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My recent and ongoing research is focused on the interpretation of referring expressions (e.g. she,
Rosa, that woman, the woman we talked about yesterday) as a window on the semantics-pragmatics
interface. Referring expressions have attracted a great deal of interest in fields concerned with
linguistic meaning, including semantics, psycholinguistics, and the philosophy of language, because
they embody a particularly direct link between language and the world: speakers have clear intu-
itions that an utterance of a referring expression is connected with a particular entity in the world
(its referent). But the choice of referent is often quite complex, drawing on information from lex-
ical semantics (such as determiner meanings), compositional semantics (such as the interaction of
nominals with modality) and pragmatics (such as domain restriction and the inferred intentions of
the speaker). I am interested in referring expressions because when we learn something about their
interpretation, we also learn something about how lexical and compositional semantics interacts
with pragmatics. My research program is proceeding in three main areas, addressing the inter-
pretation of particular referring expressions (see section 1), the connection between reference and
trans-world identity (section 2), and the nature of pragmatic domain restriction (section 3). I work
from the perspective of formal semantics and formal pragmatics in all three areas. In addition, the
philosophy of language is important to my research on trans-world identity, and I am beginning to
apply experimental methods to my research on domain restriction.

1. Demonstratives and definite descriptions

1.1 Demonstratives

Demonstrative noun phrases (e.g. that painting) have received considerable attention in the philo-
sophical literature because they are exceptionally sensitive to the context of utterance. For example,
a deictic demonstrative, which is used to refer to something in the physical surroundings of the
utterance, can have its reference fixed by a pointing gesture, as shown in (1).

(1) a. I like that painting better than that painting.
b. #I like the painting better than the painting.

Deictic demonstratives also fail to participate in scopal ambiguity, and as a result, (2-a) below is
false, unlike (2-b). It seems that because the interpretation of a deictic demonstrative is fixed by
something in the context of utterance, the descriptive content of demonstrative does not interact
with the compositional semantics of the rest of the sentence.

(2) (pointing at John) If John and Mary switched places . . .
a. . . . that person would be a woman.
b. . . . the person I’d be pointing at would be a woman. (Kaplan 1977)

The classic theory of demonstratives (Kaplan 1977) is based on the deictic use and takes demon-
stratives to be rigid designators: the extension of a demonstrative is then its actual referent and
the intension is a constant function from worlds to the actual referent. The lexical meaning of
demonstrative determiners and pronouns is furthermore assumed to make reference to a speaker
demonstration or a speaker’s referential intention.

Once we move beyond deictic uses of demonstratives, however, the picture becomes less clear.
For example, it is not clear in what respect the anaphoric demonstrative in (3) below is sensitive
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to a demonstration. Anaphoric demonstratives also participate in scope ambiguity: for example,
the demonstrative in (4) has narrow scope under the universal quantifier every.

(3) A womani entered from stage left. Another womanj entered from stage right. That womanj

was carrying a basket of flowers. (Roberts 2002)

(4) Every dogi has an owner who thinks that that dog i is a sweetie. (Roberts 2002)

Recent work on demonstratives (King 2001, Roberts 2002) has made some room in the theory for
non-deictic demonstratives by allowing demonstratives to be non-rigid. However, this work retains
the classic assumption that demonstratives are sensitive to a special means of reference, namely a
demonstration or a speaker intention. I have taken a more radical position, arguing that the lexical
semantics of demonstrative determiners does not make reference to speaker demonstrations or
intentions. Instead, building on recent uniqueness-based treatments of definiteness (Recanati 2004,
Roberts 2003, Abbott 1999), I have argued that the semantic common denominator of definite
noun phrases is uniqueness relative to a contextually restricted domain and that demonstrative
determiners place constraints on how domain restriction takes place. The intuition behind the
analysis is that demonstrative noun phrases indicate a shift in domain. For example, a typical
deictic demonstrative (e.g. Look at that painting! ) refers uniquely, not relative to the entire context
of utterance, but relative to the subpart of the context corresponding to a speaker demonstration.
An anaphoric demonstrative likewise refers uniquely relative to a subpart of the discourse context
containing a recently introduced discourse referent, and doesn’t necessarily refer uniquely relative
to the entire discourse context. In some cases the domain shift is more exotic. For example, I argue
that the demonstrative description in (5) below, which is paraphrasable by an -ever free relative as
in (6), is interpreted relative to a domain established by the postnominal modifier (Wolter 2007a,b).

(5) Those employees responsible were fired.

(6) Whichever employees were responsible were fired.

(7) Those responsible employees were fired.

Note that the demonstrative in (7), which does not contain a postnominal modifier, lacks the
reading that is paraphrasable by (6).

1.2 Emotive demonstratives and the nature of emotive meaning

In addition to establishing a connection to a referent, some utterances of demonstratives con-
vey additional information about the subjective state of the interlocutors. This emotive use is
exemplified in (8) below.

(8) That mother of John is quite a woman!

Emotive demonstratives have been described as expressing a sense of solidarity between the in-
terlocutors (Lakoff 1974) but have not previously received a formal analysis. I have incorporated
Lakoff’s insight into the analysis of demonstratives by arguing that emotive demonstratives express
solidarity among discourse participants by referring relative to a domain established by salient
mutual knowledge (Wolter 2006).

The more general question raised by emotive demonstratives is how “emotive” or “expressive”
meaning — that is, meaning that is tied to the emotions or other subjective judgments of discourse
participants — relates to better understood aspects of interpretation. This is another incarnation
of the big question about the nature of the semantics-pragmatics interface: the emotions and
subjective judgments of the discourse participants are fundamentally pragmatic, and we are just
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beginning to understand, as semanticists begin to develop formal analyses of expressive meanings
(see, e.g., Potts 2007, Lasersohn 2005), how this sort of contextual information is tied to lexical
and compositional meaning. My analysis of emotive demonstratives contributes to the empirical
base of this new line of research, as does a new project on an emotive-like entailment of believe.

The emotive-like entailment of believe is salient in a sentence like (9).

(9) I know the semester is half over but I can’t believe it!

A standard semantics of know as true belief predicts (9) to be incoherent, but intuitively, (9)
expresses that the speaker takes a certain proposition to be true but is not emotionally prepared
to accept that proposition. My working hypothesis is that the lexical semantics of believe triggers
two entailments, either of which can be foregrounded: the standard epistemic entailment and an
entailment about the subject’s emotional commitment to the proposition expressed by the sentential
complement (Wolter 2008).

Although expressive meanings like those associated with emotive demonstratives and believe
are somewhat removed from the central concerns of the semantics of referring expressions, thinking
about expressive meanings is relevant to basic theoretical questions about the semantics-pragmatics
interface: how do we separate lexical and contextual meaning, and to what extent can the meaning
of lexical items specify links to pragmatic factors? What aspects of meaning can and should be
given a formal treatment? These questions must be addressed in nominal semantics as well, and are
particularly pressing for a project on the attributive/referential distinction in definite descriptions,
which I discuss below.

1.3 Definite descriptions

My analysis of demonstrative noun phrases has consequences for definite descriptions as well. One
consequence is that demonstrative determiners and the definite article stand in a markedness re-
lation: the definite article is semantically unmarked relative to the demonstrative determiners,
requiring only uniqueness relative to some domain (Wolter 2005, 2006). Due to this relation, def-
inite descriptions are interpreted relative to a limited set of “default” domains. The result is a
weaker meaning for the definite article than might have been adopted if noun phrases containing
the were the only noun phrases under consideration.

Attributive definite descriptions resemble demonstratives like (5) above in that they are para-
phrasable by -ever free relatives, and this has led me to consider the nature of the attribu-
tive/referential distinction in definite descriptions, first described by Donnellan (1966). In the
referential use, the speaker’s goal is simply to refer, and the descriptive content of the definite
description is used as a means to that end. For example, if the speaker of (10) intends to convey
that Jones is insane, and happens to take for granted that Jones murdered Smith, then the definite
description the murderer of Smith is used referentially.

(10) The murderer of Smith is insane.

In the attributive use, the descriptive content of the definite description is intuitively more “impor-
tant”: the referent is identified solely on the basis of the description, and the description may be
important to the proposition expressed by the sentence. For example, if the speaker of (10) intends
to convey that the nature of the crime scene suggests that whoever murdered Smith is insane, then
the definite description the murderer of Smith is used attributively.

Although speakers generally agree that there are two distinct uses of definite descriptions,
pinning down the difference between the uses has proved to be extremely difficult, and there is no
consensus in the literature, even about whether the distinction is semantic or pragmatic in nature.
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In the context of my research on demonstratives, I argue that the attributive/referential distinction
reflects a non-truth-conditional difference in the modal anchoring of the descriptive content (Wolter
2006). In ongoing work I am continuing to explore the ramifications of this proposal for the
interpretation of definite descriptions.

2. Reference and trans-world identity

We are used to thinking of successful reference as establishing a connection between an entity
and an utterance of a noun phrase. Another outcome of successful reference, however, is that once
we have identified an entity in the actual world, that entity may be traced across other times,
situations, or possible worlds. Identificational sentences like (11) below are interesting in that they
are used in circumstances where these two aspects of successful reference come apart.

(11) a. That is Rosa.
b. That is a woman.

I have recently begun to work on the semantics of identificational sentences in collaboration with
Daphna Heller, also a postdoctoral fellow at Rochester. Identificational sentences raise a number of
interesting puzzles. They are typically uttered in presentational contexts, where the speaker points
at an example of a category (11-a) or introduces someone (11-b), and we would like to understand
the nature of this special context. Furthermore, the post-copular expression is always a nominal,
and the pre-copular demonstrative pronoun is exceptional in that it apparently refers to a human
(cf. #That is having lunch). A successful analysis if identificational sentences should account for
these facts.

We argue (Heller and Wolter 2007) that the compositional semantics of identificational sentences
reflects the fact that nominals, unlike verbal or adjectival predicates, express principles of identity
relative to which an entity may be traced across times, situations or possible worlds (Geach 1962,
1972, Gupta 1980). On our view, the post-copular nominal in an identificational sentence makes
explicit the principle of identity associated with an entity that has been perceived in the world but
not established in discourse. The restriction of the post-copular expression to a nominal reflects
this function. The pre-copular demonstrative, meanwhile, refers to an entity without placing any
constraints on the sort of the entity, that is, the principle by which the entity can be tracked
across worlds. In other words, we claim that demonstrative pronouns are entirely unmarked with
respect to the sortal features of their referents, and thus can in principle be used to refer to humans
(as well as other entities like inanimate objects, events, and so on). The unconstrained nature
of demonstrative pronouns emerges most clearly in identificational sentences, whose purpose is to
assert the sort of the referent of the pre-copular demonstrative. Other demonstrative pronouns are
blocked from referring to humans because the gendered personal pronouns he and she are preferred;
he and she are not licensed in identificational sentences because they presuppose the information
that the sentence asserts. In general, the view of demonstrative pronouns that emerges from this
project is similar to my other research on demonstratives in deriving some aspects of interpretation
from inferences about the speaker’s reasons for choosing one referring expression over another.

Identificational sentences are particularly interesting to me in that they provide a new per-
spective on the special nature of deictic uses of referring expressions, suggesting that the deictic
use differs from other uses in part in the way the referring expression is linked to a principle of
identity. But this project has also opened up many new avenues of research by challenging stan-
dard assumptions about reference and identity. One outcome of our analysis of identificational
sentences is a new analysis of proper names that preserves the causal theory of names without the
requirement that there is a unique bearer of each name, and we plan to pursue this analysis in
future work. We also plan to address the nature of the non-identity condition on -ever free rela-
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tives (i.e. the condition that whatever John cooks in a sentence like I will eat whatever John cooks
denotes different dishes in different future possibilities). Our hypothesis is that the principles of
identity contributed by nominals are relevant to the non-identity condition on -ever free relatives.
Because -ever free relatives are quite similar to attributive definite descriptions, it is likely that
this line of research will connect with my ongoing work on the attributive/referential distinction.
Finally, in I am developing an analysis of sentences like That sounds like Rosa. Perception verbs
also license “human” demonstrative pronouns, and my working hypothesis here is that Lasersohn’s
(1995) analysis of sounds like applies. If so, sentences of this type are paraphrasable as Judging by
the sounds of things, that is Rosa.

3. Domain restriction and experimental pragmatics

My research on demonstratives and definite descriptions relies heavily on the the phenomenon of
pragmatic domain restriction: the pragmatic reasoning that leads us to conclude, for example,
that the speaker of The ceiling is about to collapse does not assume that there is only one ceiling
in the entire universe. It is well known that domain restriction is influenced by the “context” in
its broadest sense, including the physical surroundings of the utterance, previous discourse, and
factors that are harder to pin down, such as unstated propositions that are taken for granted,
and the intentions of the speaker. Because the aspects of the context that contribute to domain
restriction are so rich, they are difficult to control, leading to challenges, for example, in comparing
different speakers’ intuitions about how a particular nominal is restricted. In my most recent work I
have begun to use experimental methods to explore the nature of domain restriction. Experimental
work is a natural complement to theoretical work in this area because the context can be controlled
during an experiment in a way that allows us to tease apart the various features of the context that
are relevant to domain restriction.

My experiments use the so-called visual world paradigm, in which participants’ eye movements
are tracked while they follow verbal instructions to manipulate either objects in front of them
or pictures on a computer screen. Because participants look at objects before interacting with
them, and because eye movements are closely time-locked with linguistic processing, this paradigm
gives us an extremely fine-grained picture of what potential referents interpreters consider while
processing a sentence. When this methodology is used with an experiment that manipulates the
cues relevant to domain restriction, we can ask very detailed questions about what information is
or is not used by interpreters in constructing domains of potential referents. I am currently working
on two related studies in collaboration with Mike Tanenhaus, and expect to have preliminary data
for both by the end of the semester.

3.1 Givenness and contrast

The first study builds on results due to Dahan et al. (2002) and considers interactions among the
contrastive implication of scalar adjectives, the uniqueness requirement on definite descriptions, and
pitch accent placement. (Incidentally, this brings me back to a long-standing interest in intonation
meaning, which I last explored in Wolter 2003 by developing a formal pragmatic analysis of the
rise-fall-rise contour.) The display in the critical trials contains, e.g., a large candle, a small candle,
a piece of candy, and an unrelated item, and participants hear one of the sequences of instructions
in (12) or (13).

(12) a. Put the small candle below the triangle. . .
b. . . . Now put the candle ABOVE THE SQUARE.

(13) a. Put the small candle below the triangle. . .
b. . . . Now put the CANDLE above the square.
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Intuitively, in both conditions, the referent of the candle is the small candle that was previously
mentioned, and (13) is infelicitous: the pitch accent on candle is inconsistent with reference to
a previously mentioned entity, while the unmentioned large candle is apparently not a potential
referent of an unmodified definite description. Looking at eye movements right after the onset of
the accented noun in (13) has the potential to shed light on how listeners interpret these conflicting
cues: an early bias in looks toward the candy would indicate that the listener first identifies a
unique unmentioned referent, while early looks toward the large candle would indicate that it is in
fact considered as a potential referent.

3.2 Contrast and mention

The second study addresses the interaction of the contrastive implication of scalar adjectives with
previous mention. In this experiment, the critical trials have displays containing two contrast
pairs, e.g. a large and small candle and a large and small anchor. Out of the blue, an instruction
beginning Put the small . . . is temporarily ambiguous: we must hear the noun in order to resolve
the reference of the noun phrase. Note that if the display contained only one contrast pair, we
would be able to resolve the reference of the noun phrase at the adjective, and Sedivy et al. (1999)
show that listeners do exactly this. But it is not known how listeners respond to this instruction
after one of the contrast pairs has been mentioned, as in (14), and this is what my experiment asks.

(14) a. Put the big candle below the triangle. . .
b. . . . Now put the small . . .

Understanding how mention interacts with the contrastive implication sets the stage for further
work probing the effects of mention on domains of reference.
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