
Sentence 
Semantics 1:  
Situations 

5.1 Introduction 

In chapter 3 we discussed aspects of word meaning. In this chapter we 
investigate some aspects of meaning that belong to the level of the sentence. 
One aspect is the marking of time, known as tense. How this is marked 
varies from language to language: it might be marked on a verb in languages 
like English or by special time words as in Chinese, as shown in 5. la-c 
below:' 

5.1 	 a. TB xihZli y6u ke 
he now have classes 
'He now has classes.' 

b. 	 TS zuotian y6u ke 

he yesterday have classes 

'He had classes yesterday.' 


c. 	 TB mingtian y6u kk 

he tomorrow have classes 

'He will have classes tomorrow.' 


(Tiee 1986: 90) 

Here the verb you 'hashave' does not change form: the time reference is 
given by the time words, xianzai 'now', zudtian 'yesterday' and mingtian 
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'tomorrow'. We can compare this with the English translations where the 
verb have changes for tense to give the forms, have, had and will have. 

However it is marked, the location in time identified by tense belongs not 
to a single word but to the whole sentence. Take for example the English 
sentence 5.2 below: 

5.2 Hamibal and his armies brought elephants across the Alps. 

Though it is the verb bring which carries the morphological marker of tense, 
it seems sensible to say that the whole event described belongs in the past. 
In this chapter we will look at a number of semantic categories which, like 
tense, belong at the sentence level and which can be seen as ways that 
languages allow speakers to construct different views of situations. We begin 
by looking in section 5.2 at how languages allow speakers to classify situ- 
ations by using semantic distinctions of situation type, tense and aspect. 
Then in section 5.3 we look at how systems of mood and evidentiality 
allow speakers to adopt differing attitudes towards the factuality of their 
sentences. Each of these are sentence-level semantic systems which enable 
speakers to organize descriptions of situations. 

5.2 Classifying Situations 

5.2.1 Introduction 

We can identify three important dimensions to the task of classifying a 
situation in order to talk about it. These dimensions are situation type, 
tense and aspect. Situation type, as we shall see in section 5.2.2, is a label 
for the typology of situations encoded in the semantics of a language. For 
example, languages commonly allow speakers to describe a situation as 
static or unchanging for its duration. Such states are described in the 
following examples: 

5.3 Robert loves pizza. 

5.4 Mary knows the way to San Jose. 

In describing states the speaker gives no information about the internal 
structure of the state: it just holds for a certain time, unspecified in the 
above examples. We can contrast this with viewing a situation as involving 
change, e.g. 

5.5 Robert grew very quickly. 

5.6 Mary is driving to San Jose. 
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discuss the problems of comparing the aspectual systems of different lan- 
guages in 5.2.5. Finally section 5.2.6 is a brief look at how these dimensions 
combine to allow speakers to portray different situations. 

5.2.2 Verbs and situation types 

We saw in the last section that certain lexical categories, in particular verbs, 
inherently describe different situation types. Some describe states, others 
are dynamic and describe processes and events. In this section we describe 
elements of the meaning of verbs which correlate to differences of situation 
type. 

Srarive verbs In the last section we saw examples of inherently stative 
verbs like be, have, know and love. These verbs allow the speaker to view a 
situation as a steady state, with no internal phases or changes. Moreover the 
speaker does not overtly focus on the beginning or end of the state. Even 
if the speaker, uses a stative in the past, e.g. 

5.16 Mary loved to drive sports cars. 

no attention is directed to the end of the state. We do not know from 5.16 
if or how the state ended: whether Mary's tastes changed, or she herself is 
no longer around. All we are told is that the relationship described between 
Mary and sports cars existed for a while. We can contrast this with a sentence 
like 5.17 below, containing a dynamic verb like learn: 

5.17 Mary learned to drive sports cars. 

Here the speaker is describing a process and focusing on the end-point: at 
the beginning Mary didn't know how to drive sports cars, and at the end 
she has learnt. The process has a conclusion. 

Stative verbs display some grammatical differences from dynamic verbs. 
For example, in English progressive forms can be used of dynamic situations 
like 5.18a below but not states like 5.18b: 

5.18 a. I am learning Swahili. 
b. *I am knowing Swahili. 

As noted by Vlach (1981), this is because the progressive aspect, marked by 
-ing above, has connotations of dynamism and change which suits an activ- 
ity like learn but is incompatible with a stative verb like know. We discuss the 
English progressive in sections 5.2.3 and 5.2.5 below. 

Similarly it usually sounds odd to use the imperative with statives; we can 
compare the following: 
















