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D
efinitions: Som

e obvious exam
ples

➢
D

ictionary definitions (W
ikipedia)

➢
D

efinitions in m
athem

atics (G
. B

irkhoff, Lattice Theory):

➢
D

efinitons in legal docum
ents:



D
efinitions: Som

e m
ore linguistic form

s
➢

The is said construction (cf. also C
orm

ack 1998):

➢
The is called construction:

➢
The is considered construction:

➢
The is defined construction:
 



D
efinitions: M

ore linguistic form
s 

➢
G

eneric sentences, especially indefinite generics.
A

n octagon is a polygon that has eight sides.
A

n oculist is an eye-doctor.
➢

P
artial definitions w

ith generic sentences:
This can’t be an octagon. A

n octagon has eight sides. 
This can’t be an insect. A

n insect has three pairs of legs.  
➢

C
opular infinitive constructions (partial definitions):

To love is to obey. 
To love is to forgive.
To love is to risk not being loved in return.



D
efinitional Texts

A G
reenhorn.

D
ear reader! D

o you know
 w

hat the w
ord “greenhorn” m

eans? It is a really 
annoying and denigrating term

 for anyone to w
hom

 it is applied. G
reen is the 

color, of course, and horn actually m
eans “feeler”. In short, a greenhorn is a 

person w
ho is still green, new

 and inexperienced in the country, and w
ho has to 

extend his feelers gingerly if he does not w
ant to risk giving offense. —

A greenhorn is a fellow
 w

ho doesn’t get up from
 his chair w

hen a lady w
ants to 

sit dow
n, and w

ho greets the m
an of the house before having paid his respect to 

the w
ife and daughter. H

e slips the cartridge in backw
ard w

hen he loads his 
gun, or first ram

s the prim
er, then the bullet, and finally the pow

der into his 
m

uzzleloader. A greenhorn either speaks no E
nglish at all or sounds stilted 

w
hen he does. (...)

A greenhorn takes a raccoon for an opossum
, and the prints of a turkey for the 

trail of a buffalo. A greenhorn sm
okes cigarettes and despises the m

an spitting 
tobacco juice. W

hen he is slapped by a P
addy, a greenhorn w

ill run to com
plain 

to the Justice of the P
eace instead of shooting the fellow

 dow
n on the spot in a 

true Yankee fashion. (...)
K

arl M
ay, W

innetou I (1892), C
hapter I: A G

reenhorn (translation from
 G

erm
an)



B
asic observation:

In explicit definitions (is said to, is defined as, is called), 
the definiendum

 is in focus:
Tw

o cells are said to “intersect” if they share a row
, a colum

n, or a block.
A m

ale donkey or ass is called a jack.
C
overage m

eans this m
ortgage im

pairm
ent protection policy.

Solution
 is defined as a hom

ogenous m
ixture of tw

o or m
ore chem

ical 
substances.  

In definitional generic sentences, the definiendum
 is arguably a topic:

A
n octagon is a polygon that has eight sides.

A greenhorn takes a raccoon for an opossum
, and the prints of a turkey for the 

trail of a buffalo.
M

ain topic of this talk: D
efinitional generic sentences, 

based on M
. K

rifka, “D
efinitional generics”, to appear. 



Inform
ation Structure of D

efinitional Sentences
S

uggestion: The defined term
 (definiendum

) is the topic.
➢

The definition is about the definiendum
:

A
: W

hat is an octagon? / Tell m
e som

ething about octagons! 
B

: A
n octagon is a polygon that has eight sides.

➢
W

e can apply the as for construction:
H

exagons are polygons that have six sides.
A

s for octagons, they have eight sides. 
➢

In G
erm

an, the defined term
 occurs left of sentence adverbials (W

. Frey):
w

eil ein Insekt | schließlich sechs B
eine hat.

➢
The definiendum

 is deaccented.
➢

In form
al m

athem
atical definitions, the defined term

 occurs initially, at the left:
f(x) := x

3 + x
2 + x + 1

B
ut the defined term

 is often new
, hence should not be the topic:

➢
The definiendum

 can be highlighted, accentually or graphically:
A w

eed is a plant that is considered by the user of the term
 to be a nuisance

Tw
o cells are called to interS

E
C

T if they share a row
, a colum

n, or a block. 
In any case: The defined term

 is inform
ationally separated from

 the rest. 



Tw
o kinds of generic sentences

Law
ler (1973): bare plurals vs. indefinite singulars:

M
adrigals are polyphonic.

(bare plural generic, B
P

G
)

M
adrigals are popular.

A m
adrigal is polyphonic.

(indefinite singular generic, IS
G

)
#A m

adrigal is popular.
A football hero is popular.
Law

ler: “indefinite generics seem
 m

ost natural in definitional sentences, or ones 
used som

ehow
 to identify the nature of the thing specified by the generic by 

m
eans of properties peculiar to it; they are less acceptable w

hen an accidental 
quality is predicated on them

”
B

urton-R
oberts (1977): IS

G
s are analytic statem

ents;
(w

here definitional statem
ents are a subcase of analytic statem

ents):
A tiger clim

bs trees.
equivalent to:
To be a tiger is to clim

b trees.
B

urton-R
oberts is sceptical about the idea that a sentence can express by its 

very form
 that it is analytically true. 



Tw
o kinds of generic statem

ents, cont. 
C

ohen (2001, inspired by C
arlson 1995): 

IS
G

s express rules; B
P

G
s express rules or generalisations.

A
n electron has / E

lectrons have a negative electric charge. (P
hysical rule)

A gentlem
an opens / G

entlem
en open doors for ladies. (M

oral rule)
A boy doesn’t cry. / B

oys don’t cry. (B
ehavioral rule) 

A bishop m
oves / B

ishops m
ove diagonally. (Legal rule in chess)

A pom
egranate apple costs / P

om
egranate apples cost 49 cents. (Legal rule)

A m
adrigal is / M

adrigals are polyphonic. (Linguistic rule, definition of m
adrigal).

C
ohen does not give a sem

antics for “a rule being in effect” 
G

reenberg (2003, 2007): 
IS

G
s a subcase of generic sentences, 

w
hich are generally analyzed as m

odal statem
ents. 

IS
G

s are true “in virtue of” a certain property, 
e.g. in virtue of physical law

s, of codes of behavior, of rules of a gam
e etc.

 



D
escriptive vs. definitional talk

D
escriptive talk: 

➢
Interpretation of language is fixed, and identical for all participants.

➢
C

om
m

unication about the w
orld.

D
efinitional talk:

➢
Interpretation of language is not fixed

➢
C

om
m

unication about the language;
w

ith the aim
 to reach identical interpretation for all participants.

Frege (B
egriffsschrift, 1879):

➢
Judgem

ent stroke for assertions:  |—
 Φ

: The thought Φ
 is asserted.

➢
D

ouble stroke for definitions: ||—
 Φ

: Term
s in Φ

 are interpreted so that Φ
 is true. 

This suggests that original definitions are of the speech-act type of 
declarations; w

ord-to-w
orld and w

orld-to-w
ord direction of fit (S

earle 1975):
I hereby declare you husband and w

ife.
A m

adrigal is polyphonic. 
D

efinitions, just like other declarations, can be reported:
A m

ale donkey is called a jack.   / A jack is a m
ale donkey.

They w
ere declared husband and w

ife.



Sem
antics of talking about language: Exam

ples
B

arker (2002): Fixing standards of vague predicates.
➢

D
escriptive use: S

tandard of tallness is assum
ed to be shared;

Feynm
an’s height is not know

n; inform
ation about Feynm

ans height.  
(1)

A
: You knew

 Feynm
an. W

hat w
as he like?

B
: W

ell... he w
as quite TA

LL, (...)
➢

D
efinitional use: S

tandard of tallness is not shared; 
Feynm

an’s height is know
n; this is used to fix standard of tallness. 

(2)
A

: I’m
 looking for a tall person. I’m

 new
 here. W

hat counts as tall around here?
B

: W
ell... FE

Y
N

m
an is tall.

H
interw

im
m

er (2010): S
pecial use of conditions.

If I hate anything, it is bad acting.
Q

uantification over different interpretation standards of hate; 
for every precisification of interpretation of hate, 
the sentence I hate bad acting is true.



M
odelling descriptive and definitinal talk

N
orm

al interpretation form
at: 

⟦α⟧
w = the extension of expression α in w

orld w
.

H
ere: Tw

o indices,
➢

w
: possible w

orld, factual inform
ation

➢
i: indes of interpretation, inform

ation about language
H

ence:
➢

if for any w
, w
′, i: ⟦α⟧

i,w ≠ ⟦α⟧
i,w
′, 

then there is a factual difference betw
een w

, w
′

➢
if for any w

, i, i′: ⟦α⟧
i,w ≠ ⟦α⟧

i′,w, 
then there is prim

arily an interpretational difference betw
een i, i′; 

how
ever, there often are concom

itant differences in the possible w
orlds, 

as the interpretation is fixed in actions that happen in the w
orld.  



D
escriptive / definitional update 

of C
om

m
on G

round

S
tandard m

odel of com
m

unication as update of C
om

m
on G

round C
G

:
N

ew
 conception of C

G
 as a pair ⟨I, W

⟩, w
here: 

➢
I: set of adm

issible interpretations;
➢

W
: S

et of possible w
orlds that are com

patible w
ith the factual inform

ation
of the com

m
on ground. 

D
escriptive vs. definitional update of C

G
 w

ith a statem
ent Φ

:
➢

⟨I,W
⟩ + D

E
S

(⟦Φ
⟧) = ⟨I, {w

∈W
|∃i∈I ⟦Φ

⟧
i,w}⟩,

i.e. w
orlds are restricted so that Φ

 is true for at least one interpretation
adm

issible for the C
G

. 
➢

⟨I,W
⟩ + D

E
F(⟦Φ

⟧) = ⟨{i∈I |∀w
∈W

 ⟦Φ
⟧

i,w}, W
⟩,

i.e. interpretations are restricted so that Φ
 is true at all possible w

orlds
com

patible w
ith the C

G
.



Illustration w
ith B

arker’s exam
ple:

Three interpretations and three w
orlds:

➢
F(i1, w

)(tall) = {x| x ≥ 1,90m
 in w

}
➢

F(i2, w
)(tall) = {x| x ≥ 1,80m

 in w
}

➢
F(i3, w

)(tall) = {x| x ≥ 1,70m
 in w

}
➢

height of Feynm
an in w

1: 1,95m
, in w

2: 1,85m
, in w

3: 1,75m
➢

height of Teller in w
1: 1,85m

, in w
2: 1,75m

, in w
3: 1,65m

E
xam

ple of descriptive talk:
➢

⟨{i1, i2}, {w
1, w

2, w
3}⟩ + D

E
S

(⟦Feynm
an is tall⟧) = ⟨{i1, i2}, {w

1, w
2}⟩

E
xam

ple of definitional talk, w
ith contrast Feynm

an vs. Teller:
➢

⟨{i1, i2, i3}, {w
1, w

2}⟩ + D
E

F(⟦Feynm
an is tall⟧ ∧ ¬⟦Teller is tall⟧) 

= ⟨{i2}, {w
1, w

2}⟩
O

bserve:
➢

D
escriptive talk reduces possible w

orlds;
➢

definitional talk reduces adm
issible interpretations. 



D
escriptive vs. definitional generic sentences

A
ssum

e again three w
orlds and three interpretations:

➢
In w

1, w
2, m

adrigals happen to be generally popular, in w
3, they are not. 

➢
A

ccording to i1 and i2, m
adrigals have to be polyphonic, 

i3 allow
s for m

onophonic m
adrigals.

E
xam

ple for descriptive talk: 
➢

⟨{i1, i2, i3}, {w
1, w

2, w
3}⟩ + D

E
S

(⟦M
adrigals are popular⟧) 

= ⟨{i1, i2, i3}, {w
1, w

2}⟩
E

xam
ple of definitional talk: 

➢
⟨{i1, i2, i3}, {w

1, w
2, w

3}⟩ + D
E

F(⟦A m
adrigal is polyphonic⟧) 

=⟨{i1, i2}, {w
1, w

2, w
3}⟩ 

P
roblem

: W
ith the sam

e interpretation procedure,
⟨I,W

⟩ + D
E

F(⟦A m
adrigal is polyphonic⟧) 

= ⟨{i∈I |∀w
∈W

 ⟦A m
adrigal is polyphonic⟧

i,w}, W
⟩ 

w
e could also have restricted the definition for polyphonic!
A

: C
an you tell m

e w
hat “polyphonic” m

eans?
B

: W
ell... a M

A
drigal is polyphonic (for exam

ple)



D
efinitional talk and topicality

C
rucial: 

W
e have to factor in topicality; 

definitions are about the definiendum
. 

A
ssum

e: Topic-com
m

ent structuring ⟨Topic, C
om

m
ent⟩, 

w
here com

m
ent is applicable to the topic (cf. D

ahl 1975, ...)
Interpretation of definitional topic-com

m
ent structures:

➢
⟨I, W

⟩ +  D
E

F(⟨⟦α⟧, ⟦β⟧⟩) 
= ⟨{i∈I | ∀w

∈W
∀X

[⟦α⟧
i,w(X

) →
 ∀i′∈I ⟦β⟧

i′,w(X
)]}, W

⟩, if α is a predicate, 
E

xam
ple: 

➢
⟨I, W

⟩ + D
E

F(⟨⟦a m
adrigal⟧, ⟦is polyphonic⟧⟩)

= ⟨{i∈I | ∀w
∈W

∀x[⟦a m
adrigal⟧

i,w(x) →
 ∀i′∈I ⟦is polyphonic⟧

i′,w(x)]}, W
⟩

This restricts the set of adm
issible interpretations I to those interpretations i 

that guarantee that in each of the accessible w
orlds w

, 
each x that falls under the predicate a m

adrigal at i also falls under polyphonic, 
under every of the original adm

issible interpretations. 
W

e restrict the adm
issible interpretations w

.r.t. m
adrigal, not polyphonic.

C
onnection to topicality: Topic ≈ R

estrictior of quantifier (P
artee 1991).



Term
-related definitional sentences

A
n oculist is an eye doctor. 

Interpretation rules for term
s:

➢
⟨I, W

⟩ +  D
E

F(⟨⟦α⟧, ⟦β⟧⟩) 
= ⟨{i∈I | ∀w

∈W
∀X

[⟦α⟧
i,w = X

 →
 ∀i′∈I ⟦β⟧

i′,w(X
)]}, W

⟩, if α is a term
.

A
pplication to exam

ple:
➢

⟨I, W
⟩ + D

E
F(⟨⟦an oculist⟧, ⟦is an eye doctor⟧⟩)

= ⟨{i∈I | ∀w
∈W

∀X
[⟦an oculist⟧

i,w = X
 →

 ∀i′∈I⟦is an eye doctor⟧
i,w(X

)]}, W
⟩

w
here

⟦is an eye doctor⟧
i,w(X

) 
= λP

′λP
[P = P

′](⟦an eye doctor⟧
i,w)(X

)
(C

opula of identity)
= [X

 = ⟦an eye doctor⟧
i,w]

i.e. w
henever the set X

 is the extension of oculist, 
it is also the extension of eye doctor. 



Interaction D
efinitions – Facts

A donkey has 62 chrom
osom

es.
considered definitionally true – but is it an analytic sentence?

K
ripke (1972, 1980), P

utnam
 (1975) on synthetic sentences a priori. 

The m
orning star is the evening star.

H
esperus is P

hosphorus.
A

s the tw
o term

s happen to refer to the sam
e entity, they do necessarily so.

A
pplication for natural kind term

s:
G

eneral rule, for anim
als: sam

e genetic m
akeup →

 sam
e species.

It is discovered that a particular specim
en of donkey has 62 chrom

osom
es. 

A
s this specim

en fell under the definition of donkey, 
the definition can now

 be m
ade m

ore precise, follow
ing the general rule;

it becom
es part of the definition of donkey to have 62 chrom

osom
es. 

S
uch definitinal properties are “in virtue of” properties of Y. G

reenberg. 
S

ee K
rifka (to appear) for w

orked-out theory and exam
ples. 

E
xtension of this interpretation to non-”natural” kinds, e.g.:
A gentlem

an opens the door for a lady.
A greenhorn takes a raccoon for an opossum

.
A boy doesn’t cry.   



Form
 of generic sentences:

R
eceived opinion:

➢
B

P
G

 am
biguous betw

een definitional and descriptive (generalizing) interpretation:
M

adrigals are polyphonic.
M

adriglas are popular.
➢

ID
G

 only have the definitional interpretation:
A m

adrigal is polyphonic.
# A m

adrigal is popular.
P

roblem
: C

learly non-definitional uses of ID
G

s:
A trout can be caught by m

any different m
ethods.

A poodle should be clipped by a professional groom
er.

A m
adrigal sounds best w

hen all voices are doubled.
E

xplanation: 
➢

indefinite singular N
P

s and bare plural N
P

s have the sam
e sem

antic type, 
hence can be used roughly in the sam

e environm
ents. 

➢
indefinite singular N

P
s are generally better suited for definitional generics,

as checking w
hether an entity falls under the definition or not requires looking at 

single individuals.
➢

If predicates clearly cannot be understood as definitional, they are fine w
ith ID

G
s.



C
onclusion

A
rgued for a distinction betw

een descriptive / definitional interpretation,
a distinction not often considered. 

A
rgued for a treatm

ent of certain cases of generics as definitional. 
E

xplained w
hy the definiendum

 part of definitional clauses of this type
is topical.

S
ee M

. K
rifka, ‘D

efinitional generics’, to appear in a collection on generics 
ed. by A

. M
ari &

 C
. B

eyassade;
see paper on http://am

or.rz.hu-berlin.de/~h2816i3x/Lehrstuhl.htm
l  



C
orm

ack A
nnabel. 1998. D

efinitions. Im
plications for syntax, sem

antics and the language 
of thought. N

ew
 York: G

arland.
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