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Semantics and Pragmatics  
Semantics is concerned with studying the conventional meanings of words and constructions, and 
principles for composing meaning. Conventional meanings may include discourse meanings. 

 What is the meaning of the word alleviate? 

 What effect does reversing the order of the NPs have on the meaning of a sentence? 

   (John saw the bird / The bird saw John) 

 

Pragmatics is concerned with studying context of use in relation to both implied meaning 
(implicature) and conventional meaning.  

 How does context of use determine the meaning of an expression such as this place? 

  

 How does context help determine the distribution of syntactic alternations?  

 (e.g. John called yesterday. /  It was John who called yesterday.) 
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Information Structure 
 “That component of sentence grammar in which propositions as conceptual representations of 
states of affairs are paired with lexicogrammatical structures in accordance with the mental 
states of interlocutors who use and interpret these structures as units of information in given 
discourse contexts” (Leino 2013: 330) 

  

 Example: John called yesterday.  

   

  It was John who called yesterday. 

 

 

In what contexts would each of these be more appropriate? 

3 



Lambrecht’s terminology 
 Pragmatic presupposition: The set of propositions lexicogrammatically evoked in a sentence 
which the speaker assumes the hearer already knows or is ready to take for granted at the time  
the sentence is uttered. 

 Pragmatic assertion: The proposition expressed by a sentence which the hearer is expected to 
know or take for granted as a result of hearing the sentence uttered. 

  

 Example: Sally regrets eating the entire watermelon. 

 Pragmatic presuppositions:  Sally exists.  The watermelon exists. Sally ate the entire watermelon. 

 Pragmatic assertion:  Sally regrets eating the entire watermelon. 

  

 Lambrecht, Knud. 1994. Information Structure and Sentence Form. Cambridge University Press. 
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Presupposition under negation 
 A special property of presuppositions is that they hold true even when a sentence is negated. 
However, the assertions differ under negation, resulting in opposite truth value for the negated 
assertion. 

   

   

    

 Sentence Presupposition 

Sally [regrets/doesn’t regret] eating the entire 
watermelon. 

Sally ate the entire watermelon. 
 

Your friend John [called/ didn’t call] yesterday. You have a friend named John. 
 

Abby [stopped / didn’t stop] taking the morning 
newspaper. 

Abby has been taking the morning newspaper. 
 

It [was/wasn’t] John who called.  Someone called. 
 

The readings that were assigned [are / aren’t] available 
in Canvas. 

Readings were assigned. 
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Lambrecht’s terminology 
 Focus: the semantic component of a pragmatically structured proposition whereby the assertion differs from the 
presupposition. In other words, the non-presupposed information in the sentence (the part of the assertion that 
does not overlap with the presupposed information). Focus is often marked by special prosody. 

 Example: 

 Who called yesterday? John called yesterday. 
◦ Presupposition: Someone called yesterday 
◦ Assertion:  John called yesterday 
◦ Focus:  John   (argument focus) 

 What happened yesterday? John called yesterday. 
◦ Presupposition: Something happened yesterday. 
◦ Assertion: John called yesterday. 
◦ Focus: John called.  (sentence focus) 

  

 Lambrecht, Knud. 1994. Information Structure and Sentence Form. Cambridge University Press. 
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Lambrecht’s terminology 
 Topic: that which the sentence is about.  (sentence topic, not to be confused with paragraph 
topic) 

 Examples: 

 I enjoy different kinds of music, but [most heavy metal is boring]. 
◦ Topic: Most heavy metal  (= grammatical subject) 

◦ Focus:  is boring  

 I enjoy different kinds of music, but [most heavy metal, I don’t really like]. 
◦ Topic: Most heavy metal (=topicalized grammatical object) 

◦ Focus:  I don’t really like 

  

 Lambrecht, Knud. 1994. Information Structure and Sentence Form. Cambridge University Press. 
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Lambrecht’s terminology 
Active referent: conceptually present in the person’s consciousness. Highly available.  (person = addressee) 

 

o Example: We’ve been waiting for hours for Ben to arrive. He’s finally here! 

 

Semi-active referent: in the person’s consciousness only peripherally but available to attention despite the fact that it’s not in 
consciousness. 

 

o Example: We just looked at a new house. The bedrooms were spacious but the kitchen was too small. 

 

Inactive referent: not even peripherally in the person’s consciousness at the moment, but rather, stored in the long-term memory. 
 

o Example:  The house was very spacious and there was even a swimming pool out back. 

  

 Lambrecht, Knud. 1994. Information Structure and Sentence Form. Cambridge University Press. 
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Cleft constructions 
 In a typical declarative sentence without any special intonation, the subject is understood as the topic 
and the predicate as the focus.  

◦ John told me about that new restaurant. 

  

 Cleft constructions have a special focus position which allows for different parts of the sentence to be 
expressed as the focus. 

   
◦ It was John who told me about that new restaurant.  (focus = John) 

◦ What John told me about was that new restaurant. (focus = that new restaurant) 

◦ That new restaurant is what John told me about. (focus = that new restaurant) 

◦ It was at the restaurant that John lost his wallet.  (focus = at the restaurant) 

◦ What I don’t understand is how to read the notation. (focus = how to read the notation) 
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Wh-clefts (pseudo-clefts) vs. it-clefts 
 As a construction, each type of cleft sentence has its own unique combination of syntactic, semantic, and 
pragmatic features. 

  

 It-clefts:  It was Johni whoi told me about that new restaurant.  

  
◦ Syntax:  It + copula be + [XP] + relative clause  (relativized element co-indexed with XP, non-referential it) 

◦ Semantics:  express simple proposition (John told me about that new restaurant.) 

◦ Pragmatics:  Relative clause content is presupposed and strongly activated, [XP] is focus  

 

◦ Processing constraint: lengthy XP is disfavored because center-embedding of long constituents is hard to process.  

 

◦ It was an old friend from college who I happened to see in the mall who told me about that new restaurant. 

 

◦ Should processing constraints like this also be specified as part of the construction? 
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Wh-clefts (pseudo-clefts) vs. it-clefts 
 As a construction, each type of cleft sentence has its own unique combination of syntactic, semantic, and 
pragmatic features. 

  

 Wh-clefts:  Whati John told me about was that new restauranti.  

  
◦ Syntax:  free relative clause + copula be +  [XP]     

 (free relatives clauses in general are limited by the requirement that an appropriate wh-word exists) 
 

◦ Semantics:  express simple proposition (John told me about that new restaurant.) 
◦ Pragmatics:  Relative clause content is presupposed but need not be strongly activated, [XP] is focus  

 
◦ Processing :  XP can be quite long, since it comes at the end of the sentence where it is easier to process. 

 

◦ What John told me about was that new Italian restaurant that was featured in the restaurant section of yesterday’s 
edition of the New York Times. 
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Left-dislocation vs. Topicalization 
  

 Left-dislocation:   That guy Joei, I don’t think anyone can trust himi.  
   

  That guy Joei, I don’t understand how anyone could trust himi.  (island) 

     My aunt Vickyi, shei used to come visit us every year.  

 
◦ Syntax:  Adjunct NP + declarative clause containing a co-indexed pronoun  
◦ Semantics:  express simple or complex proposition (I don’t think anyone can trust that guy Joe.) 
◦ Pragmatics:  assign topic status to discourse-new referent (That guy Joe is not previously active) 

   Adjunct NP can’t be a pronoun for this reason: *That, I wouldn’t do it. 
 set up adjunct NP as topic of upcoming sentences in the discourse  

 
◦ Principle of Separation of Reference and Role. “Do not introduce a referent and talk about it in the same 

clause” (Lambrecht 1994: 185).  
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Left-dislocation vs. Topicalization 
  

 Topicalization:   That guyi, I don’t trust __i.  

     That guyi, I seriously think you shouldn’t trust __i.  

     ??That guyi, I don’t understand how anyone could trust __i.  (island) 

     Thati, I would never do __i.  

  
◦ Syntax:  fronted object NP + declarative clause with missing object (“island” constraints apply) 

◦ Semantics:  express simple or complex proposition (I think you shouldn’t trust that guy.) 

◦ Pragmatics:  express fronted NP as topic; NP is already an active referent so can be pronoun 

  Topic is less likely to be used again in upcoming sentences 
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Nominal extraposition (Michaelis & Lambrecht 1996) 
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Nominal extraposition (Michaelis & Lambrecht 1996) 

  

  

  

  

  
◦ Syntax:  [It ] + [copula be +  AP] + [NP]  (non-referential it, NP is definite) 

◦ Semantics:  simple proposition + scalar meaning (the referent of the NP manifests a remarkably high/low  
  degree of some scalar property; if no scalar property is specified as in (h), it is inferred (metonymy) 

 (Scalar meaning is a more general property of exclamatives, of which nominal extraposition is one type.) 

◦ Pragmatics:  Presupposition: At some developmental stage, people become skilled liars. 

   Focus: The age at which children become skilled liars is remarkably low. (sentence focus) 

  Activation: NP is semi-active. The previous discourse contains some related information. 
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Nominal extraposition (Michaelis & Lambrecht 1996) 
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Boxes are phrases, like nodes on tree 
 S  NP VP NP 
 
AEC = abstract exclamative construction 
 
focus + = sentence focus 
 
sem null “it” = non-referential pronoun 
 
sem null “be” = raising predicate 
 
sem #2 = “astonishing” assigns arg role to NP 
 
accessible +, active -  = semi-active 
 



A family of exclamative constructions 
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Summary of Michaelis & Lambrecht (1996) 

o Nominal extraposition is a formal idiom with construction-particular syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic 
properties 

 

o Discourse-pragmatic properties of information structure need to be specified in the grammatical 
description due to their highly conventional nature 

 

o Syntactic and semantic correspondences among related constructions can be represented as 
inheritance relations, which are also part of our stored knowledge of language (competence) 

 

o Idiosyncratic semantic and pragmatic properties can’t be read off phrase structure, and it’s not obvious 
how non-constructional accounts can deal with them 
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Some questions arising from CxG analyses of 
information structure constructions 

  

 1. Once we admit discourse-pragmatic functions into the grammatical description, how do we 
account for variability and exceptions? These can no longer be dismissed as “performance 
effects.” 

 2. Most of the work in CxG dealing with information structure has been based on a combination 
of informal sentence judgments and selected examples from corpora. Are these methods 
adequate for describing the full range of variability in the data?  

 3. What limitations do formalisms such as Berkeley Construction Grammar box notation have for 
describing variability in the discourse-pragmatic functions of constructions? Can these 
limitations be remedied? 
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Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

 Subject-modifying relative clauses, as in (1) and (3), can be displaced rightward from their 
canonical position, as in (2) and (4): 

  

 1. A speaker who was scheduled to present arrived late.  

 2. A speaker arrived late who was scheduled to present.   

   

  3. Three people who had just met came to the party together. 

  4.  Three people came to the party together who had just met. 
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RCE is a marked construction: increased syntactic complexity (Baltin 2006) 
    slower reading time at the start of the RC (Levy et al 2012) 
   much less frequent in discourse (Francis & Michaelis 2014) 



Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

Definiteness restriction: extraposition only from an indefinite noun phrase 

  1. The speaker who was scheduled to present arrived late.  ACCEPTABLE 

  2. *The speaker arrived late who was scheduled to present.   LESS ACCEPTABLE  

 

Predicate restriction: extraposition only across a verb of appearance such as come, arrive 

  3. Three people who had just met ran the marathon together.     ACCEPTABLE 

  4. *Three people ran the marathon together who had just met.  LESS ACCEPTABLE  

 

Formal syntactic explanation (Guéron 1980): definite noun phrases and transitive verbs have 
syntactic features that prevent extraposition. Sentences (2) and (4) are ungrammatical. 
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Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

Definiteness restriction: extraposition only from an indefinite noun phrase 

  1. The speaker who was scheduled to present arrived late.  ACCEPTABLE 

  2. *The speaker arrived late who was scheduled to present.   LESS ACCEPTABLE  

 

Predicate restriction: extraposition only across a verb of appearance such as come, arrive 

  3. Three people who had just met ran the marathon together.     ACCEPTABLE 

  4. *Three people ran the marathon together who had just met.  LESS ACCEPTABLE  

 

Discourse-pragmatic explanation (Rochemont & Culicover 1990): extraposition has a presentational 
function that is correlated with the use of indefinite noun phrases and verbs of appearance. RCE is used 
when the subject NP has a focal or contrastive referent, and the VP presents backgrounded 
(presupposed) information (Huck & Na 1990; Kuno & Takami 2004; Rochemont & Culicover 1990; Takami 
1999).  

Attested example: New SETS soon appeared that were able to receive all the TV channels. 
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Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

Definiteness restriction: extraposition only from an indefinite noun phrase 

Predicate restriction: extraposition only across a verb of appearance such as come,  
arrive 

Are these constraints reliably reflected in acceptability judgments?    

Acceptability judgment 
experiment   
(57 participants, 192 sentences) 
 
Walker 2013, Figure 1, p. 161 

 

YES 
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Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

Are the constraints fundamentally syntactic or discourse-pragmatic in nature?   

No definitive answer, but two clues: 

1. Definiteness and verb type each showed an additive effect on acceptability ratings. 

2. The least acceptable of the four conditions shown here was still much more acceptable 
than the ungrammatical control sentences. 

 

Walker 2013, Figure 1, p. 161 
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Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

Are the constraints fundamentally syntactic 
or discourse-pragmatic in nature?   

A corpus analysis showed that RCE was used most 
often with indefinite, discourse new subjects and 
passive or presentative predicates. 
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Francis, Elaine J. & Laura A. Michaelis. 2014. Why move? How weight and discourse factors combine 
to predict relative clause extraposition in English.  Edith Moravcsik, Andrej Malchukov, and Brian 
MacWhinney. Eds. Competing Motivations in Grammar and Usage, pp. 70-87. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.  
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Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

Are the constraints fundamentally syntactic or discourse-pragmatic in nature?  

Francis & Michaelis 2014, Figure 5.1, p. 76  

19% of extraposition sentences violate the 
Definiteness Constraint 
 
30% of extraposition sentences violate the 
Predicate Constraint (even when redefined to 
allow for passive verbs) 
 
98% of extraposition sentences have discourse 
new subject, consistent with presentational 
function 
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Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

◦ Corpus analysis showed that phrase length is another important factor to consider.  Short-before-long 
phrase order is known to facilitate sentence production across different constructions in different 
languages.  

Evidence has been found that shows one can have the physiological changes without feeling the corresponding emotion one is 
supposed to.  

I wonder what the thoughts were that were passing through your mind as you lay in bed earlier before you fell asleep.  

 
91% of extraposition sentences showed short-before-long 
phrase order.  
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Francis, Elaine J. 2010. Grammatical weight and relative clause  
      extraposition in English. Cognitive Linguistics 21: 35-74. 



Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 
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Incidence of RCE decreased as VP-to-RC length 
ratio increased 

•Strong preference for RCE when the RC 
was at least five times longer than the VP.  
•RCE was rare when the RC was the same 
length or shorter than the VP. 

 

Francis & Michaelis 2014, Figure 5.4, p. 80 



Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 
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Exceptional cases: 
 
19% of extraposition sentences violated the Definiteness Constraint, and a subset of these exceptionally showed a topical subject NP and focal 
predicate. 
 
In (8a) and (8c) phrase length favors extraposition.  In (8a) and (10a), both discourse and phrase length constraints were violated. 



Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

Initiation Time   Choice of Structure 
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Definiteness and phrase length affected choice of structure and response times in an elicited production task. All 
combinations were used with extraposition, but indefinites with short-before-long order were used most often and 
showed the fastest response times. (reported in Francis & Michaelis 2017) 



Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data 

 

◦ Summary of the findings  

◦ Definiteness Constraint and Predicate Constraint show reliable effects on acceptability.   

◦ The effects on acceptability ratings are additive, and not as strong as we would expect of strict 
grammatical constraints. 

◦ Corpus analysis showed that both constraints were violated in actual language use in 20-30% 
of tokens, but almost all tokens included new information in the subject phrase. 

◦ Definiteness Constraint is manifested similarly in elicited production, with the constraint being 
violated in about 20% of tokens. 

◦ Both constraints interacted with a third constraint related to ease of processing: short-before-
long phrase ordering. This length constraint can help explain some, but not all, of the 
exceptional cases in which the subject NP is topical and the predicate is focal. 

◦ Experimental data show that speakers were sensitive to definiteness in online production 
even though indefinite subject NP is not a strict requirement. 
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Some questions arising from CxG analyses of 
information structure constructions 

  

 1. Once we admit discourse-pragmatic functions into the grammatical description, how do we 
account for variability and exceptions? These can no longer be dismissed as “performance 
effects.” 

 2. Most of the work in CxG dealing with information structure has been based on a combination 
of informal sentence judgments and selected examples from corpora. Are these methods 
adequate for describing the full range of variability in the data?  

 3. What limitations do formalisms such as Berkeley Construction Grammar box notation have for 
describing variability in the discourse-pragmatic functions of constructions? Can these 
limitations be remedied? 
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Relative clause extraposition and the interpretation of 
empirical data: implications for CxG 

◦ How should discourse-related factors such as definiteness and predicate type be 
represented in a constructional analysis, if at all? Would it be adequate to specify 
subject NP as [+ focus], with predicate type and definiteness left unspecified? 

◦ Speakers were sensitive to definiteness and predicate type in acceptability 

◦ Speakers were sensitive to definiteness in production task; however, they used RCE with 
definite NPs in all length conditions 

◦ In the corpus, among utterances that violated definiteness constraint, some were 
consistent with subject NP as focus; others were not 

 

◦ The findings were mostly consistent with previous analyses based on informal 
judgments and isolated examples, but previous analyses did not represent the range of 
variability shown in the corpus and experimental data.  

 
◦ What does this imply about previous analyses of other information structure 

constructions, such as Nominal Extraposition? 
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