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CLASS 16:  MEANING, MENTAL, MIND 
 
WHERE AND WHAT IS SEMANTICS, WHERE AND WHAT IS IT NOT, AND WHY? 
 
The “pairing of sound and meaning” is typically captured in a ‘syntactocentric’ model. 
 
(1) syntax/morphology (=syntax) feeds LF and PF  C/I and S/M 
 
•  truth be told, we don’t care too much about “lexical semantics”: fuzzy, vague 
•  oddly enough, however, we do care about the meanings of functional words 
•  take the meaning of green; other examples: London, book, France, Twin Earth 
•  paint the house blue (outside) vs. paint the cave blue (inside) 
•  no subject resultatives:  rode the horse tired,  hammer the metal flat,  drank the river dry 
 
(2) a. I almost had my book stolen. 
 b. I almost had Bill arrested. 
 c. I almost had the game won. 
 
•  context and experience determine salient reading (leave this stuff to the philosophers) 
 
So, what is semantics? 
 
•  Ann smokes is true iff Ann smokes 
 
(3) a. John kicked a ball. 
 b. LxLy kick’ (y,x) <e, <e, t>> at time I, i < i’ 
 c. Exists(e) & Asserted-as-true(e) & Agent(John, e) & Patient(ball, e) & kick(e) & past(e) 
 
•  actually, our bet that syntax–semantics mapping is simple is interesting/controversial 
•  and we think this mapping is unique to humans (more on this after the Easter break) 
•  next, let’s talk about some “negative facts” )concerning structure, not content) 
 
(4) The CEO called the secretary from Boston.  (*CEO is from Boston) 
 
(5) a. John broke the vase at midnight. 
 b. The vase broke (at midnight). 
 b. #Someone broke the vase. 
 
(6) a. The clown laughed.  *The clown laughed the child. 
 b. John sneezed.    *The pepper sneezed John. 
  (can’t happen to denominal verbs — do a laugh, do a sneeze) 
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(7) a. He thinks John is a genius 
 b. John thinks he is a genius. 
 c. His mother thinks John is a genius. 
 
•  negative polarity items (NPIs) 
 
(8) a. Brutus stabbed Caesar. 
 b. John persuaded Bill to leave. 
 c. John promised Mary to leave. 
 
(9) a. John doesn’t have any money. 
 b. *John has any money. 
 
(10) a. Ginger won’t ever bite you. 
 b. *Ginger will ever bite you. 
 
(11) a. Do you have any money? 
 b. Did Ginger ever bite you? 
 
(12) a. If Ginger ever bites you, I’ll throw him (??) out. 
 b. If John has any money, he’ll give some to me. 
 
(13) a. Every dog that has ever bitten Mary was named Ginger. 
 b. Every man that has any money is named John. 
 
(14) a. *Every dog that is named Ginger has ever bitten Mary. 
 b. *Every man that is named John has any money. 
 
(15) a. *Some dog that has ever bitten Mary was named Ginger. 
 b. *Some man that has any money is named John. 
 
What do these environments have in common? 
 
•  entailments 
 
(16) a. John has a dog.    John has an animal. 
          *John has a poodle. 
 b. John doesn’t have a dog.  *John doesn’t have an animal. 
          John doesn’t have a poodle. 
 
(17) a. Every dog barks.    Every poodle barks. 
          *Every animal barks. 
          *Every dog barks loudly. 
          Every dog makes some noise. 
 
•  scalar implicatures (children are very, very bad at these things up to age 7) 
 
(18) a. Even John went to the party.     (John is the least likely; more likely people went) 
 b. Some of the students went to the class.         (not all of the students went) 
 c. If you have three cars, you have to pay a tax.   (do you have to pay if you have 4?) 
 d. There will be four of us for dinner tonight.      (are you lying if there are actually 5?) 
 e. John might go to the party.     (are you lying if you know John 100% will?) 


