Two types of definite description subjects

Line Mikkelsen University of California, Santa Cruz Student session, ESSLLI 14 Trento, August 2002

Introduction

(1) a. The lead actress in that movie is Ingrid Bergman. [specificational] b. The lead actress in that movie is a good actor. [predicational] c. Sally is Mrs. Robertson. [equative] Q How are the subject noun phrases interpreted?

A1 In predicational and equative copular clauses the subject is referential, but in specificational clauses the subject is not referential, but ‘circumscriptional’ (Higgins 1979:213–219). A2 Specificational clauses are a subtype of equative clause, and the subject of both is referential (Heycock and Kroch (1999); Rothstein (2001:chapter 9)).

My answer The subject of a specificational clause is indeed non-referential, which sets it apart from the subject of predicational and equative clauses. Specificational clauses can therefore be not be assimilated to equatives (contra Heycock and Kroch (1999) and Rothstein (2001)). Structure of talk

1. An argument from pronominalization in Danish and English. 2. Formalization 3. Two complications 4. An alternative interpretation of the pronoun facts 5. Conclusion

1 Semantic types and pronominalization

Contrast

(2) a. The lead actress in that movie is Ingrid Bergman, isn’t it? [specificational] b. The lead actress in that movie is Swedish, isn’t {she/*it}? [predicational]

Claim The use of it in the tag indicates a non-referential interpretation of the lead actress.

1.1 Assumptions

1. Noun phrase interpretation (Partee 1987)

• A definite description can be:

– referential: type ⟨e⟩, denotes an individual – predicative: type ⟨e, t⟩, denotes a set of individuals – quantificational: type ⟨⟨e, t⟩, t⟩, denotes a function from sets to truth values

• The interpretation of a specific occurrence of a definite description is fixed by the semantic composition and may involve application of various type-shifting operations.

2. Predicative anaphors In Danish, the third person definite neuter pronoun det (‘it’) can be anaphoric to a predicative expression:^1

(3) De

They sagde said at that

Minna M. er is {en {a god good træner coach / / flink nice / / i in Oslo} Oslo} og and det_k it er is hun she t_k.

‘They said that Minna is {a good coach / nice / in Oslo} and that she is.’

but not to an expression referring to a human individual:^2

(4) [Den The nye new spiller]_i player gjorde made sig self bemærket, noticed, da when

{hun_i {she / / *det_i} it} først first ankom. arrived ‘ [The new player]_i made herself noticed, when {she_i / *it_i} first arrived.’

3. Pronouns in tags The form of the pronoun in a tag question is determined by properties of the subject of the tagged clause:^3

(5) Skuespillerinden

actress.def er is forsvundet, disappeared, er is {hun she / / *han he / / *de they / / *jeg I / / *det} it ikke? not (6) At To rejse travel alene alone er is hårdt, hard, er is {*hun she / / *han he / / *de they / / *jeg I / / det} it ikke? not?

1The trace after hun in the second conjunct indicates the base-position of det, which has been fronted to Spec-CP. This is an instance of predicate topicalization as discussed in Mikkelsen (2002:§2).

2Similar facts hold in English (Kuno 1972:355-363), French (Heggie 1988:130–131), Italian (Zamparelli 2000:17– 18), and Swedish (Engdahl 2001:132–133).

3See e.g. Quirk et al. (1985:§11.8), Bolinger (1957:17–22, 116–22; 1975:279), Bowers (1976:237), Bresnan (1994:97), Jespersen (1924:198, 302, 323), and McCawley (1988:251).

1.2 Pronominalization in copular clauses

Predicational clauses allow only she/hun, indicating a referential interpretation of their subject:

(7) The lead actress in that movie is Swedish, isn’t {she/*it}?

(8) Den the højeste tallest spiller player på on holdet team.def er is svensk, Swedish, er is {hun {she / / *det} it} ikke? not?

‘The tallest player on the team is Swedish, isn’t {she /*it}

Equative clauses allow only she/hun, indicating a referential interpretation of their subject:

(9) Sally is Mrs. Robertson, isn’t {she/*it}?

(10) Marie

Mary er is Dr. Dr. Andersen, Andersen, er is {hun she / / *det} it ikke? not ‘Mary is Dr. Andersen, isn’t {she/*it}?’

Specificational clauses allow it/det, indicating a non-referential interpretation of their subject:^4

(11) The lead actress in that movie is Ingrid Bergman, isn’t it?

(12) Den the højeste tallest spiller player på on holdet team.def er is Minna, M, er is det it ikke? not?

‘The tallest player on the team is Minna, isn’t it?’

Q Does non-referential mean predicative or quantificational?

A Predicative.

• Truely quantificational noun phrases cannot occur as subject of a specificational clause:

(13) *Most actresses in this room are Ingrid Bergman and Liv Ullmann.

• To the extent that truely quantificational phrases license a pronoun in a tag question, the pronoun is not it:

(14) a. No woman in her right mind would do such a thing, would {*it/she}?

b. In the old days a different guy took out the trash each day, didn’t {*it/*he}?

4I return to the possibility of using she/hun in the tag in (11)/(12) in section 3.2.

2 Formalization

Denotations (15) a. [[the actress]] = λx∀y[actress^′(x) ↔ x = y] [type ⟨e, t⟩] b. [[the actress]] = ιx[actress^′(x)] [type ⟨e⟩^5] c. [[Ingrid Bergman]] = b [type ⟨e⟩] d. [[Swedish]] = λx[swedish’(x)] [type ⟨e, t⟩] e. [[be]] = λX [X ], where X ranges over variables of all types in the language

(16) a. The lead actress in that movie is Swedish [predicational] b. IP_{⟨t⟩}:

[swedish^′(ιx[actress^′(x)])]

NP_{⟨e⟩}:

ιx[actress^′(x)]

the actress

VP_{⟨e,t⟩}: λx[swedish^′(x)] V_{⟨⟨e,t⟩,⟨e,t⟩⟩}: λP[P] is

AP_{⟨e,t⟩}: λx[swedish^′(x)]

Swedish

(17) a. The lead actress in that movie is Ingrid Bergman [specificational] b. IP_{⟨t⟩}:

∀y[actress^′(b) ↔ y = b] DP_{⟨e,t⟩}: λx[∀y[actress^′(x) ↔ y = x]]

the actress

VP_{⟨e⟩}: b V_{⟨e,e⟩}: λx[x] is

DP_{⟨e⟩}: b Ingrid Bergman

5The referential interpretation can be derived from the predicative interpretation in (15a) by application of Partee’s type-shifter iota, which maps a singleton set onto its member: P → ιx[P(x)], where P is a predicate (Partee 1987:121).

3 Two complications

3.1 Predicative anaphors in English

Claim The use of it in the tag of a specificational clause indicates that the subject of the tagged clause is predicative.

(18) The lead actress in that movie is Ingrid Bergman, isn’t it?

Problem It cannot always be used as a predicative anaphor (Ross (1969:357), Partee (1986:360)). (19) They said that Sheila was beautiful, and she is {*it/that}.

A possible line of attack

• It cannot occur in predicate position, and other anti-pronominal contexts (Postal 1998:§2.3):

(20) *They said Sheila would remain lonely, and she did remain it. (21) *A bagel makes a great snack, and a pretzel makes it too • That cannot occur in tags (Higgins 1979:283):

(22) The lead actress in that movie is Ingrid Bergman, isn’t {it/*that}? (23) That is Ingrid Bergman, isn’t {it/*that}?

• In a tag question the nuclear accent falls on the auxiliary, while the pronoun is unstressed (Quirk et al. 1985:§11.8).

• That is generally stressed, whereas it is almost never stressed (discounting metalinguistic uses) (Quirk et al. 1985:§6.16).

• It and that can both be anaphoric to property-denoting expressions, but they are subject to different prosodic and syntactic restrictions.

Prediction In contexts where these restrictions are not in force (i.e. outside anti-pronominal and prosodically restricted positions), either form should be possible: (24) Is the lead actress in that movie Ingrid Bergman?

a. No, it’s Liv Ullmann. b. No, that’s Liv Ullmann.

3.2 Ambiguity

Observation Some speakers allow she in the tag of (25), in addition to it: (25) The lead actress in that movie is Ingrid Bergman, isn’t {she / it}?

Interpretation

• The string in (25) is ambiguous (without the tag) between a specificational reading (forced by it in the tag) and an equative reading (forced by she).

• In the equative reading, the subject and the predicate complement are both type ⟨e⟩. • In the specificational reading, the subject is type ⟨e, t⟩ and the predicate complement is type ⟨e⟩. • Unambiguous equatives allow only she in the tag:

(26) Sally is Mrs. Robertson, isn’t {*it/she}?

• Equatives are marked (they require a special context of utterance). • This might be why not all speakers accept she in the tag in (25).

Further evidence for type ambiguity (27) The winner of the Oscar for best actress is presently unknown.

a. She has only been in one other movie.

b. It could be Ingrid Bergman. [cf. Büring (1998)]

• Both readings of (27) appear to be predicational, but they predicate unknown of different sorts of entities: an individual and something higher order (not an individual).

• Other predicates like unknown: unpredictable, well-known, uncertain(?), important(?). • Does this involve the same type-ambiguity of the definite description in subject position as that in (25)?

• Do we need to go intensional?

4 An alternative interpretation of the pronoun facts

A concealed question analysis (Schlenker (2001), see also Baker (1968), Grimshaw (1979), Heim (1979))

• The subject a specificational clause like (28) is a concealed question.

(28) His worry is John.

• [[his worry]] ≈ “the answer to the question ‘which x is such that his worry is x’ ” • Questions denote propositions, i.e. they are of type ⟨s, t⟩ (Groenendijk and Stokhof 1997). • It can be anaphoric to a proposition (Quirk et al. 1985:§6.17).

• The use of it in the tag to a specificational clause is compatible with a concealed question analysis.

Some unresolved issues for a concealed question analysis

1. Is there a syntactic correlate to a concealed question reading (den Dikken et al. 2000)? 2. To what extent does the set of NPs that can occur as subject of a specificational clause (and pronominalize as it) correspond to the set of NPs that can be interpreted as concealed questions when occuring as complements to a verb like know?

3. How is the concealed question reading licensed? In particular, why can (29) not be interpreted—along the lines of (28)—as: “the answer to the question ‘what nationality is the lead actress in that movie’ is ‘the lead actress in that movie is Swedish’ ”? (29) The lead actress in that movie is Swedish.

It is crucial that this reading be ruled out, in so far as it is the concealed question reading that allows the subject to pronominalize as it. Otherwise, we predict (30) to be possible, contrary to fact:

(30) *The lead actress in that movie is Swedish, isn’t it?

Under the analysis proposed here, (30) is impossible because the predicate complement (Swedish) is type ⟨e, t⟩, which forces the definite description into its ⟨e⟩-type denotation (cf. (16b)).

5 Conclusion

Pronominalization in tag questions reveals a difference in the interpretation of the subject of different types of copular clauses. The subject of predicational and equative clauses is referential, whereas the subject of a specificational clause is non-referential, more specifically, it is predicative. This speaks against treated specificational clauses as a (sub)type of the equative construction, as proposed by Heycock and Kroch (1999) and Rothstein (2001).

References

Baker, C. L. (1968). Indirect Questions in English. Ph. D. thesis, University of Illinois, Urbana. Bolinger, D. L. (1957). Interrogative structures of American English. Americal Dialect Society 28, 1–184.

Bolinger, D. L. (1975). Aspects of Language (2nd ed.). New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. Bowers, J. (1976). On surface structure grammatical relations and the structure preserving hypothesis. Linguistic Analysis 2, 225–242.

Bresnan, J. (1994). Locative inversion and the architecture of universal grammar. Language 70 (1), 72–131.

Büring, D. (1998). Identity, modality and the candidate behind the wall. In D. Strolovitch and A. Lawson (Eds.), Proceedings from Semantics and Linguistic Theory VIII, pp. 36–54. Itacha: Cornell University.

den Dikken, M., A. Meinunger, and C. Wilder (2000). Pseudoclefts and ellipsis. Studia Linguistica 54 (1), 41–89.

Engdahl, E. (2001). Versatile parasitic gaps. In P. W. Culicover and P. M. Postal (Eds.), Parasitic Gaps, pp. 127–145. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Grimshaw, J. (1979). Complement selection and the lexicon. Linguistic Inquiry 10, 279–326. Groenendijk, J. and M. Stokhof (1997). Questions. In J. van Bentham and A. ter Meulen (Eds.), Handbook of Logic and Language, pp. 1055–1124. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Heggie, L. (1988). A unified approach to copular sentences. In H. Borer (Ed.), Proceedings of WCCFL 7, pp. 129–142. Stanford, CA: Stanford Linguistics Association.

Heim, I. (1979). Concealed questions. In R. Bäuerle, U. Egli, and A. von Stechow (Eds.), Semantics from Different Points of View, pp. 51–60. Springer.

Heycock, C. and A. Kroch (1999). Pseudocleft connectedness: Implications for the LF interface level. Linguistic Inquiry 30 (3), 365–397.

Higgins, R. F. (1979). The Pseudo-cleft Construction in English. New York: Garland. Jespersen, O. (1924). The Philosophy of Grammar. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press. [Reprinted in 1992].

Kuno, S. (1972). Some properties of non-referential noun phrases. In R. Jakobson and S. Kawamoto (Eds.), Studies in General and Oriental Linguistics. Presented to S. Hattori on Occasion of his Sixtieth Birthday, pp. 348–373. Tokyo: TEC.

McCawley, J. D. (1988). The Syntactic Phenomena of English, Volume 2. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Mikkelsen, L. (2002). Specification is not inverted predication. In M. Hirotani (Ed.), Proceedings of NELS 32, pp. 403–422. Amherst, MA: GSLA.

Partee, B. (1986). Ambiguous pseudoclefts with unambiguous be. In S. Berman, J. Choe, and J.McDonough (Eds.), Proceedings of NELS 16, pp. 354–366. Amherst, MA: GLSA.

Partee, B. (1987). Noun phrase interpretation and type-shifting principles. In J. Groenendijk, D. de Jong, and M. Stokhof (Eds.), Studies in discourse representation theory and the theory of generalized quantifiers, pp. 115–143. Dordrect: Foris.

Postal, P. M. (1998). Three Investigations of Extraction. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Quirk, R., S. Greenbaum, G. Leech, and J. Svartvik (1985). A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language. London: Longman.

Ross, J. R. (1969). Adjectives as noun phrases. In D. A. Reibel and S. A. Shane (Eds.), Modern Studies in English. Readings in Transformational Grammar, pp. 352–60. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.

Rothstein, S. (2001). Predicates and their Subjects. Dordrecht: Kluwer.

Schlenker, P. (2001). A note on the connectivity problem. Ms. USC.

Zamparelli, R. (2000). Layers in the determiner phrase. New York: Garland.

Line Mikkelsen Department of Linguistics Stevenson College University of California, Santa Cruz 1156 High St., CA 95064 mikkelsen@ling.ucsc.edu

http://ling.ucsc.edu/~mikkelse