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ABSTRACT. Following the referentialist view on proper nouns, based on Kripke (1980), 

they are expressions of type <e>, pointing out to entities directly, without providing a 

description of those entities (cf. Kaplan 1989; Soames 2002; Jeshion 2015; Saab & Lo 

Guercio 2018).  Proper nouns preceded by the singular definite article in Rioplatense 

Spanish appear to challenge this approach because the definite article, usually of type 

<<e,t> <e>>, is not combining with an NP of type  <e,t>, but one of type <e>>. Also, the 

definite article does not contribute with its propositional meaning, namely, definiteness. In 

this squib, we tackle this challenge by proposing that the article preceding a proper noun 

in Rioplatense Spanish is an expletive of type <e,e>  (Longobardi, 1994; Saab 2021; 

Tsiakmakis & Espinal 2022), which brings along the expressive meaning of interpersonal 

proximity by activating the interactional structure above the DP (à la Wiltschko 2021). 

 
Keywords: definite article; expletives; expressive meaning; Rioplatense Spanish. 

 

RESUMEN. De acuerdo con el enfoque referencialista, basado en Kripke (1980), los 

nombres propios, de tipo <e>, señalan directamente una entidad sin proveer una 

descripción de ella (cf. Kaplan 1989; Soames 2002; Jeshion 2015; Saab & Lo Guercio 

2018). Los nombres propios personales precedidos por el artículo definido singular 

parecen desafiar el enfoque referencialista, pues en estos casos, el artículo definido, que 

generalmente es de tipo <<e,t> <e>>, no se combina con un SN de tipo <e, t>,  sino de 

tipo <e>, ni tampoco contribuye con el significado proposicional de definitud. En el 

presente squib abordamos este problema y proponemos que el artículo definido es un 

expletivo de tipo <e,e>  cuando se combina con el nombre propio (Longobardi, 1994; Saab 

2021; Tsiakmakis & Espinal 2022). La presencia de dicho expletivo desencadena el 

significado expresivo de proximidad interpersonal, mediante la activación de la estructura 

interaccional proyectada por encima del SD (à la Wiltschko 2021). 
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1. Introduction 

In Spanish, bare singular common nouns in argument position must be accompanied 

by a determiner (1) (Laca 1999).2 This is in accordance with the idea usually assumed 

that in order to be a referential expression, NPs must be embedded in a DP headed by 

a determiner.      

 

(1)  El hombre / *Hombre   fue     a  trabajar. 

 the man         man         went   to work 

 ‘The man went to work.’ 

 

Proper personal nouns typically occur bare in Spanish (2). Since Longobardi (1994), 

these nouns, which are commonly assumed to be inherently referential (Kripke 1980), 

are also understood as embedded in a DP.3  

 

(2) Carlos  fue a trabajar. 

Carlos went  to work 

‘Carlos went to work.’ 

 

In Rioplatense Spanish (RS) –a variety spoken in Montevideo, Buenos Aires, and its 

surroundings–, definite articles can precede proper personal nouns when used in 

informal registers, as the following examples show (The 𝛾 diacritics marks examples 

obtained by Twitter):4 

  

(3) a. 𝛾Es increíble     lo   que está gastando   la    Carolina en   la   Intendencia    de  

is  incredible the what is  spending the Carolina on the municipality of 

Montevideo  

 Montevideo. 

   ‘It is incredible what Carolina is spending on the municipality of 

Montevideo.’ 

b. 𝛾After          quería  el Juan, y    no  puede caminar. 

     after-party wanted the Juan and no can walk 

     ‘Juan wanted to have an afterparty but he can’t even walk.’ 

c. 𝛾Qué  tipito impuntual  el   Juan tas loco,  me hizo  pinchar.  

     what guy unpunctual the  Juan   are crazy me made get-a-flat-tyre 

     ‘What an unpunctual guy Juan is, it’s crazy, he made me get a flat tire.’  

 

Definite articles anteceding singular proper nouns (DefArt+PropNouns, from now 

on), a phenomenon identified  in languages of several families (Caro Reina & 

Helmbrecht  2022),  have received some particular attention within the Romance 

tradition (e.g., Longobardi 1994, for Italian; Bernstein, Ordóñez & Roca (2018, 2019, 

2021), for Catalan; Camacho (2019) and Saab (2021), for Spanish). Longobardi 's work, 

which is the most known attempt to provide a syntactic explanation, claims that proper 

                                                 
2 See Oggiani (2020) for an analysis of some nominals in Rioplatense Spanish that can appear bare in 

certain argument positions and under specific lexical constraints.  
3 To account for how the D position of a proper noun is fulfilled, Longobardi (1994) proposes that the 

proper noun, generated in the N position, is raised to D, or an overt expletive determiner is inserted in D. 

We will elaborate on this in Section 4, when we revisit the notion of expletiveness.   
4 Assuming that language registers are intra-individual variations determined by situational and 

functional settings (see Rotter & Liu 2023,  2024 and references therein), we observe that RS definite 

articles preceding proper personal nouns are  only commonly used when the speakers are having relaxed, 

friendly, or unofficial style interactions.    
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nouns, just like any other NP, require to be embedded in a DP to be arguments.5  

Furthermore, he claims that bare proper nouns are forced to move from N to D, 

otherwise, an expletive overt determiner is inserted in D.  

The idea that the definite article in DefArt+PropNouns, being inherently deprived 

from meaning, is only present to satisfy a syntactic requirement, has been challenged 

more recently by Bernstein (2019), Camacho (2019), Saab (2021) and Espinal (to 

appear). What these authors have in common is the suggestion that the article does 

contribute with some meaning, which can be accounted for in terms of familiarity or 

salience of the entity referred to by the proper name. An explanation along these lines, 

however, would have to address why familiarity or salience needs to be signaled by the 

definite article, given that —as Ziff (1960) and Lewis (1979) have argued— the 

felicitous use of a proper name already implies that the referent holding the name is 

familiar or salient. Consider the dialogue in (4) in a context where only B knows Julia; 

the infelicitous answer of B is presumably due to the fact that the referent of proper 

names is not familiar or salient to A:6    

  

(4) A. What did you do yesterday?   

B. #Yesterday I met Julia.  

 

In what follows, we are proposing an alternative account for DefArt+PropNouns in 

RS in terms of interpersonal proximity, a speaker-oriented meaning belonging to the 

expressive dimension. More specifically, we propose an analysis, where the definite 

article is an expletive (Saab & Lo Guercio 2019, Saab 2021, Tsiakmakis & Espinal 2022), 

whose presence triggers the inference that the speaker feels a close bond towards the 

referent holding the proper name. We will argue that this inference is generated because 

the article associates the content conveyed by the DP, namely, an entity, and the mental 

state of the speaker, which includes an attitude towards that entity. This association 

occurs syntactically, as a result of the interconnection between the interactional and the 

propositional components of the Universal Spine (Wiltschko 2014, Ritter & Wiltschko  

2020; Wiltschko 2021).  

This squib is organized as follows. Section 2 assesses the meaning of 

DefArt+PropNouns and shows that this construction conveys the expressive meaning 

of interpersonal proximity.  Section 3 presents our syntactic-semantic analysis for this 

construction and section 4 provides a general conclusion.   

 

2. Assessing the meaning of DefArt+PropNouns in RS 

This section addresses the notion of interpersonal proximity conveyed by the definite 

article in DefArt+PropNouns. Section 2.1 demonstrates that this construction is only 

felicitously used if the speaker feels a unidirectional, either positive or negative, close 

bond with the referent holding the proper name. Then, Section 2.3 submits  

interpersonal proximity to a number of tests commonly used in the literature to identify 

content belonging to the expressive dimension.    

 

                                                 
5 The assumption that proper nouns project a DP has been further adopted by Borer (2005), Matushansky 

(2008) and Ghomeshi & Massam (2009), among others. 
6 Furthermore, an account of DefArt+PropNouns in terms of familiarity or saliency would also have to 

clarify whether the notion of familiarity or saliency is different or similar from what previous literature 

has attributed to some of the regular uses of the definite article (see Christophersen (1939), Kamp (1981) 

and Heim (1982) for familiarity, and von Heusinger (1997; 2006) for saliency). 
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2.1  DefArt+PropNouns convey interpersonally proximity  

A DefArt+PropNoun (9a), in contrast with its corresponding bare version (9b), 

expresses that the speaker feels she/he is interpersonally close to the referent:  

 

(9) a. María vino a mi fiesta.  

   Maria came to my party  

  ‘María came to my party.’ 

b. La María vino a mi fiesta 

   the Maria came to my party  

  ‘María came to my party + I feel close to her.’ 

  

Interpersonal proximity (IP) can be due to a number of propitious circumstances. 

For example, the speaker might feel close to a referent because she or he is a friend, a 

relative, a workmate, or a person the speaker sees regularly, like a janitor or a waiter 

(10).  It could also be that the referent is a famous person which whom the speakers 

feels identified  (11):    

 

(10) La Ana, que es mi hermana más chica, llega mañana a Buenos Aires.  

 the Ana, that is my sister more young arrives tomorrow from Buenos Aires  

 ‘Ana, who is my younger sister, comes tomorrow from Buenos Aires.’ 

 

(11) El Diego es y será el mejor jugador de la historia.  

the Diego is and will-be the best player of the history  

‘Diego (Maradona) is and will be the best (football)  player in history.’ 

 

Crucially, IP is a prerequisite for the utterance of a sentence with DefArt+PropNoun 

to be  felicitous. Examples (11) and (12) describe situations in which the speaker met 

someone (called Carla and Martha, respectively) for the first time. These contexts are, 

therefore, incompatible with the presence of the definite article.     

 

(11)  Context: Carla is the speaker's new Tinder. 

 

Hoy conocí   a  Carla / #la Carla. 

            today met to to Carla /  the Carla   

‘Today I met Carla for the first time.’ 

 

(12)  Context: the speaker is reporting that he went to a dance play and that his best 

friend Ludmila, and Marta (a classmate of Ludmila) performed together in the 

play. 

 

Después nos fuimos a tomar algo con la Ludmila y Marta/ #la Martha. 

Afterwards we went to have something to drink with Ludmila and Marta’.      

‘Afterwards we went to have something to drink with Ludmila and Marta’ 

 

Correlatively, in contexts where the speaker is familiar with the referent holding the 

name but does not have a close relationship, the presence of the definite article is 

infelicitous.  

 

(13) Context: Marta is the CEO of the multinational corporation where the speaker 

works as an office boy. 
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  #La Marta ha sido el CEO de la empresa por más de veinte años.       

 

Also, feeling interpersonally close to the referent is independent of the speaker 

having a positive or a negative feeling towards her or him. As the following example 

shows, DefArt+PropNouns can then be felicitously used in both situations, where the 

speaker likes (13a) or dislikes (13b) the referent.       

 

(13)  La María vino a mi fiesta… 

the María came to my party… 

‘María came to my party…’ 

 

a. y     me puse feliz      porque es mi mejor amiga.    

and me made happy because is my best friend 

‘and I was very happy because she is my best friend.’ 

 

b. y     me puse furiosa  porque    es mi peor enemiga. 

and me made furious because  is my worst enemy 

‘and I was furious because she is my worst enemy.’ 

 

Furthermore, IP between the speaker and the referent is unidirectional. That is to 

say, it is relevant only if felt by the speaker with respect to the referent, despite the 

referent not feeling the same way, as (14) illustrates:      

 

(14) Context: The Mayor of Montevideo, Carolina, does not even know who the 

speaker is.      

 

La Carolina es una intendenta horrible. 

The Carolina is a mayor terrible 

‘Carolina is a terrible mayor.’ 

 

In sum, DefArt+PropNouns convey that the speaker has a close bond with the holder 

of the name.  In what follows, we test the expressive nature of this inference.   

 

2.2.  Interpersonal  proximity as an expressive meaning    

As it is well-known, expressive contents are inferences that, in general, are 

supplementary to the main propositional content of a sentence (Potts 2005; Tonhauser 

2011). They  do not  have truth conditions in the usual sense, but rather use conditions 

(Gutzman 2019). Accordingly, we argue that the  sentence in (9) (now 16) is true if and 

only if a person called María came to the speaker’s party, but crucially it can only be 

adequately used if and only if the speaker wants to express that she or he feels close to 

María.  

 

(16) La María vino a mi fiesta. 

the Maria came to my party  

‘María came to my party.’ 

 

Truth conditions:  María came to the speaker’s party. 

Use conditions: The speaker feels a close bond with María. 
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Given its expressive nature, the IP inference displays a number of properties (cf. 

Potts 2005; Tonhauser 2011; Gutzman 2019). First of all, the IP inference is not at-issue 

and therefore, it is not susceptible to direct denial (17). Correlatively, this inference 

projects over sentential operators such as negation, modals or a conditional antecedent 

(18).  

 

 

 

(17) A: La María vino a mi fiesta.  

     the Maria came to my party  

     ‘María came to my party.’ 

 

B: #No es verdad. Ustedes ni            se               conocen.  

       not is true      you        not-even  each-other know 

    ‘That’s not true. You don’t even know each other.’ 

  

(18)  a. No  es verdad que la  María vino  a   mi fiesta  (NEGATION)   

                not  is  true    that the María  came to my party 

                ‘It is not true that María went to my party.’   

b. Es posible  que  la  María haya venido a  mi fiesta. (MODAL) 

    is  possible that the María  has   come   to my party 

   ‘It is possible that María has come to my party.’ 

c. Si la  María vino  a  mi  fiesta, yo no me enteré.  (CONDITIONAL) 

    if the María  came to my party  I   not noticed 

    ‘If María went to my party, I didn’t notice it’. 

 

Second, the IP  inference is not displaceable, that is, it cannot be associated with 

anything but the utterance situation (19):  

 

(19) En 1986 la  María usaba lentes. 

In 1986 the  María  wore  glasses 

           ‘In 1986 María used to wear glasses.’ 

a. ⇒  the speaker has a close bond with María at the moment of uttering the 

sentence.   
b. ⇏  the speaker had a close bond with María back in 1986.   

 

Finally, the IP inference can only be evaluated with respect to the speaker's 

perspective:   

 

(20) Luis me dijo que  la  María lloró toda la noche.  

Luis me told that the María  cried  all   the night 

‘Luis told me that María cried all night long.’ 

a. ⇒  The speaker has a close bond with María.  

b. ⇏  Luis has a close bond with María.  

 

In sum, IP is a not-at-issue, projective, not-displaceable and perspective-dependent 

meaning. In the upcoming section we will explain how this expressive meaning can be 

semantically and syntactically derived.   
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3. A syntax-semantics proposal for DefArt+PropNouns 

In this section we first assume a referentialist approach to proper nouns and a 

simplified syntax for DPs hosting proper nouns. Then, in order to generate an 

expressive meaning, we propose that the definite article is an expletive whose presence 

links the denotation of the DP with the interactional structure above.  

 

3.1.  Initial assumptions     

We adopt the referentialist view on proper nouns (based on Kripke (1980)), 

according to which they point to entities  directly, without providing a description of 

those entities (cf. Kaplan 1989; Soames 2002; Jeshion 2015; Saab & Lo Guercio 2018; 

among many others).7 Consequently, the denotation of a bare proper noun is a constant, 

of type <e> (21a). Likewise, we assume that the truth conditional meaning of a 

DefArt+PropNoun is a constant corresponding to an individual (21b).     

     

(21)  a. ⟦María⟧ = me  

b. ⟦La María⟧ = me  

 

Furthermore, following Longobardi (1994) we assume that (argumental) proper 

nouns are embedded in DPs. More specifically, bare proper nouns end up in D, as (22a) 

shows, whereas  DefArt+PropNoun have D occupied by the definite article (22b):8 

 

(22) a. María 

 b. La María 

 

(23)    a.      b.  

                    
 

Adopting the denotation in (22) and the syntax in (23), is not free of problems. On 

the one hand, if NPs headed by proper nouns directly refer to individuals and therefore 

are of type <e>, then the uniqueness denotation usually attributed to the definite article, 

of type  <<e,t>, e>> (cf. Partee 1986; Heim 2011), is redundant and incompatible with 

proper nouns. On the other hand, (22) and (23) do not capture the expressive meaning 

of DefArt+PropNouns (as seen in Section 2). In the following subsections, we propose 

that the definite article is an expletive triggering the expressive meaning by virtue of 

the interactional structure above the DP.    

 

                                                 
7 See Kleiber (1981), Elbourne (2002), Fara (2015), Matushansky (2008) for a predicative approach to 

proper names.  See also García-Ramírez (2024) for a discussion the dispute between the referentialist 

and the predicativist theories on proper names. 
8 We follow Saab & Lo Guercio (2020) in assuming that in proper names D selects directly for an NP, 

that is, no in-between layers including the NumP are projected.   
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3.2  The definite article as an expletive 

Longobardi (1994, 2005) argues that a definite article preceding a proper noun in 

Italian is just a ‘placeholder’ in the head of DP, a projection that must exist in order for 

nominals to be licenced in argument position. In other words, this article occurs for 

purely structural reasons, with no semantic import.  The existence of an expletive 

definite article in natural language has also been endorsed by  a number of recent works, 

which, apart from preserving its syntactic nature, claim that the definite expletive 

denotes an identity function of type  <e,e> (Saab 2021; Tsiakmakis & Espinal 2022; 

Espinal et al. 2022; Espinal to appear).  We adopt this view for the treatment 

DefArt+PropNouns in RS:   

 

(24) ⟦la⟧ = λxer. xe  

 ⟦la⟧ (⟦María⟧) = λxe. xe (m)   

⟦la María⟧ = me 

 

Furthermore, recent work on expletives has pointed out that some cases, like 

negative markers and personal articles in Italian and Catalan (Greco 2020; Tsiakmakis 

& Espinal, 2022) or the article in polydefinite DPs in Greek (Tsiakmakis 2023) do bring 

along some meaning, which is “beyond grammar, at the level where speech act 

information is encoded” (Tsiakmakis & Espinal 2022, p.23; see also Delfitto et al. 2019; 

Greco et al. 2018).  We add the definite article in RS DefArt+PropNouns to this list.   

In what follows, we account for the expressive meaning enrichment of RS 

DefArt+PropNouns by proposing a syntactic operation framed in the Interactional 

Spine Hypothesis (Wiltschko 2014; Wiltschko & Heim 2016; Wiltschko 2017, 2021).   

 

3.3 Interpersonal proximity derived through the Interactional Spine   

Our point of departure is Wiltschko (2014)´s Universal Spine Hypothesis, 

represented in (25), based on the heuristic that there is a universal structure regulating 

the relation between the form, meaning, and distribution of units of language. This 

structure consists of a number of layers, each associated with a function that can affect 

the interpretation of units of language. The Spine models both the language used to 

convey thoughts and the language used to regulate interaction between interlocutors, 

that is, the structures used to express propositional (truth-conditional) and interactional 

(non-truth-conditional) meanings. Crucially, the Interactional Spine has a parallel 

structure and thus it can project above both the nominal domain (like in 25) and the 

clausal domain (Ritter & Wiltschko 2019).   

 

(25) 
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The interactional component of the Universal Spine (also represented in 25) consists 

of two interpretive function layers hosting interactional content, namely, RespP and 

GroundP (Wiltschko & Heim 2016; Wiltschko 2017, 2021). RespP hosts meanings 

corresponding to turn-taking movements. GroundP, the domain our proposal focuses 

on, hosts meanings related to shared knowledge between interlocutors. GroundP, in 

turn, consists of two phrases, GroundSpkrP and GroundAdrP, where propositional content 

is related to the speaker's and addressee's mental state, respectively.   

For the purpose of this squib, one last thing to make explicit about the Universal 

Spine is the architecture of the layers. As shown in (26), they are conceived as phrases 

with a head, a complement and a specifier, so that the head (kP) is a transitive function 

relating the complement (arg) and the specifier (arg) by means of the coincidence 

feature [ucoin] (Wiltschko, 2014). When valued positively [+coin], the argument in 

complement position coincides with the argument in specifier position, and otherwise 

when valued negatively [-coin]: 

 

(26) 

 
 

With all this in mind, we propose that DefArt+PropNouns convey interpersonal 

proximity by virtue of the expletive article relating the DP with the Interactional Spine, 

as the following example illustrates:  

 

(27)  
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In (27), the DP and the GroundSpkrP are related via a syntactic operation  that derives 

the enriched interpretation on top of the propositional meaning: the DP is where the 

propositional content is conveyed, namely, the referent Juan, whereas GroundSpkrP 

generates the expressive, non-propositional  meaning that the speaker has a close bond 

with the referent.   More technically, the specifier of  GroundSpkrP, which corresponds 

to the mental state of the speaker, is related to the complement of  GroundSpkrP, namely 

the denotation of the DP, by means of the positive valuing of the [ucoin] feature heading 

GroundSpkrP. The positive valuing is activated by the presence of the expletive article.       

Our proposal enables us to explain why it is possible for a definite article to combine 

with a proper noun, not only syntactically but also semantically. Moreover, it accounts 

for the observation that expletives bring along non-propositional meaning. In this case, 

interpersonal proximity has been derived through the relation between the functional 

structure and the interactional structure within the nominal domain.    
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4. Conclusion    

In this squib, we have provided evidence that DefArt+PropNouns convey the 

expressive meaning of interpersonal proximity. In other words, DPs like Carlos and el 

Carlos are truth-conditionally identical but different regarding their use conditions: el 

Carlos can only be used when the speaker wants to express that he/she feels a close 

bond with the individual referred to by Carlos.  

We have also accounted for the structure and interpretation of DefArt+PropNouns. 

First,  we assumed that a proper name directly refers to an individual. Second, 

we assumed that the definite article occurring in this kind of structure is an 

expletive. Third, we proposed a syntax for DefArt+PropNouns where the DP 

conveying the propositional meaning, an individual, relates to the interactional 

layer GroundSpkrP above, in order to generate the expressive meaning. 

The present approach explains why the definite determiner combines with a PN, 

even when there is no apparent need for its presence, neither semantically nor 

syntactically. In this sense, we believe that this analysis could also be extended to other 

analogous cases of determined proper nouns in natural language.   
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