Inquisitive Semantics

Linguistics 98a, Fall 2015

Instructor: Teodora Mihoc Class time: Tuesdays 3-5 pm
Contact: tmihoc@fas.harvard.edu Class location: Boylston 104
Office hours: by appointment Website: https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/6720

Course description

This course aims to offer a brief introduction to a fairly recent but increasingly popular semantic
framework - inquisitive semantics.

Traditional semantics defines meaning in terms of truth conditions - for declaratives - and
answerhood conditions - for interrogatives. Formally, this translates into a bias towards declar-
atives as the more basic of the two. Since the linguistic use of declaratives is to provide in-
formation, one can say that traditional semantics is biased towards the informative use of
language.

In response to this, inquisitive semantics points out that the inquisitive use of language is
no less important. That is, people use language no more to provide than to request informa-
tion. Communication is not about declaratives or interrogatives but rather about raising and
resolving issues - formally defined as non-empty downward-closed sets of possibilities, where
each possibility is in turn defined as a set of worlds (the classical definition of a proposition).
The content of a declarative or an interrogative is now defined in terms of issues. That is,
the relation of an issue with respect to a discourse context (construed as a set of worlds) de-
termines whether it is informative (eliminates worlds from the common ground) whereas the
internal structure of an issue in terms of possibilities determines whether it is inquisitive (has
multiple alternatives for where the actual world could be).

But inquisitive semantics goes beyond a mere restatement of semantic objects. Rather, its
new tools create new possibilities for semantic analysis. One example in this sense is dis-
junction. Semanticists have now for some time noticed the similarities between a declarative
sentence containing a disjunction and an interrogative sentence. These similarities now fall
out of a treatment of a declarative disjunction as an issue that is both informative (in that it
eliminates all possibilities other than its disjuncts) and inquisitive (in that it leaves open the
issue of which of the disjuncts is in fact true). Thus, propositions in natural language are not
divided into informative and inquisitive but can also be hybrid. Likewise, if traditional seman-
tics had to create extra rules to handle alternatives, in inquisitive semantics alternatives are
built in, so there is no need for a separate compositional mechanism. Inquisitive semantics
thus provides promising possibilities for semantic data involving alternatives such asquestions,
disjunction, numerals, etc.
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With these in mind, the goal of this class is to familiarize students with the formal tools
of inquisitive semantics. While a formal discussion is inevitable, the emphasis will be mainly
on a practical understanding of the options that these tools open up for the study of natural
language meaning.

Prerequisites

This course has no specific prerequisites. While some familiarity with propositional and predi-
cate logic and/or natural language semantics would be convenient, the pace of the course will
be adjusted according to the needs of the students, and relevant background information will
be supplied wherever necessary. If you are finding it difficult to decide whether this class is for
you, feel free to drop me a line.

Requirements

1. Class participation. Do the assigned readings. Engage in discussion. Ask questions. This
is your time - use it. (Whether it is to acquire fluency in inquisitive semantics or to reflect on
how natural language semantics uses formal tools or simply to find out where you stand in
regard to all of this.)

2. Individual project. Find a topic of semantic interest and investigate it from the point of
view of how it has been or how it could be treated in inquisitive semantics. (Students who
already have some background in classical semantics could do a comparative study of how
the topic has been handled in inquisitive and classical semantics.) Be prepared (a) to submit
reports on the progress of your investigation at the beginning of class in weeks 2-5, (b) to
present your findings in week 6, and finally (c) to submit a write-up of your research one
week after the end of class. Projects will be evaluated based on the depth and clarity of the
investigation.

For inspiration and a wealth of resources make sure to visit inquisitive semantics at its home
online: https://www.illc.uva.nl/inquisitivesemantics/Home.

Grading

20% Attendance and class participation

40% Weekly reports on your chosen project (due at the beginning of class in weeks 2-5)
20% Presentation of your work in progress (week 6)

20% Write-up of your project (approx. one week after the end of class; exact deadline TBD)
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Tentative schedule

Week | Date | Topic | Required | Optional

1 9/8 Motivation and basic notions | [3, §1], [5], [1, §1-5] | [6, chs. 1-2]

2 9/15 | Inquisitive first-order logic [7] [6, chs. 3-4]

3 9/22 | Question semantics [8],[2] [6, ch. 5],[10, §2]
4 9/29 | Disjunction and intonation [9] [6, ch. 6]

5 10/6 | Inquisitive pragmatics [4]

6 10/13 | Student presentations
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