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General Preface

The theoretical focus of this series is on the interfaces between subcomponents of
the human grammatical system and the closely related area of the interfaces between
the different subdisciplines of linguistics. The notion of ‘interface’ has become central
in grammatical theory (for instance, in Chomsky’s recent Minimalist Programme)
and in linguistic practice: work on the interfaces between syntax and semantics,
syntax and morphology, phonology and phonetics, etc. has led to a deeper under-
standing of particular linguistic phenomena and of the architecture of the linguistic
component of the mind/brain.

The series covers interfaces between core components of grammar, including syntax/
morphology, syntax/semantics, syntax/phonology, syntax/pragmatics, morphology/
phonology, phonology/phonetics, phonetics/speech processing, semantics/pragmatics,
intonation/discourse structure, as well as issues in the way that the systems of grammar
involving these interface areas are acquired and deployed in use (including language
acquisition, language dysfunction, and language processing). It demonstrates, we hope,
that proper understandings of particular linguistic phenomena, languages, language
groups, or interlanguage variations all require reference to interfaces.

The series is open to work by linguists of all theoretical persuasions and schools of
thought. A main requirement is that authors should write so as to be understood by
colleagues in related subfields of linguistics and by scholars in cognate disciplines.

In the current volume the editors bring together international scholars to consider
how lexical semantics relates to syntactic structure. All of them use the Theta System
developed by Tanya Reinhart as a springboard for their investigations. The chapters
present how the system works, and examine, extend, and critique its core theoretical
commitments and its application to novel empirical domains. As a whole the volume
is an in-depth exploration of the fecundity of this approach to the lexicon-syntax
interface.

David Adger
Hagit Borer
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The Theta System: an Introduction

MARTIN EVERAERT, MARIJANA MAREL]J,
AND TAL SILONI

1.1 Background

The lexicalization of concepts and the way aspects of meaning interact with syntactic
structures have been at the core of theoretical linguistics since its beginning. Three major
topics have been the focus of an ongoing investigation: (a) the type of information
relevant for determining argument structure, (b) the way these pieces of information are
encoded so that they are usable by the computational system and by the inference
system, and (c) the mapping from lexico-semantic information onto syntactic structure.
Ever since Gruber (1965) and Fillmore (1968), thematic (6) roles have been playing
a central role in the transmission of lexical information crucial for syntactic structure
and its interpretation. Thematic roles (Agent, Theme, Experiencer, and the like)
represent the relation between arguments of a verb (or other part of speech) and the
eventuality it denotes. They have been said to define the role participants play in the
eventuality and determine the order in which these participants are merged.
However, the exact semantic content of §-roles and their inventory have been left
essentially unsettled. With a few exceptions (e.g. Williams 1981, Levin and Rappaport
1986), f-roles have been generally mentioned as informal labels providing a conve-
nient classification (e.g. Grimshaw 1990). As time went by with no real progress in
these respects, scholars started raising serious doubts about the definability of 6-roles
and the empirical adequacy of their classification. As observed by Dowty (1991)

Marijana Marelj’s work was supported by a grant from the Netherlands Organization for Scientific
Research (NWO), which we hereby gratefully acknowledge. We are grateful to the participants in this
volume for their contribution as well as for their help in the process of reviewing. We are also indebted to
our external reviewers: Sharon Armon-Lotem, Sergey Avrutin, Michal Ben Shachar, Eugenia Birger, Chris
Collins, Marcel den Dikken, Teresa Guasti, Julia Horvath, Roni Katzir, Christopher Pifién, Omer Pre-
minger, Elizabeth Ritter, Galit Sasson, and Ivy Sichel. Finally, we would like to thank the editors at Oxford
University Press for their patience and assistance in the course of the preparation of the manuscript.
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among others, the assumed f-role classification seemed unable to capture relevant
empirical generalizations across §-roles; it did not give rise to natural role classes.

Moreover, the rules specifying the linking of f-roles to syntactic positions were in a
similarly unsatisfactory state. Since Jackendoff's seminal work (1972), there has been a
strong belief that linking between semantic and syntactic categories is predictable. Not
all linking, however, turned out to be as straightforward as the linking between Agents
and Subjects. The initial solution offered by the literature was linking hierarchies (see e.g.
Jackendoft 1972; Pinker 1984; Grimshaw 1990; Kiparsky 1987; Bresnan and Kanerva
1989), where the mismatch is typically resolved by assuming the existence either of a
canonical or of a non-canonical linking hierarchy. Such analyses proved not without
problems in the domain of acquisition (see Pinker 1984, 1989; Bowerman 1990). Instances
of varying mapping of Experiencers and Instruments also remained difficult to capture.
It should, therefore, not come as a surprise that by the beginning of the 1990s the
achievements of theta theory were considered inadequate (Jackendoff 1987; Rappaport
and Levin 1988; Dowty 1991). This led among other things to recurring attempts to
eliminate the traditional #-roles, deriving them by means of syntactic functional cate-
gories or syntactic feature-sets. This, in turn, has placed the controversy regarding the
division of labour between the lexicon and the syntax in the limelight of linguistic theory.

Reinhart’s Theta System takes a different perspective—and to our mind a substantial
step forward—concerning the investigation of these intriguing issues. The framework
has undergone several developments in Reinhart’s texts and presentations on the topic
(19915 1996; 2000; 2001; 2002; 2005; 2006). Reinhart (forthcoming, b) is a posthumous
publication, which introduces and presents the Theta System in the most exhaustive
way. The present introduction offers a short tour into the Theta System, aiming to help
the reader to evaluate the merits of the Theta System project with respect to some of the
core issues at the relevant interfaces, and to be able to understand the papers in the
volume from a wider perspective on the system. Importantly, the papers, although
relevant to the system and to each other, are autonomous units that do not assume
preliminary knowledge of the Theta System.

The next section presents the workings and the underpinning of the Theta System.
Section 3 gives a brief overview of the contributions in this volume.

1.2 The Theta System

1.2 The transitive-unaccusative alternation: puzzles

Reinhart’s initial empirical domain of interest (see Reinhart 1991; 1996; 2000) is
the transitive-unaccusative alternation (also referred to as the causative-anticausa-
tive alternation). In the quest for the definition of the set undergoing the alternation,
she examines three possibilities: (i) an aspectual definition of the set of unaccusative
alternatives, (ii) a thematic definition of the set of unaccusative alternatives, and (iii)
a thematic definition of the set of transitives undergoing the alternation.



