
Seth Cable  Introduction to Semantics 
Fall 2015  Ling510 

 1 

First Take-Home Exam 
 
You will have until November 13th to complete the questions below.  Some of these questions can 
be answered very quickly, while others will require more thought (and writing).  Please bear this 
in mind when planning how to make the most effective use of your time. 

You may talk with me in person or over e-mail about any questions you might have on 
any of these problems (within reason).   
 
(1) The Big Question         [5 points] 
 

What is the over-arching question that the field of semantics seeks to answer?  How does 
it seek to answer this question? 

 
(2) The Principle of Compositionality      [5 points] 
 

Please explain what the following statement means: “The meaning of a complex 
linguistic expression is usually compositional.”  What is the evidence for this claim? 

 
(3) The Importance of Truth Conditions     [5 points] 
 

Please explain (relatively briefly) the intellectual value of a formal system that can derive 
the truth conditions of every sentence in a given language. 

 
(4) Questions on the Basic Properties of Functions and the Lambda Notation   [5 points] 
 
 a. Is the following set a function? Why or why not? 
 

  { <1,2>, <2,3>, <3,2>, <4,3>, <5,4>, <2,7> } 
 

b. What is the domain of the following function? What is its range? What is 
f(Northampton)? 

  
f  = { <Boston, Walsh> , <New York, de Blasio>, <Northampton, Narkewicz> } 

 
 c. Please define the following function using lambda notation. 
 
  { < up , down > , < on , off > , < high, low > , < hot , cold > } 
 
 d. Please write the following function as a set of ordered pairs. 
 

[ λx : x ∈ { Twilight , Gravity’s Rainbow }. x is a book about vampires ] 
 
 e. Please use Lambda Conversion to calculate the value of the following expression: 
 
  [ λx : x ∈ { y : y is a number } . [ λz : z ∈ { y : y is a number } . x + z ] ](4)(5) 
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(5) An Exercise on the Semantics of Adjectives, Common Nouns and Definites    [30 pts] 
 
 Please compute the T-conditions that our system derives for the following sentence: 

 
a. The friendly doctor is an unwed man. 

 
 In your answer, you will need to: 
 

• Provide a syntax for the sentence 
 
• Provide lexical entries for each of the lexical items in the sentence 

In doing so, make sure to be careful of which adjectives are intersective and which 
adjectives are subsective.   

(Note: there is indeed a subsective adjective in (5a); writing out the lexical entry 
for it will provide an additional analytic challenge.  Try to base your entry on the 
lexical entries we proposed for other subsective adjectives.) 

 
• Show how our rules (FA, NN, TN, LC, PM) in combination with those lexical entries 

can derive a particular T-conditional statement for (5a). 
 
(6) An Exercise on the Semantics of the Copula [10 points] 
 

Although our semantic system can interpret sentence (5a), it won’t be able to interpret the 
sentences below.  

 
 a. Barack is the president. 
 
 b. Clark Kent is Superman. 
 
 c. FIRST QUESTION:  [5 points] 
  Why can’t our system interpret the sentences above? What goes wrong? 
 
 d. SECOND QUESTION: [5 points] 

There’s a few ways in which our system could be expanded to cover the sentences 
in (6a,b). One way would be to treat the word is in English as ambiguous. Please 
provide a new lexical entry for is that would allow our system to interpret the 
sentences in (6a,b).   

 
(7) An Exercise on Presuppositions in the English Cleft Construction [20 Points] 
 

The English cleft construction is exemplified by sentences like those in (a)-(b) below. 
 

a. It is Dave who John likes. 
b. It is Sue who likes Dave.   

 
 We will assume that this construction has the following, oversimplified syntax: 
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 c. Assumed Syntax of the English Cleft Construction 
 
     S 
 
   CleftP    Relative-Clause 
 
  Cleft-Marker  DP  who John likes 
 
       It is             Dave 
 

In this exercise, you’ll be working out a compositional semantics for the English cleft 
construction.  To begin with, let us assume the lexical entries in (d)-(g) below. 

 
 d. [[Dave ]]  = Dave 
 e. [[ Sue ]]  = Sue 
 
 f. [[ who John likes ]] = [ λxe : John likes x ] 
 g. [[ who likes Dave ]] = [ λxe : x likes Dave ] 
 
 h. QUESTION 1: [5 Points] 

Assuming the syntax in (7c) and the lexical entries in (7d-g), what could the 
semantic type of the Cleft-Marker it is be? [NOTE: There are two possibilities] 

 
Linguists and grammarians have long observed that the English cleft carries a particular 
presupposition.  As indicated below, a cleft of the form It is DP Relative-Clause 
presupposes that there is exactly one thing that the relative clause is true of.  For 
example: 

  
 i.      “It is Dave who John likes” presupposes there is exactly one x such that John likes x 
 j.       “It is Sue who likes Dave” presupposes there is exactly one x such that x likes Dave 
 
 k QUESTION 2: [5 Points] 

Please review Section 2.1 of our first handout The Conceptual Foundations of 
Truth-Conditional Semantics. Please pay careful attention to the ‘test’ for whether 
something is a presupposition of a sentence S or not. Now, use that test to show 
that the statements in (i) and (j) are correct. 

 
Linguists and grammarians have also long observed that, aside from its special 
presupposition, the English cleft construction doesn’t seem to differ much in meaning 
from ‘non-clefted’ English sentences.  That is, the following truth-conditional statements 
seem to be accurate. 

 
 l. “It is Dave who John likes” is true iff Dave is the unique y such that John likes y 
 m. “It is Sue who likes Dave” is true iff if Sue is the unique y such that y likes Dave 
 
          [Continued over…] 
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 n. QUESTION 3: [10 Points] 
 

Please provide a lexical entry for the Cleft-Marker it is, which will predict: 
  (i) the T-conditional statements in (l)-(m) 
  (ii) the presuppositions in (i)-(j) 
 

For the purposes of this assignment, you need only give the lexical entry. You 
don’t have to provide a truth-conditional derivation.  

 
 
Huge Hint: Consider the way our lexical entry for the captures the presuppositions which it is 

associated with. 
 
 
 
Huger Hint:  
Your answer should analyze the CleftP (i.e., “It is Dave”) as being of type < <e,t> , t > 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


