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1 How Philosophers of Language and Linguists Have Viewed
the Object of Semantic Interpretation

• The Object has a structure that can be assigned semantic values at the nodes.

• The structure is significant as it determines composition from the nodes upwards.

• The structure is the structure of a sentence — an object in a language.

• The structure is more articulated than the string of words – different structures can co-incide on
the same string of words.

• Human beings communicate by discerning these structures and interpreting them using the
conventional rules of the language.

• This interpretation can be done by assigning propositions to sentences, or by translation theories
(a la Davidson).

• linguistic theory gives us the relevant structures to be interpreted.

Stanley:

Here is the view of linguistic communication I find plausible. First, a speaker makes an
utterance, and her linguistic intentions uniquely determine a certain syntactic structure, or
logical form, as it is known in syntax. If her utterance is a successful linguistic assertion,
the logical form is sentential. Successful interpretation involves assigning denotations to
the constituents of the logical form, and combining them in accord with composition rules
that do not vary with extra-linguistic context. The denotations that successful interpreters
will assign to constituents of a logical form will be constrained by the linguistic conventions
governing those elements. (stanley articulated p. 1)

HIgginbotham

Generalizing, it is suggested that data of the form shown in (13) are to be deduced from
the properties of LF as shown in (14), (13) S can mean that p. (14) There is an LF-
representation Σ for S such that Σ means that p. and that data of the form shown in (15)
are to be explained by formal arguments of the structure (16): (15) S cannot mean that
p. (16) Every derivation assigning an LF-representation X to Σ such that X means that p
is ungrammatical. Furthermore, where there is no failure on the part of the vocabulary of
S to mean that p, there will actually be an ungrammatical derivation with a I that means
that p. In the cases discussed in this article, Σ itself will be ungrammatical. (Higginbotham
1986 on semantics)
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Davidson: quoteThe structures generated by the phrase-structurce part of the grammar, it has
been realized for some time, are those suited to semantic interpretation; but this view is inconsistent
with the idea, held by Chomsky until recently, that recursive operations are introduced only by the
transformation rules. Chomsky now believes the phrase-structure rules are recursive. Since languages
to which formal semantic methods directly and naturally apply are ones for which a (recursive) phrase-
structure grammar is appropriate, it is clear that Chomsky’s present picture of the relation between the
structures generated by the phrase-structure part of the grammar, and the sentences of the language,i
s very much like the picture many logicians and philosophers have had of the relation between the
richer formalized languages and ordinary language./quote

2 Is this picture coherent - some issues I won’t worry about

• Chomsky’s worries – the average man (what semantic value can we assign this phrase?!?) Brown
house (we know its brown on the inside). Tea filter worries — are we highly arbitrary with our
means of assigning reference to words like ’tea’.

• representational vs. derivational theories of syntax – very interesting issue regarding what sorts
of things we need to do syntax (are there rules that require us to take structures as the input to
a set of rules to map to new structures?). This is an empirical question and not one that will get
to the heart of the issue that we are worried about.

3 The Tree

• What does a tree represent?

• To understand the tree, we need to understand levels:

• It is Chomsky’s reconceptualization of how levels are related that is the breakthrough of LSLT:

We need not require that an element on one level have actual content on lower levels; e.g.,
a morpheme need not have any specific sequence of phonemes (or set of such sequences) as
its phonemic content, though given a sequence of morphemes that represent an utterance, the
grammar must enable us to construct the corresponding sequence of phonemes. Since higher
levels are not literally constructed out of lower ones, in this view, we are quite free to construct
of a high degree of interdependence (LSLT, 100)

On this conception of definition by representation, the core task of linguistics is the characteriza-
tion of classes of representations, the representations - markers Chomsky calls - that constitute
each level:

In carrying out linguistic analysis, then, we must construct on each level L a set of elements
(which we call L -markers), one of which is assigned to each grammatical utterance. The L
-marker of a given utterance T must contain within it all information as to the structure of T
on level L . The construction of L -markers, for each level L , is thus the fundamental task in
linguistic analysis, and in the abstract characterization of linguistic theory we must determine
what sorts of elements appear as markers on each level. (LSLT, 107)

• On this view, the categories are primitive w/no semantic underpinning and there is no mode of
composition — there are categories and there is nothing about VP and NP that makes them
particularly well suited to be concatenated to form category S. We just stipulate that that’s what
the rule is and see if it gets the predictions right. (n.b. this changes with subcategorization).
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• L -marker is the representational notion in linguistic theory; they contain the information about
an utterance generated at level L .

We can make this a little more precise as follows. A language L = (L 1, . . . , L n, that is, as
a set of linguistic levels. A sentence S = L 1, . . . , L n, where each l i is an L -marker at level
L i , (where there is a unique l i for each L i . A level L can be defined as a pair (P ,R) ),
where Pl is the set of primes of L , and R(l) is a set of rules defined over P L . For each level
L , the rules, via their applications, generate derivations on the basis of the primes; L -markers
are representations of these derivations. That is, an L -marker represents a sequential ordering
of rule applications that constitute a particular derivation from (a subset of) the primes.

To take an example, we take the level P of phrases. P is constituted by a set of primes, divided
between morpheme sequences and the symbols S, N, V, A, P, NP, VP, AP, PP, etc - and a set
of rules - rewriting rules in Chomsky-normal form defined over the primes. A derivation at the
level P is a sequence of applications of these rules, which is represented by a P -marker. Thus,
the P -marker:

S

NP VP

Det N VP

Det N V NP

Det N V Det N

the N V Det N

the man V Det N

the man saw Det N

the man saw the N

the man saw the dog

represents a derivation in which the symbol S is re-written as the concatenation of NP and VP;
NP is rewritten as the concatenation of Det and N; VP is rewritten as the concatenation of V
and NP; and so on. A P-marker is thus an ordered set of strings, each derived from the one
immediately prior in the stack. Other derivations from the same set of rules may terminate with
the same string; e.g. (change the former derivation)

which differs in the steps from line 2 to 3, 3 to 4 and 4 to 5. But even though
the derivations represented are distinct, they are not significantly so: . . . these
distinct derivations differ only in the order in which the constituents are developed,
thus inessentially from the viewpoint of constituent interpretation. 3 (LSLT, 180)

The equivalence class to which these derivations belong is standardly represented by a tree-
structure (or equivalent):

• two possibilities: (1) the tree is a formal object. (2) The tree is a formal representation. Assuming
(b), what is it a representation of? LSLT Chomsky: it is a representation of a derivation. What
kind of a derivation? A series of rule applications that converge on the ’is a’ relation. (John in
an NP, Run in a V...)

• more precisely, we have levels and each level where the levels are constituted by markers. For
phrases we have P-markers and trees are simply ways of sketching out what these markers have
in common (same rule applications, different sequences of strings).
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• this leaves us with a tree whose representational capacity is predetermined. It isn’t the object of
an interpretation — it represents a history of rule applications, or a derivation.

• this leaves us with a puzzle – if trees represent derivations, then the object of semantic inquiry
would seem to be a derivation. But are derivations the sorts of things that can be interpreted?
Is it meaningful to interpret a derivation?

Lasnik:

The two graphs (93) and (95) in the graph-theoretic version of PS will collapse into the
same set in the set-theoretic representation. Why is that? Because he V will be a line in
some of the derivations, and he VP will be a line in some of the derivations; but the PM
is a set, an unordered thing, so there’s no way to say that the VP comes before the V.
That’s incoherent. Thus, the graph-theoretic representations encode some information
beyond the ”is a” relations. The empirical question is, do we need that additional
information, say, for phonological, semantic, or further syntactic operations? If we do,
then we reject the set-theoretic model; if we don’t, then we accept the set-theoretic
model, since we would like the minimal theory that does what has to be done. Keep
that empirical question in mind as we proceed.

4 Interlude - the human brain and the sentence

• one question we can ask is what the relevant sense of derivation is — a formal relation between
strings governed by rules or an activity?

• if we think about the theory as what the child knows that explains his linguistic capacities, we
might think that a derivation is something the child actually does (not as a matter of psychology
but as a matter of a cognitive description of the activity). On this view, linguistic theory is the
study of the knowledge that a child has and the operations that she carries out (albeit described
at the cognitive, rather than directly psychological level. More complex ’activities’ need not
correspond to more complex psychological activities, hence the death of the psychological theory
of complexity).This view makes it difficult to see how the trees could possibly represent something
that is semantically interpretable – how does one interpret an activity?

• it also, however, makes it hard to see just how the picture could work – Chomsky’s metaphors
of the FL ‘handing over’ something to the conceptual intentional system requires that there be
something to hand over at all. It’s presumably the thing that gets handed over that is the subject
of interpretation, but where does that thing to be handed over come from? what relationship
does it bear to the activity the child performs when performing the relevant derivation? Does
the activity of deriving correspond to the activity of ‘building the tree’? This makes the trees
involved in interpretation very different than the trees of linguistic theory – the latter represent
structure, the former, to up it crudely, ARE the structures.

• alternatively, we may think of the derivations as objects of interpretation. In this case, we in
effect re-ify the tree and claim that the tree that was designed to represent a derivation in fact
is itself a structure that is suitably related to the derivation.

5 wrap up

Long story short, the early views about generative grammar aren’t straightfowardly friendly to the
uses that, say, Tarski and Davidson wanted to put them towards — supplying structures that can be
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interpreted (notice that in logic we have derivational rules but they give us strings that are interpreted.
We use brackets rather than trees but we are explicit that it is the representation that is the object
of interpretation). This suggests that either early linguistic theory was on the wrong track with the
series of levels (by being incomplete and not including the relevant structures) or that we specify the
trees of relevance to semantics in a manner that is somewhat independent of, say, the P-marker — we
assume there are semantic objects that bear a straightforward resemblance to PMs without being the
same things as the PMs.

doing this has been fruitful for defining all sorts of relations (like c-command) that seem to be
meta-features of the representation (though see Epstein). And there is no great reason not to do it as
semantics is something that we need to do (pace chomsky!).
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