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Event Representation in Language and Cognition

Event Representation in Language and Cognition examines new research into
how the mind deals with the experience of events. Empirical research into the
cognitive processes involved when people view events and talk about them
is still a young field. The chapters by leading experts draw on data from
the description of events in spoken and signed languages, first and second
language acquisition, co-speech gesture and eye movements during language
production, and from non-linguistic categorization and other tasks. The book
highlights newly found evidence for how perception, thought, and language
constrain each other in the experience of events. It will be of particular interest
to linguists, psychologists, and philosophers, as well as to anyone interested
in the representation and processing of events.

JURGEN BOHNEMEYER is Associate Professor of Linguistics at the University
at Buffalo, The State University of New York. He is the author of The Grammar
of Time Reference in Yukatek Maya (2002).

ERIC PEDERSON is Associate Professor of Linguistics at the University of
Oregon. He is the co-editor (with Jan Nuyts) of Language and Conceptualiza-
tion (Cambridge, 1997) and Perspectives on Language and Conceptualization
(1993).
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Editor
Stephen C. Levinson,
Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics

This series looks at the role of language in human cognition — language in both its
universal, psychological aspects and its variable, cultural aspects. Studies focus on the
relation between semantic and conceptual categories and processes, especially as these
are illuminated by cross-linguistic and cross-cultural studies, the study of language
acquisition and conceptual development, and the study of the relation of speech produc-
tion and comprehension to other kinds of behaviour in a cultural context. Books come
principally, though not exclusively, from research associated with the Max Planck Insti-
tute for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen, and in particular the Language and Cognition
Group.
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1 On representing events — an introduction

Eric Pederson and Jiirgen Bohnemeyer

This volume presents a collection of essays reporting on new research into
the relationship between event representations in language and mind. In recent
decades, linguists have increasingly invoked the notion of ‘events’ — under
this and other labels — in modeling the meanings of natural language expres-
sions. Indeed, numerous aspects of the structure of human languages are now
commonly seen across theories and frameworks as geared towards the task of
expressing event descriptions.

Like many of the constructs of semantic analysis and theory, the concept
of ‘event’ has been influenced by the work of philosophers and natural scien-
tists, usually with no more than a passing acknowledgment of the puzzles and
controversies besetting its philosophical treatment (see Pianesi and Varzi 2000
for an overview). Philosophers have referenced the concept since antiquity,
especially in treatments of causality (the subordinate notion of ‘actions’ has
been used even longer in moral philosophy). However, events and their prop-
erties do not appear to have become topics of ontological research before the
twentieth century, and their status must at present be considered far from
settled. Even more glaring is the contrast between the rich and imposing
architecture of event representations in language envisioned by many seman-
ticists and the limited and scattered research on the status, nature, and role of
event representations in the cognitive processing of perception and action by
psychologists.

The research presented in this volume aims to make advances towards bridg-
ing the gap between linguistic and psychological research by illuminating from
various perspectives the relationship between linguistic and cognitive event
representations. The chapters come from different traditions and use different
methods, but each presents empirical research on the interaction of linguistic
and cognitive event representations. Some draw on data from the linguistic
categorization of events in single languages (Pawley; Tversky er al.; Wolff
et al.). Others directly compare results from multiple spoken (Bohnemeyer
et al.; Slobin et al.; Carroll and von Stutterheim) or signed (Ozyiirek and
Perniss) languages. Further, first language acquisition (Slobin ef al.) and ges-
tures accompanying speech (Gullberg) are examined. Attention and the visual

1



2 Pederson and Bohnemeyer

processing of stimuli during language production are examined (Dobel et al.).
Two studies look at the non-linguistic categorization of event stimuli in the con-
text of language use (the components of motion events in Loucks and Pederson;
and event segmentation in Tversky et al.).

By presenting this set of different perspectives on the relationship between
event encoding in language and internal cognition, the volume provides an
overview of the research that has been conducted into this question. Our hope
is that this will foster cross-stimulation, in that researchers interested in one
approach (or method, or source of evidence) will find helpful the lessons from
those pursuing other approaches.

1 Previous treatments of event representation in linguistics
and psychology

Grammarians through the ages have relied on what one might think of as “expert
folk theories” of event description in language. These are sets of unstated
assumptions involving undefined notions that are presupposed by linguistic
analyses. As an example, the practice of defining the verb as a part of speech
or ‘lexical category’ (wholly or in part) with reference to the semantic property
of describing (kinds of) actions or events can be traced back (in the European
tradition) at least as far as the Greek grammarian Apollonius Dyscolus of the
second century AD (Luhtala 2002: 279). Yet, explicit theories of event seman-
tics would not be developed until the late twentieth century. It is impossible
to characterize the assumptions folk theories consist of without turning them
into something they are not — explicit statements. That said, the following core
assumptions, even though they are couched in the terminology of contempo-
rary linguistic theory, seem compatible with a great many of the folk theories
implicit across the scholarship on language structure.

o Verbs generally describe (kinds of) actions or events.

o The arguments and complements of verbs — for example, subject, object, and
perhaps certain kinds of embedded clauses — describe entities (or perhaps
other events) involved in the event which is described by the verb (event
participants).

o The roles that characterize the ways in which the participants are involved in
the event — roles such as agent, theme, and recipient — are typically reflected
by the syntactic properties of the expressions describing them. That is to say,
the relationship between a verb and its arguments reflects these relationships
between the event and its participants.

o The meanings of sentences and clauses involve states of affairs or proposi-
tions which may be about the reality or realization of the event described by
the main verb of the sentence or clause.



On representing events — an introduction 3

To make this a little more concrete, consider the example in (1):

(1) Sally gave Floyd a book on event semantics on Monday with a conspiratorial
wink

On the standard view of event encoding in contemporary linguistic theory, this
sentence asserts a proposition concerning the occurrence of an event of the
kind described by give, with the participant named by the subject, Sally, as
the agent (here: the giver), the one named by the first (or ‘primary’) object,
Floyd, as the recipient, and a third participant described by the second (and
‘secondary’) object, the noun phrase a book on event semantics, in the role of
theme. All of the semantic properties just mentioned have been the focus of
theorists’ attention since the 1960s; but all of them have been part of implicit
assumptions about event description from the beginning of scholarly work on
the structure of language.

Indisputably, the most influential step in the development of event semantics
was the publication of the paper ‘The logical form of action sentences’ by
the philosopher Donald Davidson in 1967. Davidson’s point of departure is a
subtle observation: many adverbials, rather than functioning as true predicate
modifiers, show an “intersective” behavior vis-a-vis the verb. For example,
on Monday and with a conspiratorial wink in (1) do not so much single out
particular kinds of giving, but rather impose independent constraints on the
action described by the verb: the verb and its arguments require the action to
be a giving of a book to Floyd by Sally, and the adverbials require the action to
have taken place on a Monday and to have been conducted with a conspiratorial
wink. In predicate-logic terms, it seems that the verb and the adverbials are
all interpreted as predicates over the same argument, and that argument is not
expressed by any of the syntactic arguments of the verb, but rather refers to the
event itself. To formalize this insight, Davidson proposes that content words
such as verbs and adverbs — and the nouns, adjectives, prepositions, and so
forth that combine with them — express predicates, not just over individual
arguments of the traditional kind referring to animate beings, inanimate things,
and perhaps also abstract things, but over event arguments — existentially bound
argument variables whose values are events.

Since 1967, Davidson’s framework (and its numerous variants and offshoots)
has been applied to many other problems of event semantics. One example is
the theory of semantic (or ‘thematic’) roles such as agent, patient, recipient,
and so on, alluded to above, the origins of which can be traced as far back
as the Sanskrit grammarian Panini of the fourth century BC. Most syntactic
arguments of a sentence have referents that bear semantic roles in the event
described by the sentence, and the syntactic properties of each argument reflect
the semantic role of its referent. For example, in an English sentence with three
syntactic arguments in the active voice such as (1), the agent is expressed by the



