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Type-shifting Rules and the
Semantics of Interrogatives

Jeroen Groenendijk and Martin Stokhof

0 Introduction

The aim of this paper is a modest one. In what follows, we will argue that if one takes
into consideration certain constructions involving interrogatives, a flexible approach to
the relationship between syntactic categories and semantic types may be of great help.
More in particular, we will try to show that if one uses something like an orthodox
intensional type theory as one’s semantic tool, a more liberal association between
syntactic categories and semantic types becomes imperative. However, we will also
see that such flexibility is by no means easily introduced into the grammar, and that it
needs to be properly checked in order to avoid undesirable consequences.

The paper tries to make both a descriptive and a methodological point. First of all,
we want to demonstrate that type-shifting rules, when combined with general notions
of coordination and entailment, are useful tools in the semantic description of various
constructions involving interrogatives. And second, we hope to show that they are
mmportant methodological tools as well, which can guide us in finding the proper
semantic types for interrogatives, and in arriving at a “‘unification” of the two major
approaches to the semantics of interrogatives: the categorial approach and the propos-
itional approach.

The constructions involving interrogatives which we will be concerned with in this
paper, are mainly coordination of interrogatives and entailment relations between
them. Coordinated interrogatives, i.e. conjunctions, sequences, and disjunctions of
interrogatives, may appear to be pretty rare phenomena and not be worthy of too
much attention. Similarly, entailment between interrogatives may seem a guestionable
thing. Entailment is defined in terms of truth {conditions), and aren’t questions the
prime example of sentences that are not true or false? True, but there are many other
kinds of expressions that, as such, cannot be said to be true or false either, but of which
we can meaningfully say that the one does (or does not) entail the other. In fact, this
holds for all conjoinable expressions, i.e. all expressions of a semantic type of the form
(...¢). For all such types one can define in a general schematic way, what coordination,
conjunction and disjunction, within such types amounts to. In a similar way, a general
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definition can be given for entailment which tells us for any two expressions of any
particular conjoinable type under what conditions the one entails the other. The
inductive basis of this definition is, as is to be expected, that of entailment between
expressions of type 7, entailment between indicative sentences.

Entailment is a fundamental semantic notion. Other basic semantic notions, such as
synonymy, antinomy and meaning overlap, can be defined in terms of it. And in
descriptive semantics, one of the major goals is to account for semantic phenomena
in terms of these and similar notions. This holds for interrogative constructions as
much as it does for the more familiar indicative ones.

Being the fundamental semantic notion that it is, entailment, especially when it is
combined with generalized notions of coordination, is also an important methodological
and heuristic tool. Semantic theories can be evaluated with its help, and this holds for
theories of the semantics of interrogatives, too. If a particular theory assigns a certain
kind of semantic object, of a certain semantic type, to interrogative sentences, we can test
it by applying these general definitions, and see whether the interpretation it gives to
coordinated interrogatives and the predictions concerning entailment relations it makes
on the basis of these definitions, stand to reason. Consequently, entailment and general-
ized coordination will help to find the right semantic types for interrogative sentences,
and the right kind of semintic'sbjects within these types to serve as their interpretation.

We will argue that the most adequate theory will assign a number of different
semantic types to interrogatives, depending on the syntactic construction in which
they occur. Type-shifting rules will play an important role in incorporating the results
in the grammar. One of the most striking features of type-shifting is that it allows for
flexibility in associating semantic interpretations with expressions, With the help of
generally defined semantic operations, a basic interpretation of an expression can be
lifted and shifted to derived interpretations. So, one and the same expression can have a
wide variety of possible interpretations, which can be chosen from in different contexts,

Type-shifting can be put to different uses. E.g., as a descriptive tool, it plays a role in
the analysis of coordination. Let us give a familiar example. For reasons of simplicity
and elegance, it is attractive to assign to proper names, and possibly certain other NP’s
as well, a semantic object of type ¢ as their basic interpretation. This cannot be the only
type for proper names, however, since they can also be conjoined with other proper
names, and with other kinds of NP’s. Type ¢ is not the right type to apply coordination
to. Therefore, in the context of coordination proper names should rather be interpreted
as denoting the set of properties of an object of type ¢. Le. we need a second
interpretation of proper names, that of objects of type {{e, t),1), which is also the
lowest possible type for quantified NP’s. We will see that, for similar reasons, such
shifting in meaning is also required for coordination of interrogatives.

Apart from this rather “standard” use of type-shifting in the semantics of interroga-
tives, involving well-known lifting and shifting principles, there is something more.
Among the proposed semantic theories for interrogatives, two approaches can be distin-
guished: the categorial approach and the propositional approach. One major difference
between the two is that they assign different types to interrogatives. So, one may rush to
conclude, “(at least) one of them must be wrong”. No, not necessarily so, according to 3
flexible, type-shifting methodology. If the types employed by each of the two approaches
can be'related to each other by means of a significant uniform semantic operation, both










































































































