
Explaining Explaining :

Syntax-Semantics in the Argument Structure of

Explain

The following three sentences all contain explained as the matrix verb, but
assign different semantic roles to their arguments:

(1) Poor maintenance explained why the building collapsed. ≈ poor main-
tenance caused the building to collapse.

(2) The policeman explained why the building collapsed. ≈ The policeman
gave the reason for the building’s collapse e.g. poor maintenance.

(3) The policeman explained that the building collapsed. ≈ the policeman
said that the building collapsed as an explanation for something else
e.g. why the street was closed off.

The differences between the patterns in (1)-(3), at first glance, motivate us to
treat the English verb explain as polysemous between at least two, and possibly
three, different uses. However, evidence that identical patterns recur in other
languages, as well as syntactic generalisations that can be made over all of these
cases, push us instead to look for a single, general denotation for explain which
is rich enough to capture the different thematic patterns exemplified in (1)-(3).
In this talk I aim to give just such a denotation.

The general explanation for the meaning alternations in (1)-(3) is that events
of explaining have three arguments, only two of which can ever be fully realised
in a sentence. These three arguments are:

AGENT: The conscious performer/speaker of the explanation.

e.g. “The policeman explained why the building collapsed”

THEME: The phenomenon being explained. Explanandum

e.g. “The policeman explained why the building collapsed”

“The policeman explained the building’s collapse.”
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CONTENT: The reason/cause given as explanation. Explanans

e.g. “Poor maintenance explained why the building collapsed”

“The Policeman explained that the building collapsed”

These arguments are structured hierarchically around explain, according to
the following thematic hierarchy1:

AGENT

(do/say)

CONTENT
explain THEME

Only two of the three arguments are ever syntactically realised however,
which gives us only and exactly three possible argument structures (which cor-
respond to the examples in (1)-(3) respectively):

explain(AGENT (THEME)) (1)

explain(AGENT (CONTENT)) (2)

explain(CONTENT (THEME)) (3)

I discuss the realisations of these arguments under various permutations such
as tense/aspect and syntactic type, and show that the argument structure for
explain in all these cases is systematic and predictable.

I then use these to give a compositional denotation for explain, which cap-
tures the alternations between (1)-(3), and makes several testable predictions
regarding the syntactic and semantic realisations of these arguments in terms
of that-clauses, interogative clauses, and event nominals.

Finally, I open up two more general phenomena at the syntax-semantics
interface which this account may help to shed light on: Factivity in sentential
subjects, and embedded that-clauses as content specifiers.

1Note, this is not a syntax tree.

2


