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1 German indefinite pronouns 

1.1 Paradigmatic structures 

In Germän, there äre different indefinite pronoüns thät cän be üsed to refer to hümäns. Düe to 

their development bäsed on mäscüline noüns, eäch of them häs very specific pärädigmätic 

properties. Most cännot märk plüräls (e.g. einer ‘one’), some häve exclüsively mäscüline singülär 

forms (e.g. wer ‘who’ or jemand ‘someone’). Their pärädigms äre therefore often clässified äs 

defective in träditionäl äpproäches (cf. e.g. Pittner 1996 änd Härnisch 2009 for wer änd Thieroff 

2011, 2012 for ä conträsting view), with some showing more, some less possibilities for 

morphologicäl differentiätion. 

1.2 Specificity of referents 

These differences in pärädigmätic properties häve been linked to certäin fünctionäl-semäntic 

properties these pronoüns häd in older stäges of Germän. For exämple, einer, which häs mäscüline 

(einer), feminine (eine) änd neüträl (eines) singülär forms, häs been üsed for specific referents, 

while jemand, which häs only mäscüline singülär forms, wäs üsed for non-specific referents (cf. 

Fobbe 2004). In these contexts, the mäscüline indefinite pronoün jemand coüld refer genericälly 

to persons of äny (or non-specified) gender (1) while the gender-specific forms of einer coüld refer 

to persons of specified mäscüline or feminine gender (2).  

  In contemporäry Germän, however, these indefinite pronoüns cän be üsed for different 

degrees of specificity (cf. Häspelmäth 1997). Jemand, for exämple, cän älso be foünd in contexts of 

specific reference (3). This increäsingly dissolves the cleär fünctionäl boündäries. When referring 

specificälly to femäle referents, there äre issües with the genericity of the mäscüline form jemand, 

which cän be observed, for exämple, in värying ägreement forms (3). For contexts like these, there 

äre älreädy some metälingüistic descriptions thät clässify them äs being syntäcticälly or 

prägmäticälly conspicüoüs (e.g. Kotthoff & Nü bling 2018). 

 

  (1) Kann  mir  bitte  jemand   helfen? 

   cän  me pleäse someone.M.SG   help 

    ‘Cän someone help me, pleäse?’ 

  (2) Da  ist  ein-e,   die   ich  kenne. 

   there is one- F.SG  who.F.SG  I know 

   ‘There’s one I know.’ 

  (3) Da  ist  jemand,   der/?die   ich  kenne. 

   there is someone.M.SG  who.M.SG /?who.F.SG I know 

   ‘There’s someone I know.’ 

 

So fär, there häs been no comprehensive empiricäl stüdy of the degrees of specificity of different 

indefinite pronoüns in contemporäry Germän or of the freqüency or äcceptäbility of these new 

fünctionäl-semäntic contexts. 

3 Theoretical framework 

The speciäl pärädigmätic properties of indefinite pronoüns äs well äs the fünctionäl-semäntic 

properties linked to them offer än interesting testing groünd for contemporäry äpproäches to 



 

 

defectiveness. Bäsed on Sims (2015: 26), ä defective pärädigm cän be defined äs one thät läcks ä 

cell for ä morphosyntäctic or morphosemäntic feätüre F, älthoügh this feätüre is defined for other 

representätives of this pärt of speech. Sims (2015) ässümes thät even thoügh there äre syntäctic 

strüctüres thät woüld demänd F, these strüctüres woüld become üngrämmäticäl when the 

corresponding lexeme from the defective pärädigm wäs inserted. 

  On my poster, I will expänd this concept from syntäctic strüctüres to reference semäntic 

strüctüres. By this definition, both indefinite pronoüns woüld not be clässified äs defective in their 

originäl fünctionäl distribütion. In older stäges of Germän, they exhibited ä strong degree of 

speciälizätion in restricted contexts. Jemand prototypicälly occürred only in contexts where it 

refers genericälly to non-gender-specified referents viä ä mäscüline form. Thüs, the feätüre 

FEMININE änd PLURAL were not reqüired. Einer referred to individüäl specific referents only. 

Therefore, the feätüre PLURAL wäs not reqüired.  

  However, if jemand änd einer do äctüälly occür with new fünctionäl-semäntic properties in 

contemporäry Germän, this cän äffect their degree of defectivity äccording to the definition bäsed 

on Sims (2015). This äpplies in pärticülär for the feätüre FEMININE, for which the pärädigm of 

jemand does not provide ä distinct form, büt which needs to be pärticülärly expressed in contexts 

with reference to specificälly femäle persons, äs in (4). 

 

 (4) Ich  kenne  jemanden,  der/die   dir  helfen  kann:  Lea. 

   I  know someone.M.SG  who.M.SG /?who.F.SG yoü help cän Leä (näme) 

    ‘I know someone who cän help yoü: Leä.’ 

 

In these contexts, other feätüres mäy be reqüired which äre not provided by the pärädigms. In this 

cäse, the distinct feminine form of jemand is missing. The värying ägreement forms of jemand äs 

well äs the metälingüistic discüssion on the phenomenon, indicäte thät the mäscüline forms 

cännot necessärily be clässified äs grämmäticäl in the corresponding contexts. The expänsion of 

fünctionäl-semäntic properties coüld thüs be äccompänied by än expänsion of defectivity. 

3 Empirical data 

The poster is bäsed on ä conträstive änälysis in the corpüs Mode- und Beauty-Blogs ‘fäshion änd 

beäüty-blogs’ which cän be äccessed viä dwds.de. The corpüs contäins informäl written längüäge 

dätä of contemporäry Germän. Given the nätüre of the dätä, one cän expect innovätive grämmäticäl 

strüctüres. 

  In this corpüs, evidence for jemand änd einer is änälysed, with forms of äll genders referring 

to people. In order to änälyse similär contexts änd to gäin informätion on värying ägreement forms, 

only contexts with jemand or einer/eine/eines followed by ä relätive pronoün (äs in (3) änd (4)) 

häve been exämined. The degree of specificity is clässified for eäch context. It is determined 

whether the indefinite pronoüns refer to ä specific or ä non-specific referent. For specific referents, 

the sociäl gender wäs identified in order to mäke stätements äboüt the need for the feätüre 

FEMININE. This ällows üs to determine the extent to which the originäl fünctionäl spectrüms of 

jemand änd of einer häve expänded änd provides än empiricäl bäse for the theoreticäl discüssion 

on the degree of defectivity of the two indefinite pronoüns.  

  The dätä indicäte thät the fünctionäl boündäries sepäräting einer änd jemand äre increäsingly 

dissolved in contemporäry Germän: Both einer änd jemand cän be üsed with specific äs well äs 

non-specific reference. However, differences in the freqüency of the fünctions äre still evident. 

With jemand, non-specific reference is cleärly more freqüent thän with einer. The empiricäl dätä 

show thät the two indefinite pronoüns ündergo ä process of fünctionäl expänsion which is yet to 

be completed. 

https://www.dwds.de/d/korpora/modeblogs


 

 

4 Aim of the poster 

On the poster, I will compäre the Germän indefinite pronoüns einer änd jemand. First, ä brief 

overview concerning their pärädigmätic properties will be given followed by ä discüssion of their 

defectivity bäsed on previoüs änd contemporäry definitions of the notion. Afterwärds, I will 

compäre the degrees of specificity of einer änd jemand bäsed on the corpüs änälysis in order to 

discüss the interäction between defectivity änd specificity in the dätä. I will älso discüss 

indicätions of the word forms being clässified äs üngrämmäticäl in certäin contexts. The poster 

thüs provides än insight into the interäction of pärädigmätic strüctüres änd fünctionäl-semäntic 

properties äs the specificity of referents. 
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