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The in English is at once the simplest and most complex of linguistic entities. I do not aim to explain more than a tiny subset of its effects, but to get any understanding at all it is essential to appeal to a range of theoretical constructs. Hence the subtitle.

We need Syntactic Categories: Nouns, Verbs, Clauses, and in particular ‘Determiners’ and ‘empty categories’; hierarchical structure, including ‘c-command’; relational notions like ‘Subject’ and ‘Object’, including the assumption that nouns, as well as sentences can have subjects; arguments ‘internal’ and ‘external’. We need Semantic Categories or ‘Types’, referring to entities and truth values; and semantic features like ‘definite’, ‘specific’, and others. We need the difference between ‘Arguments’ and ‘Predicates’; and the notions of ‘Licensing’ and ‘Bound variable’. We also need Phonological categories and processes, such as contraction, because these interact in important ways with syntactic analysis. We additionally need to exploit not only grammatical and interpretable sentences, but also ungrammatical sequences, interpretable or uninterpretable.

I begin with examples that succumb to traditional analyses in terms of ‘definiteness’ or ‘identifiability’, but then concentrate on examples such as (1) and (2), where the theta role associated with the arguments changes according to the presence or absence of the definite article:

1a. 
My brother is in charge of this man

 b.
My brother is in control of this man


2a.
My brother is in the charge of this man
 b.
My brother is in the control of this man

In (1) my brother is the agent and this man is the patient of the ‘being in charge/ control’ relation; in (2) the roles are reversed: my brother is the patient and this man is the agent. These examples are not unique: they puzzle me and I want to understand them. The seminar will largely be an appeal for help to this end.

