2 –Thematic Assignment
1. Arguments vs. Adjuncts

The lexical heads Vº, Aº, and Nº can take a set of arguments the interpretation of which is determined by the lexical heads themselves. More general expressions setting the time, location, manner, instrumental context of an event or action or state are less closely related to a lexical predicate, and are called adjuncts. A significant set of properties set these two kinds of expressions apart.

1.1  Selection & Interpretation – The interpretation of arguments follows directly from their predicate (i.e. the lexical head of which they are argument of). For this reason arguments are said to be selected by their predicate. The interpretation of adjuncts is instead generally invariant across distinct predicates.
(1) Arguments
Subject: 

John has laughed

vs.

John has wept

John’s laughing 

vs.

John’s weeping

La risata di Gianni

vs.

Il pianto di Gianni





The laughter of John



The crying of John

Object:


John sees Bill


vs.

John neglects Bill




John’s fear of the war 

vs.
 
John’s neglect of the war


Indirect Object:
John lent a vase to Bill
vs.
John donated a vase to Bill





John’s speech to Bill

vs.
John’s donation to Bill




Il discorso di Gianni a Luca 
vs. 
Il regalo di Gianni a Luca





The speech of John to Luke

The present of John to Luke

(2) Adjuncts
English:
John has laughed very loudly

vs.
John has wept very loudly

John saw Bill
last Monday

vs.
John neglected Bill last Monday

John’s laughing in the kitchen
vs.
John’s weeping in the kitchen

Italian:

Gianni ha lavorato in cucina

vs.
Gianni ha giocato in cucina



John has worked in kitchen


John has played in kitchen



Gianni ha dato il libro a Maria silenziosamente




John has given the book to Mary quietly



Gianni ha rubato il libro a Maria silenziosamente




John has stolen the book from Mary quietly

A predicate may also selects arguments with specific interpretations, filtering out any arguments whose interpretation is not consistent with that of the predicate itself. Adjuncts instead are not selected and may occur with any head as long as their meaning is compatible with the general properties of the event/action/state expressed by the head at issue.

(3) Arguments:

V:
to elapse    (subject is temporal interval)

to derail (subject/object follows a track)


to die 
(subject has organic nature)

mangiare (subject is organic, object is edible)

to eat

spiegare (subject and indirect object are capable of higher reasoning)



to explain

(4) Adjuncts:


A minute elapses in a minute


The train derailed in a minute


The snail died in a minute


Ho mangiato il pollo in un minuto

Finirò il lavoro in un minuto.



(I) have eaten the chicken in one minute
(I) will-finish the work in one minute 

1.2 Subcategorization – A predicate determines whether its arguments are introduced by a preposition, and also which preposition is used, in which case the preposition is said to be subcategorized by the predicate. Adjuncts on the other hand occur with the same invariant preposition across different predicates.

(5) Arguments: 




John entered the room

vs.

Gianni è entrato in camera








John is entered in room

(6) Adjuncts: 
John put the books on the table in the kitchen around three o’clock  very loudly  

John entered the room around three o’clock  very loudly


I thought of you in the kitchen around three o’clock  very loudly
1.3 Obligatoriness – Only arguments can be obligatory. Adjuncts are always optional.

(7) Arguments:


V:
Distruggere
  Gianni ha distrutto il tavolo

V DP


*Gianni ha distrutto

  John has destroyed the table



Appartenere
 Questo libro appartiene a Maria
V PP







*Questo libro appartiene






This book belongs to Mary

Mettere
  Gianni ha messo il libro sul tavolo
  V DP PP






*Gianni ha messo









*Gianni ha messo il libro








*Gianni ha messo sul tavolo








  John has put the book on-the table


A:
Simile

 Luca e’ simile a suo padre

A  PP

 





*Luca e’ simile









 Luke is like to his father


N:
Cacciata
 la cacciata degli ebrei (dalla Spagna)  N PP (PP)






 The expulsion of the jews (from-the Spain)





*la cacciata  (as in *studiamo la cacciata – we study the expulsion)



Distruzione
 la distruzione di Cartagine
 
N PP








The destruction of Carthago





* la distruzione  (as in *studiamo la distruzione – we study the expulsion)  


(8) Adjuncts: bracketing expresses optionality of bracketed adjuncts

V:
Distruggere
Gianni ha distrutto il tavolo (in pochi secondi) (ieri sera) (in giardino)


To destroy
John has destroyed the table (in a few seconds) (yesterday evening) (in 

the garden)



Appartenere
Questo libro appartiene a Maria (da tanto tempo) (per via dell’eredita’)



To belong 
This book belongs to Mary (since much time) (due to the inheritance)

Mettere
Gianni ha messo il libro sul tavolo (velocemente) (ieri sera) (in giardino)

To put
John has put the book on-the table (quickly) (yesterday evening) (in the garden)


A:
Simile

 Luca e’ simile a suo padre (in modo quasi perfetto) (da sempre)



Similar

Luke is like to his father (in manner almost perfect) (since ever)




Luke is (almost totally) like his father (since he was born)


N:
Cacciata
 Studieremo la cacciata degli arabi dalla Spagna (nel tredicesimo secolo)

Expulsion
(we) will-study the expulsion of-the arabs from-the Spain (in the XIIIth century)



Distruzione
 Ho studiato la distruzione di Cartagine (nel 146 BC)





I have studied the destruction of Carthago (in-the 146 BC)

2. Thematic Assignment

In order to model the relation that a predicate has with its arguments, we assume that predicate heads come with a set of thematic roles (a.k.a. theta roles, or (-roles) that they assign to their arguments. 
Each theta role represents the specific semantic relation that relates the predicate to a specific argument. 
For example, in the example below the verb give assigns three (-roles, one each to the subject expressing the agent of the action, one to the object expressing what is affected by the action (also called the theme), and one to the indirect object of the sentence, expressing the goal of the action.

(9) John gave a book to Mary

 

The difference between arguments and adjuncts is that arguments are assigned a theta role by their predicate which provides them with a specific interpretation in relation to the action/event/state associated with the predicate, whereas adjuncts are not assigned any theta-role and thus have a more general and invariant interpretation specifying the time, location, manner, duration, reason, instrument and other general properties of actions/events/states. 
2.1 Lexical Representation of Predicates and Thematic Roles
We classify the most frequently occurring (-roles into three general categories:


Agent

Assigned to an entity that performs an action 

(e.g. subjects of transitive predicates)

Theme-Patient
Assigned to an entity that is affected by some action/event (e.g. objects of transitive predicates)


Goal/Source
Assigned to an entity that constitutes the goal/source of predicates involving 

a ‘transfer’ action/event.
Lexical items have to be represented together with the idiosyncratic theta-roles they assign and the syntactic category they impose for the realisation of their arguments (i.e. the subcategorization of a lexical head). Subjects are considered arguments as well, but since they occur externally to the phrasal projection of the head (as discussed later on), their category is left unspecified.

V:
Distruggere:
 (Agent, Theme),

___ DP


To destroy

Accordare
 (Agent, Theme),

___ DP


To tune



Appartenere
 (Agent, Goal),

___ PP


To belong



Portare

 (Agent, Theme, Goal),
___ DP PP


To bring

Mettere
 (Agent, Theme, Goal),
___ DP PP


To put



Presentare
 (Agent, Theme, Goal),
___ DP PP


To introduce


A:
Simile

 (Theme, Goal),

___  PP


Alike/similar



Accanto
 (Theme, Goal),

___  PP


Near/Adjacent


N:
Cacciata
 (Agent, Theme, Source),
___ DP PP


Expulsion



Distruzione
 (Agent, Theme),

___ DP


Destruction

Optional arguments share the same representation of obligatory arguments:




ESEMPIO:





LEX-ENTRY

V:
Mangiare
Gianni ha mangiato (un pollo),

(Agent, Theme) 
___ DP


To eat

John has eaten (a chicken)


Telefonare
Gianni ha telefonato (a Maria),

(Agent, Goal)
   
___ PP


To call

John has called (to Mary)


Raccontare
Gianni ha raccontato una storia (a Maria)
(Agent, Theme, Goal) ___ DP PP


To tell

John has told a story (to Mary)

2.2 Argument Licensing – Any non-predicate expression must either be selected as argument by a predicate via a theta-role or modify the phrasal projection of the predicate as an adjunct. An expression that is neither an argument nor an adjunct is left with no interpretation because it has neither the predicate-specific interpretation associated with a theta role, nor the general interpretation associated with adjuncts. This makes a sentence ungrammatical, as shown by the following examples where the underlined expressions are neither arguments nor adjuncts. It follows that non-predicate expressions must always be licensed as arguments or adjuncts.  
(10) Arguments: 
*John has wept the children




*John drank his wine at horrible whales


*John donated a vase to Bill to our cousins
2.3 Locality – Some languages fix the left-to-right order of their arguments, whereas even in these languages adjuncts occur in free order. This is for example the case in English (Italian allows for more freedom in its arguments).
(11) Arguments: 
He put a vase on the table

* He put on the table a vase

He introduced Mary to John

* He introduced to John Mary

(12) Adjuncts: 
He ate in the garden at three o’clock.  /   He ate at three o’clock in the garden




He walked down the hill with his dog  /  He walked with his dog down the hill

In these languages, arguments (here underlined) occur closer to the lexical head than adjuncts.

(13) a.
He read the book in the morning

vs. 
*He read in the morning the book





b.
He called Mary with his mobile

vs. 
* He called with his mobile Mary
c.
He put a vase on the table before midnight
vs. 


*He put a vase before midnight on the table
The fact that arguments occur closer to their predicate than adjuncts shows that thematic assignment is a local relation. We capture this observation through the following condition, requiring thematic assignment to occur within the maximal projection of a head.

(14) Locality of Theta Assignment: 
thematic assignment by a head must occur 




within the maximal projection of the assigning head.

Since adjuncts are not assigned any theta-role, they must occur externally to the domain of thematic assignment. They are adjoined to the maximal projection of the phrase that they modify.

An example is provided below: note how the DP argument is assigned its theta role within VP, while the PP adjunct is adjoined to the VP and hence external to the innermost VP-projection.
(15) He has threatened a man with a gun
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         (-ROLES
The above principle of theta-assignment locality predicts that a head and its (internal) arguments form a syntactic constituent even without the adjuncts (e.g. the innermost VP in the example above), whereas a head and its adjuncts cannot form a well-formed constituent without including the arguments as well. This prediction can be tested via pronominalization. In (16a) below, ‘so’ successfully refers to the VP that includes the predicate ‘eat’ and its argument ‘chicken’ but not the adjunct ‘in the afternoon’. In (16b), the attempt to refer to the predicate ‘eat’ and the adjunct ‘in the afternoon’ while leaving out the argument ‘chicken’ fails, as expected. The same holds for the examples in (17).
(16) a. John will [eat chicken] in the afternoon whereas Mary will do so in the evening

  






(so=eat chicken)


b. *John will eat chicken in the afternoon whereas Mary will do so fish. 

  






(so=eat in the afternoon)

(17) a. Luca ha [spiegato il problema a Gianni] in giardino mentre Maria lo ha fatto in casa.








         (lo= explain the problem)

   Luke has explained the problem to John in garden while Mary it has done at home

   Luke explained the problem to John in the garden, while Mary did so at home


b. *Luca ha spiegato il problema a Gianni in giardino mentre Maria lo ha fatto a Francesca








         (lo= explain while in the garden)

    Luke has explained the problem to John in garden while Mary it has done to Francesca

    Luke explained the problem to John in the garden, while Mary did so to Francesca

3. The Status of Subjects

But if thematic assignment is local, how can subjects be theta-assigned? 

Historically: subjects have been considered to be assigned an external theta-role, because they occur outside the projection of the assigner. Is this correct? Are they theta-assigned by functional heads? Are there other solutions?

Note that functional heads, such as Iº, do not appear to assign any thematic role and therefore are not responsible for the position of subjects as far as theta-assignment is concerned. For example, changing the tense of the auxiliary in Iº affects our interpretation of when the event/action predicated by the verb took place, but not the interpretation of the relation between the subject and the verb.

(18) Thematic irrelevance of Iº functional head: 


John will laugh / has laughed / had laughed / was laughing 
4. Exercises – For every underlined phrase, determine whether it is an argument or an adjunct.
a.
We  heard   that England was at war with Iraq   only in the afternoon
b.
This palace  belonged to the queen  for a few years

c.
We studied the destruction of Coventry  in World-War-II
d.
Abbiamo    parlato    tutta la sera   di politica

(we) have   spoken    all the evning of politics
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