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Handout 1
Situations, Facts, and States of Affairs, and their Roles in Semantics


1. Situations, facts, states of affairs

1.1. What are situations intuitively?

(1) a. the situation of John being angry
     b. the situation of the room being dark

‘An object having a property at a time’
‘Objects having a property at a time’
‘Objects standing in a relation at a time’

Questions the formulations raise
· Are situations composed of objects and properties/relations, and in what way?
· Are objects and properties parts of situations?
· How specific need the properties/relations constitutive of situations be?
· Can situations be quantificational, disjunctive, or negative?

Situations need not be factual
Situations are generally considered parts of possible worlds.

1.2. Explicit reference to situations

The term ‘situation’ is generally used as a technical term in semantics, not restricted by constraints on the noun situation in natural language.
Yet our intuitions about situations to an extent can be sharpened by regarding the way natural language permits explicit reference to situations:
(2) a. the situation in which it is raining
     b. the situation in which Bill kicked the dog
Constraints on explicit situation reference:
(3) a. ??? the situation in which Charlie is a horse
     b. ??? the situation in which Joe resembles Bill

Same constraint on in those circumstances:
(4) a. It might be raining. In those circumstances, the party will be cancelled.
     b. ??? The university might be in the city center. In those circumstances, Joe will probably 
         take the job. 
What we refer to as situations or circumstances must involve accidental and episodic properties. That is not how situations are understood in the semantic metalanguage.

The clausal modifier of situation:
(5) a. * the situation that it is going to rain
In contrast, specificational sentences are fine:
(5)  b. The situation is that it is going to rain. 
German:
(6) a. die Situation, in der es regnet / * dass es regnet
     b. Die Situation ist, dass es regnet
     c. ?? die Sachlage, dass / in der es regnet
     d. Die Sachlage ist, dass es regnet.
Language-particular differences: e.g., Russian allows for (5a) (cf. Bondarenko).

Other ways in which to use the object language to sharpen our intuitions about situations:
Part-related expressions applying to situations
(7) a. That it was raining was part of the difficult situation in which Joe found himself.
     b. ??? The car was part of the situation in which John found himself.
     c. The rain was part of the difficult situation in which Joe found himself.
Existence predicates and situations
(8) a. The situation still obtains.
     b. The situation does not exist. 
     c. The situation ??? happened / ? occurred yesterday.

1.3. Facts

Canonical fact descriptions: the fact that S
No semantic constraints on canonical fact descriptions
(9) a. the fact that it is raining
    b. the fact that Charlie is a horse 
    c. the fact that Mary resembles Sue

That-clauses as fact descriptions:
(10) a. John is aware of the fact that he made a mistake.
       b. John is aware that he made a mistake.
(11) a. The fact that it is raining is unfortunate.
        b. That it is raining is unfortunate.
(12) a. John knows that it is raining.
       b. ?? John knows the fact that it is raining.

Facts vs. situations
Situations need not be factual
Are facts as concrete as situations?

Conceptions of facts (Mulligan ‘Facts’ SEP article)
-   Facts as instances of properties or relations, facts as truthmakers
-   Facts as true propositions, as the truth of propositions, as propositions qua being true

Two historical notions of facts: Austin (1979) vs. Strawson (1971) (see also Fine 1982)
1.   Austin’s (1979) notion of a worldly fact
The linguistic locution appealed to: the facts
(13) a. The facts show that Bill is guilty.
      b. That Bill is guilty is not supported by the facts.
Facts are concrete, that is, fully specific.
Facts are not quantificational or disjunctive.

2.  Strawson’s (1971) notion of a non-worldly fact
Linguistic locution appealed to:
Canonical fact descriptions: the fact that S

Given canonical fact descriptions
Facts can be disjunctive:
(14) the fact that either John or Mary won the race
Facts can be negative:
(15) the fact that John did not win the race
Facts can be quantificational:
(16) a. the fact that no student passed the exam
        b. the fact that at least two students passed the exam
        c. the fact that everyone is happy
Facts can be unspecific:
(17) the fact that the apple is red

Construing facts in terms of propositions (that is, the content of sentences)
Three options:
1.  Facts as true propositions
But true propositions have other properties:
(18) a. John believes the true proposition that the world is round
       b. ??? John believes the fact that the world is round.
(19) a. John noticed the fact that it is raining.
       b. ??? John noticed the true proposition that it is raining.
(20) a. The fact that it is raining is surprising.
        b. ??? The true proposition that it is raining is surprising.
2.  A fact as ‘the truth of a proposition’, that is, an instance of truth in a proposition
Problem:
‘The truth of a proposition’ requires having the notion of a proposition, but not so facts.
(21) a. ? John noticed the truth of the proposition that it is raining.
       b. ? The truth of the proposition that it is raining is surprising.

3.   Facts as abstractions from true propositions
Facts implicitly defined in terms of their identity and existence conditions:
(22) a. The fact that S exists iff the proposition that S is true
       b. The fact that S = the fact that S’ iff the proposition that S = the proposition that S’

Issues about facts
The mode of being of facts: obtaining, but not time-relative
(23) a. The fact that it is raining holds / obtains / exists / ?? occurred / ?? happened.
        b.  ??? The fact that it is raining still obtains / goes on.
       c. The situation in which it rains still obtains.
What would be the parts of facts? – not objects or properties
(24) a. The fact that all the students failed the exam is partly unexpected.
       b. Joe is aware of part of the fact that the students failed the exam.

1.3. States of affairs

States of affairs need not be factual
The difference between propositions and states of affairs
1.  Propositions are generally considered the contents of propositional attitudes,
and as such display failure of substitutivity of co-referential expressions:
(25) a. The belief that the neighbor is guilty =/= the belief that Joe is guilty.
       b. The state of affairs / situation in which the neighbor is guilty = the state of affairs / 
           situation in which Joe is guilty.
2.  Propositions may involve non-existents, but not so states of affairs:
(26) the proposition that the golden mountain does not exist
2. Propositions come with truth conditions; states of affairs with conditions of obtaining
(27) a. The state of affairs in which it is raining obtains / ??? is true.
       b. The proposition that it is raining is true / ??? obtains.

Explicit reference to states of affairs
That-clauses:
(28) a. That it will rain / The state of affairs in which it will rain is possible / likely / 
            improbable.
       b.  John fears that it will rain / the state of affairs in which it will rain.
States of affairs can be disjunctive, negative, quantificational, like facts.
Facts as obtaining states, or the obtaining of states of affairs.
The ontology of states of affairs
States of affairs as structured complexes:
The state of affairs in which Mary is happy: <HAPPY, Mary>
Problems:
· But how does this give us conditions of obtaining? 
· How does this ensure predication of being happy of Mary? 
· How do this avoid having properties and objects count as parts of states of affairs (or facts)?

1.4. A special case of situation: cases (Moltmann 2021)

Reference to kinds of cases (29a, 30) and specific cases (28b):
(29) a. The case in which a student fails the exam needs to be excluded.
        b. The five cases in which a student fails the exam were exceptional
(30) The case in which John might not return cannot be excluded.
The ontology of cases: 
situations (as truthmakers of sentences) or kinds of situations, within a space of alternatives
Two kinds of alternatives
· quantifier instances (29)
· epistemic alternatives (30)
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2. The semantic roles of situations

2.1. Situations as objects of direct perception
Scenes and Other Situations (Barwise 1981), Situations and Attitudes (Barwise / Perry 1983)
(31) a. John saw Mary leave.
      b. John heard Mary sing.
Event semantics as an alternative?
(32) ?? John heard Mary’s singing (but he did not recognize Mary doing the singing).

2.2. Situations as topic situations

Austin: the utterance any sentence involves reference to a topic situation 
Purposes of topic situations
1. Topic situations restrict the understanding of the predicate:
(33) a. John helped Mary out.
       b. No, he did not.

2. Topic situations restrict quantifier domains:
(34) a. Every student passed the exam.
But different situations may be required for different quantifiers:
(34) b. Everyone was asleep and monitored by a research assistant.

3. Topic situations ensure uniqueness of definite NPs:
(35) a. The violinist was outstanding.
      b. The violinist greeted the second violinist.
Different situations needed different definite NPs

4.   Situation-based accounts of E-type pronouns (donkey-pronouns)
(36) a. When a farmer owns a donkey, he beats it.
       b. For any minimal situation s in which a farmer owns a donkey, the farmer in s beats the 
           donkey in s.
Problems for situation-based accounts:
(35) a. Every student who made a mistake corrected it. 
       b. Most farmers who own a donkey beat it
Why should situations be involved in such sentences?
See also Moltmann (2006) for a critique of situation-based accounts to E-type pronouns.

Questions that arise when positing topic situations for the semantic structure of sentences
1.   Where are topic situations located semantically? 
 ‘Unarticulated constituents’ of entire sentences?
Implicit arguments of nouns, determiner, or quantifiers? 
2.   What, if any, are the constraints on the semantic presence of situations?
3.   Do implicit situations require a syntactic representation, by a syntactic variable for situations?

Another approach to implicit situations (Recanati)
Situations are not part of the semantic structure of sentences; instead, they come about by pragmatic enrichment.
Sentences are always interpreted within a nonlinguistic context involving a situation.
Limits of the approach:
· different situations for different occurrences of NPs in the sentence
· implicit quantification over situation

5.   Explicit and implicit non-nominal quantification over situation
Frequency expressions
(36) a. John is sometimes asleep (when Mary knocks at his door).
        b. When a man meets a friend, he usually greets him.
        c. When John gets up, he immediately takes a shower.
(37) a. For some situation s in which Mary knock at the door, John is asleep in s.
       b. For all minimal situations s in which John gets up there is an extension s’ of s such 
           that John takes a shower in s’.
Instead-phrases
(38) Instead of John performing a dance, Mary sang a song.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2.   Situations as constitutive of propositional content

2.1.   The notion of propositional content or of a proposition

Propositions: the contents of (declarative) sentences
Properties of propositions:
-    Comes with truth conditions.
-    Can form the content of propositional attitudes
-    Can be shared among different agents
 
Two standard views of propositions
(39) John likes Mary.
1.   Unstructured content
Propositional content consists in the set of worlds in which the sentence is true:
the set of worlds in which John likes Mary.
2.   Structured propositions
Propositional content consists, in a simple case, in an n-place relation and n-1 arguments:
<LIKE, John, Mary>

2.2.   Situation Semantics

Standard situation semantics (Barwise and Perry 1983, Kratzer 2007/21)
Roughly, propositional content of a sentence S: the set of situations in which the sentence S is true.

Truthmaker semantics (Fine)
‘State’: cover term for anything that may act as a truthmaker, e. g., situations, events, objects.
More common cover term: ‘situation’
Simplifying:
Propositional content of a sentence S
The set of states (situations) that make the sentence S true and are completely relevant for the truth of S.

Unilateral truthmaker semantics: 
The propositional content of a sentence is the set of its truthmakers.
Bilateral truthmaker semantics: 
The propositional content of a sentence is a bilateral content, consisting of a set of truthmakers and a set of falsity makers of the sentence.

Standard situation semantics (Barwise and Perry, Kratzer)
Inexact truthmaking
Truthmaker semantics
Exact truthmaking

Issues for truthmaker semantics
What does it mean for a situation to be an exact truthmaker? 
What are the parts of truthmakers?
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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