Proceedings of the Edinburgh Linguistics Department Conference ’96 pp. 125–134

Aspectual composition and our (linguistic) interpretation of the world

Diego Mollá-Aliod diego@ling.ed.ac.uk

Abstract People can describe the same object in different ways, according to their needs.

This fact can be used in the field of aspectual composition, since there are cases when a noun phrase determines the sentence aspectuality, whereas in other cases this interaction does not happen. In this paper a solution to the problem of aspectual composition is proposed. Here, verbs are considered event descriptions, and noun phrases are object descriptions. The aspectual properties are properties applying to these descriptions, and a link between the domain of events and that of objects is established. This link reflects our linguistic interpretation of world structure, and this is what controls the aspectual behaviour of any sentence.

1 Introduction

Consider a deck of cards. The same object, the deck of cards, can also be considered a pack of cards, or just playing cards. Furthermore, if we look at the substance that makes up the cards, this very same object can be considered as cardboard. We see then that the same object in the real world can be interpreted in very different ways, and we can also describe it in very different ways.

The same can be said of an object’s structure: one can describe the structure of a real-world object in different ways, depending on what properties we want to express of the object. For example, a deck of cards can be said to be the composition of 55 entities (one entity for every card);^1 But it can be said to be only one entity, if we consider the whole of the 55 cards as one entity in itself. Typically, if we call it ‘a deck of cards’ we are specifying that it is only one entity, whereas if we call it ‘fifty-five cards’ we are saying that it is the composition of fifty-five elements.

A similar behaviour can be noted with respect to the structure of events. To quote an example given by Moens (1987:57), the following sentences may refer to the same event:

(1) a. I wrote two letters last night

b. I wrote letters last night c. I was writing letters in my office d. I have written two letters

1The deck of cards I used at the conference had 52 playing cards plus three jokers.

126Aspectual composition and our (linguistic) interpretation of the world

In this paper, this simple fact is going to be used to solve a problem in the field of aspectual composition. In order to do so, in Section 2 an intuitive definition of telicity and atelicity will be introduced. Some data will be introduced in Section 3 which pose a serious problem to any attempt of describing aspectual composition. In Section 4 a model of our interpretation of the world will be provided, together with a refined definition of telicity and atelicity, and finally the data of Section 3 will be explained in Section 5, according to our model of Section 4.

This paper is aimed at thinking about the cognitive side of aspectual composition, without giving a formal support to it. A more formal approach can be seen in Mollá Aliod (1996).

2 Telicity and atelicity

Inside the area of Aspectual Composition, we will focus on the distinction between telicity and atelicity. Telicity involves describing an end to the event. For example, if we say John ran a mile, it is clear that after John runs the mile the event of running a mile is over. Of course, John may run more than a mile. But even so, although the running event may still continue, the event described by the sentence will be over.

There are several tests for telicity (Dowty 1979). The most typical one is based on attaching an in-adverbial as opposed to a for-adverbial. Consider the following examples:

(2) a. John ran a mile in five minutes

b. * John ran a mile for hours

Sentence (2a) is fine, whereas (2b) is awkward: it can be understood only under an iterative reading, that is, if John repeatedly ran a distance of a mile for hours, say, as a training exercise.

In contrast, atelicity involves no end for the event. Again, as is the case with telicity, this does not mean that the event will never end. Depending on our knowledge of the situation we may infer that the event will end or not, but this information is not encoded in the sentence. For example, if we say John ran, we are not specifying that he has stopped running.

The same test as for telicity can be used to test atelicity, but in the opposite direction. Consider the following sentences:

(3) a. * John ran in five minutes

b. John ran for hours

Now, it is (3b) that is the acceptable sentence. Sentence (3a) can be accepted only if the running is coerced into an accomplishment — or a ‘culminated process’, if we follow Moens & Steedman (1988). That is, if telicity is implied.

3 Data

Before showing the relevant data, a short comment on what we are going to classify is due. As we have seen in (1), different sentences can describe the same event. As another example, these two sentences may describe the same event: :

(4) a. John ran

b. John ran a mile

Note, however, that now (4a) is atelic whereas (4b) is telic. Depending on which sentence we are using, therefore, the result may be telic or atelic. If we were to classify events, then, we would arrive at the odd conclusion that the event referred to is both telic and atelic at the same time! In order to avoid this contradiction, instead of classifying events, what we want to classify is event descriptions. For the purpose of this paper we will take sentences as being event descriptions, though see Mollá Aliod 1996 for a more accurate definition of what we are to classify, where first-order predicates are used.

The aspectual properties (telicity/atelicity) may depend on several components of the sentence, in such a way that the aspect acquires a ‘compositional nature’ (Verkuyl 1972). In this paper we will focus only on the object of a transitive verb. Consider the following examples:

(5) a. John drank beer

b. John drank a pint of beer

While (5a) is atelic, (5b) is telic. That is, the noun phrase may decide the aspectual property of the sentence. But this interaction does not always happen. Consider now the following sentences:

(6) a. John watched beer

b. John watched a pint of beer

c. John saw beer

d. John saw a pint of beer

Now, both (6a) and (6b) are atelic and both (6c) and (6d) are telic even when we have the same NPs as in (5). In these examples, therefore, the NPs do not determine the aspectual property of the sentence.

It may be argued that in examples like (6) it is the verb which decides the aspectual property. Thus, watch is atelic whereas see is telic. The same can be said of Verkuyl’s (1993) PUSH-verbs, of which I introduce two examples here which are atelic:

(7) a. John pushed a cart

b. John drove a car

128Aspectual composition and our (linguistic) interpretation of the world

However, even with the PUSH-verbs we may find cases where the NP affects the aspectual properties of the sentence. Consider the following sentences:

(8) a. John drove two cars

b. John drove cars

In Sentence (8a), John must finish driving the first car before starting to drive the second one. That is, the first driving subevent must be limited in time, therefore telic. Furthermore, if we say John drove two cars for hours the only interpretation we can have is that John drove first one car, then the other, then again the first car, then again the second, and so on. That is, the event is iterated in the same way as with our interpretation of (2b). In this example we see that, while drive is atelic, drive two cars is telic. Somehow, the NP determines the aspectual property of the sentence again.

Finally, there are cases where depending on how we interpret it, the same sentence may be telic or atelic. Consider the following sentences:

(9) a. John pushed two carts (at the same time).

b. John pushed two carts (one after the other).

Now we have a single sentence which may describe two different events. If we are referring to a situation in which John pushes two carts at the same time, John is doing only one push and the result is an atelic sentence. However, if what we are saying is that John pushed one cart and then he pushed the other cart, we are in a situation like the one represented by (8a), which we have already seen is telic.

Example (9) is perhaps the most difficult to explain. My aim with this paper is to try to show that (9) is actually the most important of all the examples presented here, from which the real explanation for aspectual composition can be extracted: it is our interpretation of the sentence that will decide whether the NP affects the general aspectual properties or not.

4 Our interpretation of the world

We as humans have an interpretation of the world suitable to our needs. In the case of structure we need to express the possibility for an object to be made of other objects. In our example of the cards, we need a way to specify that an object is the composition of other objects, or that an object is part of a more complex one. Nothing is to be said here about the details of how to model this interpretation (though see Mollá Aliod 1994 and 1996).

This model will have to take in account the fact that the same real-world object can have different structures assigned to it, depending on several extralinguistic factors. As I have said in the introductory section, the same object can be described as either cards or a deck of cards (see Figure 1). If we call it a deck of cards we are referring to one entity which represents all the cards in a whole. If we call it cards, however, the same object is

Figure 1: Different interpretations of the same object.

presented as being a bunch of entities, in which case the object would be the collection of 55 cards. But there can be still another interpretation of cards: we can also refer to only one entity. When we do it we are using a collective interpretation of the NP cards. With this I want to say that, in the same way as a sentence may have different interpretations (as it has been pointed out with 9), we can give different readings to an NP.

4.1 Telicity and atelicity revisited

If we want to express how different kinds of NPs affect the aspectual properties of the sentence it is advisable to find a set of properties which can apply both to descriptions of objects (NPs) and to descriptions of events (verbs, VPs, sentences). It has already been suggested that the domains of objects and events are not as different as one might think (Partee 1984; Hinrichs 1985). It has also been argued that verbs and NPs share many properties (Mourelatos 1981). Following this insight, it has been attempted to model the behaviour of NPs and verbs by using the same properties for them (Krifka 1989). Two of these properties will be introduced here: quantisation and homogeneity.

As has been said already, telicity implies the specification of an end to the event, that is the event is described as having clear temporal boundaries. We can establish a parallelism with object descriptions (NPs) and space. Thus, an NP is quantised if the NP cannot apply to subobjects of an object falling under the NP. For example, two miles is quantised because any object which is part of two miles will not be two miles but less. The same can be said of quantised masses: a pint of beer is quantised because no part of a pint of beer is a pint of beer but less.

Coming back into the realm of events, run two miles is quantised because no event which is part of an event of running two miles is itself a running of two miles, since the run will be over a shorter distance. In the same way, drink a pint of beer is quantised because any subevent of drinking a pint of beer will be a drinking of less than a pint of beer. It can easily be seen that any quantised event description is telic (Krifka 1989).^2 If we want to find a property for atelicity we must provide a way of defining the fuzzy

2However, there are problematic sentences (Eberle, forthcoming).

130Aspectual composition and our (linguistic) interpretation of the world

NP VP property two miles run two miles QUA a book read a book QUA a pint of beer drink a pint of beer QUA miles run miles HOM water drink water HOM

Table 1: The same properties for NPs as for VPs when the NPs are allowed to modify the aspectual properties.

boundaries characteristic of this kind of event description. The concept of homogeneity will suffice here (Bunt 1979). In the realm of objects, homogeneity (also called divisibility by Krifka 1989 and Naumann 1995) will apply to NPs like water: any subobject of an object which can be named as water can be named as water as well.

Homogeneity, however, has a problem: the minimal parts problem (Taylor 1977). Consider a fruit cake. We can find very small parts of fruit cake which are not fruit cake because they are just fruit, for example. This feature led several researchers to define a concept of granularity such that objects are not considered beyond a minimal contextdependent size (Taylor 1977 Eberle, forthcoming). The resulting analysis is rather complex, and it is arguable whether this kind of analysis will manage to describe all the possible cases which may happen in the real world. But any analysis of this type is missing the point. What we are to model is not the real world but its linguistic interpretation. Bunt formulates this by means of the ‘homogeneous reference hypothesis’:

A mass noun refers in such a way that no particular articulation of the referent into parts is presupposed, nor the existence of minimal parts. (Bunt 1979:256)

Linguistically, therefore, any mass noun is homogeneous, and we can extend this to bare plurals as well: cards is homogeneous, even when we can find subobjects which are not cards but only one.^3

These two properties, quantisation and homogeneity, can be used to model the structure of descriptions over events and predicates in a uniform way. Furthermore, in the cases where the NP determines the aspectual properties of the sentence, the final sentence will borrow the NP’s property, using the same property but this time applied to the domain of events. Some examples are shown in Table 1.

3Note, incidentally, that there are semantic theories of plurals which consider singular objects as falling also under a plural predicate as a default (Link 1983; Landman 1989).

5 Linking objects and events

Apart from having similar properties for object and event descriptions, a link between the domain of events and that of objects is also needed so that their respective descriptions may interact. There is such a link in language, and it has already been studied in the literature. Fillmore (1968), for example, established an in-depth analysis of the possible semantic cases linking verbs and their arguments. However, it has been argued (Dowty 1991) that such an analysis in terms of agent, patient, theme and so on leads to many problems, the first being how to define them. But this analysis is still feasible and practical if we restrict the domain to the telic/atelic distinction. This has already been performed by Krifka (1989), and more recently by Tenny (1994). In these two works a classification of several thematic relations is established and the effect of such a classification on aspectuality is analysed. In this paper we will do the analysis in the reverse direction: we will start from the different types of aspectual interactions and determine the properties the relevant thematic relations will need. It must be said that we are not going to use the concept of thematic relations in the sense of Fillmore: in this paper, very much like Krifka (1989), thematic relations are just links between the domain of events and that of objects. And these links will be analysed here only in how they affect aspectual composition.

5.1 Aspectual transference and distributivity

Whenever the NP determines the final aspectual property of the VP it is because the NP aspectual properties (quantisation or cumulativity) are transferred to the final NP, as we have seen in Table 1. This transference is the result of having the same structure for events as for objects. Consider the following examples:

(10) a. John drove three cars

b. Mary drank a pint of beer

c. 2000 people gathered at Edinburgh

In (10a) there are three driving events and three cars such that for every driving event there is one car assigned to it. This is the typical distributive interpretation (see, for example, Scha 1984). Furthermore, there is also a parallelism between the event and the object structure in (10b). In this case there is only one drinking event, but this event can be considered as consisting of an indeterminate number of drinking subevents such that for every drinking subevent there is a different portion of the beer which is drunk. This property has been called graduality (Krifka 1989; Naumann 1995). Again, as in distributivity, the event structure and the object structure are the same, the only difference being that the final drinking event is an individual drinking event, as opposed to the plural driving event in (10a).

Our interpretation of the structure therefore is not clearly determined by the syntactic structure of the sentence. As further evidence, consider (10c). Now, there are not 2000

132Aspectual composition and our (linguistic) interpretation of the world

gatherings, since the verb gather only allows for groups to gather and not individual persons. But there may be several gatherings happening at the same time, and (10c) can be used to describe them if the total amount of people gathering at Edinburgh amounts to 2000.

5.2 Aspectual blocking and collectivity

The other possibility is when the NP cannot transfer its properties to the VP. In such a case, as we have seen before, it is the verb which decides the VP aspectuality. In this case the NP effect is blocked because the object structure is not considered at all, as happens with the collective readings — which are treated here as in Landman’s (1989) book. Consider the following sentences:

(11) a. Three people lifted a piano

b. John watched three cars

c. John drove a car

In a collective reading of (11a), the three people form a group which is involved in the lifting process. In such a sentence we are not concerned with the structure of the actual group itself: it can be seen as an atomic entity, very much in the sense as when we use the expression a pack of cards. The same can be said of (11b), where the three cars forms an unstructured group which is watched. In other words, even when it is explicitly said that three cars have been watched, the watching event does not focus on every car. In (11b), even when the watching event can be structured into subevents, every subevent of the main watching event will be an event of watching of all three cars, very much in the same way as that every part of fruit cake is fruit cake.

Since there is no interpretation of the object structure, it is possible to find collective readings involving singular NPs. Sentence (11c) is an example, where for every subevent of the driving event, the object involved is one and the same car.

6 Conclusions

Depending on how we interpret a sentence it will have assigned to it one or other property. This general insight can apply also to the domain of aspectuality. Thus, it is possible to find different aspectual properties to the same sentence.

There are two main types of aspectual interactions: either the NP decides the VP aspectuality or it is the verb which transfers its properties. These two aspectual interactions correspond to a distributive or a collective reading of the link between the event and the object, respectively.

References

Bunt, Harry C. 1979. Ensembles and the formal semantic properties of mass terms. In Francis Jeffry Pelletier (ed). Mass Terms: Some Philosophical Problems, volume 6 of Texts and Studies in Linguistics and Philosophy. Dordrecht: Reidel, pp.249–277.

Dowty, David R. 1979. Word Meaning and Montague Grammar: the semantics of verbs and times in generative semantics and in Montague’s PTQ. Dordrecht: Reydel.

——. 1991. Thematic proto-roles and argument selection. Language 67(3): 547–619.

Eberle, Kurt. Forthcoming. The influence of plural NPs on Aktionsart in DRT. In Fritz Ham & Erhard Hinrichs (eds). Plural Quantification. Dordrecht: Kluwer.

Fillmore, Charles J. 1968. The case for Case. In Emmon Bach & Robert T. Harms (eds).

Universals in Linguistic Theory. Holt, Rinehart and Winston, pp.1–88.

Hinrichs, Erhard W. 1985. A Compositional Semantics for Aktionsarten and NP Reference in English. Ann Arbor (Michigan): University Microfilms International. PhD thesis held at Ohio State University.

Krifka, Manfred. 1989. Thematic relations as links between nominal reference and temporal constitution. In Manfred Krifka (ed). Algebraic Semantics for Aspectual Phenomena. Saarbrücken: Univesität des Saarlandes. Also in Sag/Sabalcsi (eds). 1992. Lexical Matters, Chicago University Press.

Landman, Fred. 1989. Groups (I and II). Linguistics and Philosophy 12: 723–744, 559–605.

Link, Godehard. 1983. The logical analysis of plurals and mass terms: a lattice-theoretical approach. In Rainer Bauerle, Christoph Schwarze & Arnim von Stechov (eds). Meaning, Use and Interpretation of Language. Berlin: De Gruyter, pp.250–209.

Moens, Marc. 1987. Tense, Aspect and Temporal Reference. Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Edinburgh.

—— & Mark Steedman. 1988. Temporal ontology and temporal reference. Computational Linguistics 14(2): 15–28.

Mollá Aliod, Diego. 1994. On the influences of noun phrases in the determination of the sentence aspectual class. In Proceedings of the Departmental Conference 1994 . Department of Linguistics, University of Edinburgh, pp.126–135. Available via Internet http://www.ling.ed.ac.uk/anonftp/pub/working-papers/proc94/dmollaaliod.ps.Z.

——. 1996. On the aspectual interactions between verbs and noun phrases. In Karl A.

Bernhardt (ed). Papers in Linguistics from the University of Manchester, volume 1, Manchester. University of Manchester, Dept. of Linguistics, pp.129–143.

Mourelatos, Alexander P.D. 1981. Events, processes and states. In Philip Tedeschi & Annie Zaenen (eds). Tense and Aspect, volume 14 of Syntax and Semantics. New York: Academic Press, pp.191–212.

Naumann, Ralf. 1995. Aspectual Composition and Dynamic Logic. Habilitationsschrift, Heinrich Heine Universität, Düsseldorf.

Partee, Barbara H. 1984. Nominal and temporal anaphora. Linguistics and Philosophy 7:

243–286.

Scha, Remko J.H. 1984. Distributive, collective and cumulative quantification. In Jeroen Groenendijk, Theo M.V. Janssen & Martin Stokhof (eds). Truth, Interpretation and Information, volume 2 of Groningen-Amsterdam Studies in Semantics. Dordrecht: Foris, pp.131–158.

Taylor, Barry. 1977. Tense and continuity. Linguistics and Philosophy 1: 199–220.

Tenny, Carol. 1994. Aspectual Roles and the Syntax-Semantics Interface. Dordrecht:

Kluwer.

Verkuyl, Henk J. 1972. On the Compositional Nature of the Aspects. Dordrecht: Reidel.

——. 1993. A Theory of Aspectuality: The interaction between temporal and atemporal structure. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.