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Verbal modifiers and events

Readings: Portner, Ch. 3.5, 4.4

1. The problem of adjuncts

• What would the truth conditions of (1) be in predicate logic?

(1) Jamie danced beautifully at midnight.

• The following is an excerpt from a famous paper in semantics/philosophy of language by
Donald Davidson. He was grappling with the same problem. Let’s reconstruct his arguments.

(…)
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2. Event semantics

• Gist of the solution: verbal predicates, arguments, and adjuncts all uniformly denote sets of
events; they combine with each other via predicate modification.

• E.g., a verb like buttered no longer denotes a two-place relation; instead it denotes a set of
buttering events:

(2) {e | e is a buttering}

• Similarly, in the bathroom denotes the set of all events that happened in the bathroom.

In-class Exercise 1
• Write the event-based denotation of in the bathroom in predicate notation.

• But what about arguments? How do we turn entities into sets of events? We rely on thematic
roles (sometimes also called theta-roles or θ-roles).
– You might be familiar with the notion if you have done some syntax. E.g., in Davidson’s

example Jones is the agent, and the toast is the theme (see 3.5.2 of Portner).
– In event semantics thematic roles combine with entities to yield sets of events.
– For example, the thematic role Agent can combine with Jones to yield the set of events whose

agent is Jones. Similarly, Theme can combine with the toast to yield the set of events whose
theme is Toast.
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• We still don’t have exactly what we need. We ended up with a set of events, but we want
something that can be true or false. For that end we will add an existential quantifier on top,
which will bind our event variable (we call this mechanism existential closure):

(3) ∃e. e is a buttering
and the theme of e is Toast
and the agent of e is Jones

∃ {e | e is a buttering
and the theme of e is Toast
and the agent of e is Jones}

{e | the agent of e is Jones}

Jones
Jones

Agent

{e | e is a buttering
and the theme of e is Toast}

buttered
{e | e is a buttering}

{e | the theme of e is Toast}

the toast
Toast

Theme

In-class Exercise 2
• How would we extend the above tree to derive Jones buttered the toast in the bathroom?
• Compare the truth conditions for Jones buttered the toast to the ones for Jones buttered the

toast in the bathroom. Do you see how the entailment is captured?
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3. Adverbs

3.1. Adverbs in event semantics

• Many adverbs work well in event semantics. For example, slowly, as in (4), can be viewed as
denoting a set of events that happen slowly.

(4) Jones slowly poured the coffee.

In-class Exercise 4
• Derive (4) in event semantics. Go through the following steps:

– Draw a syntactic tree of the sentence. Make sure to add terminal nodes for thematic
roles.

– Write the event-based denotation of each terminal node (in predicate notation where
relevant).

– For each non-terminal node write its event-based denotation in set-theoretical terms.
– Add the existential closure and write the truth conditions of the whole sentence in

set-theoretical terms.
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3.2. Some adverbs that are not about events

• Some other adverbs are more problematic, however. E.g., in (5) we understand that intention
or reluctance was only on Gerald’s part, so it would be misleading to describe the whole event
as intentional or reluctant (we call such adverbs agent-oriented adverbs).

(5) Gerald intentionally/reluctantly petted the dog.

• Also, some sentence-level adverbs don’t say anything about the event described by the sen-
tence, but rather about the speaker’s attitude towards the proposition denoted by the sentence
(we call such adverbs speaker-oriented adverbs):

(6) Surprisingly/unfortunately, Lucy lost the race.

• Agent-oriented adverbs and sentence-level adverbs don’t work out of the box in event seman-
tics. We won’t treat them here.

What you need to know

Key notions: arguments vs. adjuncts, events, thematic roles, existential closure, agent-
oriented adverbs, speaker-oriented adverbs

Answers to the following questions:
• What are the two problems that adjuncts pose for compositional semantics?
• How does event semantics solve these problems?

Skills:
• Compositionally derive meanings of sentences with names, verbs, and adjuncts (Gerald

slowly petted Fido, Gerald petted Fido in the garden) in event semantics.
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