but in a food context, 
it can get a mass reading (cf. ‘there is fish in the soup’). So, we asked 
our speakers for the sentence in (11) which interpretation they pre-
fer if the IA is present:

(11) I would like to have a fish for lunch

The interpretations (a-c) for both versions are given below, together 
with the results for the version with the IA:29

a) It must be a whole/complete fish BW: 35% BW: 35%
b) it contains fish, e.g., fish soup BW: 7% CH: 3%
c) both interpretations are possible BW: 54% CH: 22%

As expected, CH speakers prefer the individual reading in case an 
IA shows up whereas this interpretation is mandatory only for 35% 
in BW, cf. the interpretation in a). Concerning b), note that the 7% in 
BW corresponds approximately to the 8% that produced the IA+mass 
in the translation task, cf. (1). Interestingly, there seems to be a cer-
tain variability for c) in CH, but the value for this option in BW is 
much higher. The problem of this task, resp. the way we executed 
it, is the possibility in c). Given this optionality, we could not control 

29 As expected, for the version without the IA, i.e., the bare nominal, about 80% vot-
ed for both interpretations, i.e., in this food context the nominal itself is seemingly 
underspecified.
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 which interpretation is indeed preferred, as the other two interpre-
tations were presented as the ‘only possible’ one. Thus, a better de-
sign of such interpretational questions is necessary. Still, there is 
again a sharp difference between BW and CH for a), indicating that 
the IA has a different usage in the two variants. In sum, the gener-
al picture from the maps in Section 3 is confirmed, namely that in 
CH, the IA+mass is used much more reluctantly. How this differ-
ence between the two variants can be captured, is the topic of the 
next section.

5 Theoretical Discussion

Table 3 gives a rough overview of the constructions discussed. In-
stead of giving the percentages, I use a three-way distinction with 
+ = high acceptance; - = virtually no acceptance; ~ = substantial-
ly above rejection.

Table 3 Summary of the findings

Construction BW CH
IA+mass (have some flour) + -
IA+mass (intensional) + ~
IA+mass weak quant (doubling) + -/~
predicational noun ~ ~
generic statement (water boils) -/~ -
habitual (activity verb), restaurant setting + ~
episodic (activity verb), restaurant setting + ~
generic (ind.-level predicate), restaurant setting + ~
stuff reading (fish) + -/~

Ignoring the restaurant setting case, due to its inherent bias with 
the portion, resp. ordering reading, it is obvious that there is a sharp 
difference between CH and BW. The cases where we find a certain 
amount of IA+mass in CH are all cases where further factors come 
into play: the intensional verb with the object mass noun (‘coffee/
breakfast’ example), where I suggested that a subkind reading is a 
possibility, which then even would require an IA also in CH. But as 
discussed there, the suggestion that the IA in these cases is the ex-
ponent of a subkind reading should not be taken as a proposed anal-
ysis but rather as a hint to which possible interpretations might arise 
and that they should be controlled for in future work. What I did not 
address until now is the predicational construction, which is inter-
esting in itself and surely deserves more investigation but can be set 
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apart in the context of partitivity.30 Another reason to put it aside are 
the results for these examples: the IA is virtually not present in the 
translation tasks but the acceptance rates (17% in BW and 10% in 
CH) cannot be neglected. Interestingly, the difference between BW 
and CH is less pronounced than in the other tasks. Additionally, al-
though I will not display the maps for reasons of space, the distri-
bution of this acceptance is highly scattered across the whole area, 
such that it must be assumed that there is a high amount of individual 
variation. But since the focus here is on partitivity with mass nouns, 
I will put it aside and leave it for future work. Another area where 
IA+mass is accepted in CH to a certain amount is the doubling con-
struction. Richner-Steiner (2011) discusses in great detail doubling 
of the indefinite article in Swiss German, although in the context of 
intensifiers, i.e., particles like ‘very’ together with an adjective.31 She 
shows that especially younger speakers accept doubling to a remark-
able extent. Furthermore, there does not seem to be a relevant are-
al distribution of doubling. Interestingly, it occurs in CH even with 
the particle sehr (= ‘very’), which is reported to be strictly excluded 
in Bavarian, cf. Kallulli and Rothmayr (2008). Finally, there is a high 
amount of variation between speakers. Thus, it seems that doubling 
in CH is not a deep-rooted dialectal feature. According to our data, 
doubling in CH-Alemannic was better accepted – or at least less re-
jected than the comparable partitive construction without a quan-
tifier [map 3]. Thus, a possible explanation would be that this lesser 
rejection is due to the fact that doubling of the indefinite article (al-
though in a slightly different context, i.e., intensifiers) seems to be a 
rather frequent pattern in modern CH-Alemannic. Given what was 
said about doubling as a rather ‘surfacish’ phenomenon, see Section 
3.3, it might very well be the case that the effect arises through a 
‘pattern transfer’, due to the surface resemblance between the two. 
Taking these considerations together, it is in my view justified to as-
sume a micro-parametric difference between the two variants with 
respect to the IA+mass construction in its partitive reading.

The next step is then to model this difference within a suitable frame-
work. I will do this in an exo-skeletal framework as first worked out 
in detail in Borer (2005) and much subsequent work. Specifically, I as-
sume that lexical items enter the syntax as a-categorial roots, see, e.g., 
Embick and Noyer (2007). In case of a nominal, this root merges with 
the categoriser ‘little n’. Furthermore, I assume that these roots do not 

30 But see Le Bruyn 2010 (Part III), who argues that IA+predicational noun can also 
be captured with the notion of non-uniqueness, resp. the REL operator (or R-operator, 
as in Carlson 1977), see also Schulpen 2016 for a detailed discussion.
31 There is also a brief discussion of the construction with the weak quantifier – how-
ever, doubling in this context is not discussed.
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 come with more lexical specification than the mere discrimination be-
tween non-linguistic concepts (encyclopedia). This means that there is 
no mass/count distinction at this step of the derivation. I will come back 
to this issue below. Above little n, functional heads are added that give 
instructions for the actual interpretation, e.g., in English and German, 
if the plural suffix is added to the mass noun ‘wine’, the sort/type read-
ing is forced. On the other hand, if a ‘count noun’ like ‘fish’ comes with-
out further functional material, it gets a stuff reading (grinding effect). 
In recent years, more fine-grained structures than Borer’s Div(ision) 
phrase have been suggested for this low area of the DP, based on empir-
ical work on other languages and on theoretical considerations. I can-
not do justice to this work here, but see for example the contributions 
in Mathieu, Dali and Zareikar (2018). I will broadly follow the nano-
syntactic approach in which for every semantic feature, an extra head 
is projected in the syntax, see Baunaz et al. (2018), and importantly, 
neighbouring heads can be spelled out with the same lexical item (syn-
cretism), whereby the notion ‘lexical item’ also involves affixes. In the 
case at hand, the relevant lexical item is the indefinite article and the 
different interpretations that it may contribute, as we have seen above. 
Another issue is to capture the variation between CH and BW that was 
detected in the previous sections. I will argue that the functional se-
quence, relevant for the issues here, looks as follows, given here as a 
table and ignoring for the moment the proper kind-reading in generic 
statements as well as the characterizing statements.

Table 4 The functional sequence and its lexicalisations in the various dialects

functional head number individual partition little n √lexeme
meaning 
contribution

counting existential subkind subset vague 
amount

categoriser encyclopedic

example one N … a potato … such a N  
cf. (5), (8b), (7a)?

… a flour …  
cf. (7e)

no marking!  
mass per default

encyclopedic

lexicalisation in 
Bavarian and BW

oa(n)-/
oi(n)-

a(n)- a(n)- zero encyclopedic

lexicalisation in CH ei(n,s)- a(n,s)- zero zero encyclopedic

The values in the row ‘functional head’ should be taken as X0 catego-
ries, projecting to XP with a specifier if needed, see below. The hier-
archical order of these projections starts with ‘number’ as the high-
est and ‘√lexeme’ as the lowest one. In the following, I will justify 
this sequence in some more detail. After that, the lexicalisation pat-
terns will be discussed.32

32 The numerals show a great variety of forms in the dialects under discussion. I have 
chosen only few as representatives. The relevant point is that they differ substantially 
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First, it seems undisputed that the IA can be an exponent of par-
tition in the Germanic languages. There are various examples from 
MHG where we can detect it in environments like those in (7d) 
and (7e):

(12) a. dô was ein snê gevallen GL 1196,4 MHG
there was a snow fallen
‘There was fallen (some) snow.’ (cited after Paul, Wiehl, Grosse 1998,24 387)

b. er âz daz brôt und tranc dâ zuo eines wazzers
he ate the bread and drank there with IA-gen water-gen
‘He ate the bread and drank with it (some) water.’ (Iw, V. 3310 – 3311)

(12b) shows that there was obviously a time when the IA and the gen-
itive could even occur together and (12a) is a textbook example of 
a partitive, referring to a given subset and this subset is (i) a vague 
quantity and (ii) the partition is the result of an actual event. I thus 
take ‘partition’, the position directly above little n, as representing 
a spatio-temporally definable subset of the substance denoted by the 
mass noun, see also Acquaviva (2019) and the literature cited there. 
We can call it ‘situational partitivity’ and I will suggest informally 
that it is licensed only if the relevant DP is in the scope of an event 
variable which refers to an actual situation. It is this type of event 
variable that is lacking in generic and characterizing statements. 
Thus, the order and the meaning contribution of the functional heads 
within the nominal projection are the same in both cases, the rele-
vant point is the temporal/aspectual marking in the VP/TP area. This 
draws a first rough line between having bare mass nouns in generic 
statements (in general without an IA) in contrast to the occurrence 
of the IA in episodic contexts.

Concerning partitivity in general, I will follow the idea, see origi-
nally Barker (1998), that partitivity necessarily involves true subtrac-
tion, specifically that there is a residue left, see Zamparelli (2008).33 
This means that the entity named by the nominal expression is set in 
contrast to the remaining or residual part of the entity. In the case 
of situational partitivity, the subset in the actual event is contrast-
ed with what is left over in the actual world. With the notion of con-
trast, we can capture the distinction between subkinds and pure 

from the indefinite article in having a diphthong. Given this clear distinction between 
numerals and the IA, I will neglect the numeral in the following and leave its integration 
into the picture, specifically with respect to grammaticalisation, for future research.
33 He implements this idea syntactically by assuming a R(esidue)P, headed by the par-
titive preposition, e.g., in Romance.
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 kinds quite easily: proper kinds merely differentiate between differ-
ent kinds on the lexical/encyclopedic level, subkinds on the other 
hand imply that there is at least one contrasting subkind, having at 
least one distinguishing property. Recall that both are dominated by 
a ‘higher kind’, cf. the example with ‘wine’ and its subkinds ‘red wine’, 
‘white wine’ etc. Thus, it is not only ‘difference’ but in fact ‘contrast’, 
since they also must share some properties. Concerning the more 
common use of the indefinite article for introducing a new discourse 
referent (existential reading, usually with a typical count noun, cf. ‘a 
potato’ [tab. 4]), it comes with a “non-uniqueness” implicature, see Le 
Bruyn (2010, chapter 5 for extensive discussion). This simply means 
that it is implied that there exist further instances of ‘potatoes’ in the 
world. Taking this again as contrasting one single instance to all the 
others left in the world, the parallelism to the situational partitivity 
is obvious. The suggestion thus is that the indefinite article lexicalis-
es the abstract notion of contrast – and depending on the surround-
ing context – this may have different instantiations:

(13) The indefinite article lexicalises contrast, whereby contrast can apply to 
different concepts:
amount → situational partitivity (partition)
property/ies → subkinds
singling out one instance → existential reading

Note that I suggested one functional head ‘individual’ – but which can 
have two different interpretations, namely either as existential or as 
subkind – and recall that the actual interpretation is dependent on 
further factors in the aspectual/temporal domain. The reason for as-
suming the basic distinction between partition and individual is that 
subkinds and subsets (in the sense of situational partitivity) build a 
minimal pair when it comes to anaphoric reference. Consider (14):

(14) Q: Hond ihr no a Mehl im Huus?
have you still a flour in.the house
‘Do you still have (some) flour in the house?’

A: *Na, ich han es au it / *Ja ich han es
no, I have it as.well not / yes, I have it
intended: ‘No, I don’t have either.’/ ‘Yes, I have some.’

Aʼ: Na, ich ha au koas / Ja ich ha welles/0
no, I have as.well neg.indef / yes, I have some
‘No, I don’t have either.’/‘Yes I have some.’
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Although the mass noun is accompanied by the IA, it cannot be re-
ferred to anaphorically with a pronoun in the answer. Instead, the 
negative indefinite kein- has to be used or a partitive pronoun (welles) 
resp. a zero-form – which is the most common version in Aleman-
nic, see Glaser (1993; 2008). If we compare this with either the ‘con-
strued’ subkinds, discussed above, or with the regular ones accom-
panied by the particle so, a pronoun becomes possible:34

(15) a. En kaffee sott it z’dünn si
a coffee should not too thin be
– suscht schmeckt er it
– otherwise tastes he not
‘Coffee shouldn’t be too thin – otherwise it doesn’t taste (well).’

b. So ein (guter) Wein! – Wo hast du den gekauft?
so a good wine – where have you it bought
‘Such a good wine – where did you buy it?’

The difference is that the respective subkinds are individuals in the 
sense that they are properly distinguishable as different entities, due 
to the necessary contrasting properties. Hence the possibility to refer 
to them via pronouns. In the partition reading, only a vague amount 
from the same substance is distinguished, which is then not conceived 
of as an individual with clear-cut boundaries.35 The shared property 
of all three of them is nevertheless the rather abstract notion of ‘con-
trast’. In order to capture now the variation between CH/Standard Ger-
man on the one hand and BW/Bavarian on the other, I will suggest that 
there is a small difference in the lexical entry of the IA. Whereas in 
BW/Bavarian, it lexicalises indeed only ‘contrast’, including thus par-
tition, in CH/Standard German, ‘contrast’ is restricted to individuals:

(16) a. IA in BW/Bavarian: [contrast]
b. IA in CH/Standard German: [contrast, individual]

The question then is how CH/Standard German lexicalise situational 
partitivity. Surely, this concept exists in these languages as well, and 
therefore must have a lexicalisation. I will suggest here for the sake 

34 I assume that it is the particle so which induces the subkind reading, lexicalised 
then by the IA. For the sake of concreteness, I suggest that it is located in the specifier 
position of the individuation head and thus scopes over this part of the functional se-
quence. The exact syntactic analysis awaits further research, but see Hohaus, Zimmer-
mann 2021 for a proposal in semantic terms with a preliminary syntax.
35 Note that as soon as a measure phrase is involved, the expression is interpreted 
as an individual, as it can be counted, cf. ‘three liters of wine’.



LiVVaL. Linguaggio e Variazione | Variation in Language 3 48
Partitive Constructions and Partitive Elements Within and Across Language Borders in Europe, 19-54

 of concreteness, following Adger (2013), that a lexical item can move 
higher up in the functional sequence and lexicalise the relevant se-
mantic feature by itself. Thus, the root, after having combined with 
little n, and being now categorised as a noun, moves one position 
higher up and is interpreted now as a (situational) partitive. The cells 
with ‘zero’ [tab. 4] thus do not contain a ‘zero-exponent’ – but the lexi-
cal noun itself occupies this position. In BW/Bavarian, this movement 
does not take place, instead the IA is inserted and lexicalises the par-
tition head directly – due on the one hand to its specification as only 
‘contrast’ and on the other, due to its neighbourhood to the individua-
tion head, i.e., this ‘spreading’ can be taken as an instance of syncre-
tism. In CH/Standard German, the IA can be inserted only from the 
individual layer on upwards. Thus, the syntax, the functional sequence 
above little n, is in all the variants the same; the difference in the out-
put, i.e., whether IA+mass is accepted or not, is simply due to the more 
liberal conception of ‘contrast’ in BW/Bavarian. Note that this model 
is well-suited to capture the different outputs concerning translation 
and acceptance tasks. The only assumption that must be made is that 
the speakers who accept IA+mass, but do not produce it actively, have 
both lexical entries in their lexicon and thus judge it as a further pos-
sible version – if they are allowed to – as in a judgment task. If a giv-
en speaker is more often confronted with it, as it is presumably the 
case close to the Bavarian border, this version then becomes prevalent 
such that it is also actively produced. Under this perspective, what is 
called in traditional dialectology ‘transition zones’, where speakers 
seem to have a ‘mixed grammar’, could then be modelled quite eas-
ily: The syntax, i.e., the presence and order of the functional heads, 
is constant but the lexicalisation may vary. As the neighbouring head 
(individuation) is realised in all dialects under discussion by the IA, a 
‘shift’ one step further down is licit, according to the assumptions of 
lexicalisation within the nano-syntactic framework.

Concerning the lower acceptance of a pseudo-partitive with a weak 
quantifier in contrast to the ‘bare’ one in BW, I suggest that these 
weak quantifiers are situated in the specifier of the partition phrase 
and those speakers who do not use the IA+mass in this context obey 
something akin to the Doubly filled Comp filter (DFC) in that both po-
sitions cannot be lexicalised simultaneously. Concerning the lesser 
rejection in CH, see the remarks about doubling above. A DFC kind 
of explanation would then also hold for measure phrases/container 
nouns and other weak quantifiers that do not co-occur with an IA. Re-
call that in earlier stages, container nouns were followed by a noun 
in the genitive but that in this case, the genitive was not ‘replaced’ 
by the IA. We can either assume that again something like the DFC 
is at stake or – as is widely assumed in the grammaticalisation litera-
ture, cf. Van Gelderen (2004) – that the phrase that was originally sit-
uated in the specifier has been reanalysed as a head and lexicalises 
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the partition head now directly – leaving no more room for an IA. But 
since the head is lexicalised nevertheless, the output is grammatical. 
However, this does not explain the strict impossibility of the IA+mass 
with measure phrases/container nouns. But since I do not have inde-
pendent confirmation of this fact, I will leave it for future work.

To make the picture complete, here are only a few remarks con-
cerning ‘proper kinds’. I will follow the analysis proposed in Borik 
and Espinal (2015), who suggest that the kind reading is captured 
best if one assumes an impoverished functional structure above a 
traditional NP-projection. In their syntactic structure, there is only 
one functional head, namely number, which they assume to be lack-
ing in kind readings. Instead, the NP, denoting a property, as is com-
monly assumed, is dominated directly by D, lexicalised by the defi-
nite article in the Romance languages – on which their proposal is 
built.36 In the proposal here, the highest projection would then be lit-
tle n. As indicated [tab. 4], if the derivation stops here, i.e., no more 
functional structure is added, the nominal gets a mass interpreta-
tion by default. And such a structure would then be relevant for mass 
nouns in generic statements, for which we saw above that they oc-
cur predominantly without an IA. But what about the generics with 
count nouns? In the Germanic languages, the usual way to lexical-
ise a kind reading is to use a bare plural, i.e., something like ‘cats 
catch mice’. Now plural is one instance of number and thus one would 
have to assume that the whole structure is projected until number is 
reached, since plural operates on individuals. ‘Cutting out’ the func-
tional structure in between would not be an option since then there 
is no layer for the individual interpretation and thus, the plural op-
eration would ‘run empty’. However, Geist and Błaszczak (forthcom-
ing) and Geist (2023) argue, based on Mathieu (2012), that there is a 
functional head dubbed by them as “mass plural” and which is locat-
ed below DIV in Borer’s framework (individuation here). This head is 
lexicalised by the usual plural morphology but it brings in a different 
semantics. The observation is, again especially in food contexts, that 
a plural like ‘carrots’ can combine in German with the uninflected 
form of the quantifier viel (‘much, many’) and then gets a substance/
kind reading, i.e., something like there is ‘too much carrot in the 
soup’, i.e., something akin to the grinding effect. If the quantifier is 
inflected, the usual count/individual reading shows up again.37 Thus, 

36 I have nothing to say here about the definite article that occurs obligatorily in the 
Romance languages in this reading – a possibility that is also found in Germanic. But 
note that the definite article belongs to a region that is responsible for ‘linking’, if one 
follows Wiltschko’s (2014) approach of universal (functional) categories, i.e., it regu-
lates how the nominal expression is integrated into the discourse. As such, it is not di-
rectly involved in the construal of the kind reading.
37 See Ruys 2017 for a similar effect in Dutch with the same type of quantifier.
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 with an expression like viel-e Karrotten ‘many carrots’, reference is 
made to whole individual carrots. Whatever the role of (non-)inflec-
tion is and whatever head in the functional above it realises, such 
observations show again that only a much finer grained functional 
structure above the nominal is able to capture the whole range of the 
possible different readings of lexical nouns. Coming back to the kind 
reading, the suggestion thus is that the bare plurals in kind readings 
in German(ic) make use of this “mass plural”. The kind reading itself 
arises through such an impoverished structure of the DP together 
with the relevant operator in the verbal/clausal projection. The char-
acterizing statements with an indefinite article, cf. (8), which are – re-
call – very close to kind readings but not identical, have a nominal 
syntax with a lexicalisation of the head ‘individual’, but the aspectu-
al/temporal specification of the clause in which they occur is at least 
non-episodic, i.e., without a specific time reference and thus lead to 
a generic interpretation.

6 Conclusion

Starting with the well-documented phenomenon that in Bavarian, 
mass nouns may occur with the indefinite article, this essay report-
ed how this construction was examined in more detail in Alemannic 
within the project SynAlm. As a first result, the observation that the 
construction occurs in the neighbouring Alemannic dialects as well, 
could be confirmed – with a high acceptance in BW but a very reluc-
tant one in CH. A closer examination of neighbouring constructions 
revealed that the phenomenon has indeed much more facets than a 
mere two-fold distinction between ‘having the IA+mass construction 
or not’ would suggest. It turned out that many more factors have to 
be considered: concerning the nominal expression itself and the pos-
sibility to insert an indefinite article, the notion of the subkind read-
ing – in contrast to the subset (situational partitivity), the proper kind, 
the characterizing statement, and the existential reading – plays a 
crucial role, as with this reading, the IA+mass can be subsumed un-
der ‘individual’ and thus the IA is licensed (or even required) also in 
those dialects that do not lexicalise situational partitivity with the 
IA. This situation was modelled with a fine-grained functional se-
quence above the noun with different lexicalisation options, where-
by the common semantic building block ‘contrast’ was suggested to 
encompass all usages in all dialects. Some have a richer lexical en-
try (restricted to individuals) and thus a more restricted distribution. 
With this kind of modelling, the huge difference found in translation 
and acceptance tasks can be captured quite easily, as there is only 
one component within the lexical entry at variance. And given that 
the very same functional sequence is present in all languages, only a 
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small step is needed for ‘dropping’ this component and in turn accept 
the IA+mass also in the situational partitivity reading.

Concerning the verbal predicate and the aspectual/temporal spec-
ification of the clause, it was observed that here as well many more 
factors may play a role when informants construe the situation on the 
basis of a given sentence. For the relatively high acceptance of the 
IA+mass under the intensional verb brauchen (‘need’), it was specu-
lated that some speakers construed rather subkinds (intended) parti-
tion. And since subkinds are lexicalised with the IA, the deviant results 
could then be captured. Whether these speakers indeed had such a 
reading in mind, cannot be proven on the basis of the data we have. But 
such a possibility should be kept in mind and the context be controlled 
for accordingly in future work on partitives and their exponents.

Still, the data obtained gave rise to the following theoretical con-
siderations. Following recent exo-skeletal approaches to syntax, I 
suggested a universal fine-grained, semantically motivated, function-
al structure above the lexical root. Differences between languages 
are not due to different syntactic structures (e.g., Bavarian has an 
‘additional’ D0-head for the IA), rather, the variation is to be sought 
in the differing possibilities to lexicalise these heads. The place of 
variation is thus entirely restricted to the lexicon. However, languag-
es do not randomly select any lexical items, rather the lexical item in 
question must stand for a concept that is plausibly connected to the 
respective functional head. In the case of the IA, I suggested that 
the relevant basic notion that it stands for is that of ‘contrast’, being 
a component in all attested usages discussed here. The difference 
is that some variants apply this concept very broadly, which means 
that the partitioning of substance (situational partitivity) is covered 
by it, i.e., IA+mass is possible, whereas others apply ‘contrast’ to 
distinguishing properties, i.e., IA+mass is only possible in subkind 
readings. Finally, it was discussed how this structure (and its vari-
ous lexicalisation possibilities) might be able to capture neighbour-
ing constructions like pure kind readings, the combination with weak 
quantifiers and/or measure phrases. Needless to say that much more 
work is needed to justify or probably further refine this structure.

Abbreviations and Notations
BW  Baden-Württemberg
CH  Switzerland
dat dative
fem feminine
gen genitive
IA  Indefinite article
MHG Middle High German
pl  plural
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