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Description: The course gives a first introduction to the aims, methods, and
results of formal semantics, also called model-theoretic or truth-conditional se-
mantics. The aim is to familiarize the student with the idea of a compositional
semantics, the basic tools currently used in this enterprise, some main insights
obtained, as well as some challenges remaining. I will focus on the extensional
part of semantics, leaving a quick overview of the treatment of intensional phe-
nomena to the end.

Literature: We will use Heim and Kratzer’s [1] as a textbook, supplemented
with a number of papers (see below). In addition, lecture notes will deal with
certain topics. [1] presents one approach to formal semantics (based on the
notion of Logic Form); we sometimes contrast its treatment of various linguistic
phenomena with that of other current approaches.

Prerequisites: Some acquaintance with the language of first-order logic, and
with basic concepts of sets and functions. Otherwise, no specific background in
philosophy, linguistics, or logic is required: we start at an elementary level and
introduce the tools needed as we go along.

Plan: The following plan is preliminary, and subject to possible change. Some
further literature may be added as well. In addition to the seven lectures de-
scribed below, there will be exercise classes led by Dr. Fengkui Ju.

21/10 Introduction: Overview of formal semantics starting from Frege and Russell—
in particular Russell’s account of definite descriptions and other noun
phrases in ‘On denoting’ [6]—via the generative paradigm in linguistics
to Montague’s (and others’) work in the late 60’s, and beyond; see [4].

23/10 Compositionality : History, background, formulation, and discussion of the
idea of compositional semantics, using [3]. In particular, the idea of se-
mantic composition as function application, and the notion of direct com-
positionality (Jacobson).
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25/10 The rest of the course discusses selected issues in formal semantics, using
[1] as textbook. In parallel, we (sometimes) contrast Heim and Kratzer’s
account with Montague’s original approach and (often) with recent ac-
counts in terms of type-shifting rules, as in [5] and [2].

To begin: first examples; syntactic categories; syntax trees; interpreta-
tions; types; lambda notation and lambda calculus. ([1], chs. 1–4; notes)

28/10 Assertion/presupposition/implicature. The definite article. Relative clauses.
Variables. ([1], ch. 5; notes)

30/10 Noun phrases and generalized quantifiers. ([1], ch. 6; [7])

1/11:1 Quantification and grammar, in particular: coordination; quantified phrases
in object position; binding and anaphora (if there is time). ([1], ch. 7 ff.;
[2]; [5])

1/11:2 Possible worlds semantics for intensional verbs, attitude verbs, tense,
modality, etc. Kaplan style semantics for context-dependence. ([1], ch.
11; notes)
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