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The predication relation was introduced into dis-
course about language by Aristotle in ‘On Inter-
pretation,’ (paragraphs 5 and 6) when he defined a
proposition as an instance of predication, which
‘‘asserts or denies something of something.’’ He thus
introduced into philosophical and linguistic discus-
sion two central ideas: (a) the syntactic idea that a
proposition has a binary structure, with one element,
the subject, making reference to an entity and the
other expressing a property, and (b) the semantic
idea that asserting a proposition involves an act of
asserting that an object, the reference of the subject
argument, has a property expressed by the predicate.
Thus, an assertion of John is happy is true if the
denotation of the subject argument John has the
property expressed by the predicate is happy.

The concept of predication played a central role in
traditional grammatical discourse, and the division of
a sentence into subject and predicate, became a com-
monplace of traditional parsing techniques. However,
an understanding of what a subject and predicate
actually might be waited until the techniques of mod-
ern logic and linguistics, when two questions in par-
ticular came to the center of the discussion. The first
is the question of why the predication relation is so
important, which could be discussed only after Frege
had formulated his distinction between saturated and
unsaturated linguistic entities. The second question is
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privileged or distinguished position in the sentence,
and progress on this point had to wait for the struc-
tural tools of modern generative syntax. This issue in
fact never arose for Aristotle, since he dealt only with
single-argument sentences such as The ship sailed, but
it arises as soon as we look at sentences such as The
sailors sailed the ship.

The major breakthrough for predication (and in
fact semantics in general) came with the work of
Frege at the end of the 19th century. Frege drew the
distinction between saturated and unsaturated
expressions. A formally unsaturated expression is an
expression that contains an empty position filled by a
variable, as in the mathematical expression xþ 2,
whereas a saturated expression is one that we natu-
rally think of as denoting an object (for Frege, either
an individual or a truth value). An unsaturated expres-
sion, or function, applies to a saturated expression
or argument and yields a value or an output. Thus
x þ 2 applies to an argument, for example 3, to yield
a value that is the denotation of the saturated expres-
sion. In this case, the value of the saturated expression
3 þ 2 is the same as the denotation of 5.

Frege saw that linguistic expressions could be ana-
lyzed in the same way. The expression The capital city
of x can be analyzed as a function that has as its
denotation, or value, a different city depending on
which name replaces the variable x. The capital city
of Germany denotes Berlin and The capital city of the
UK denotes London. Similarly, a predicate such as x
is happy can be applied to an argument expression
guistics (2006), vol. 10, pp. 73–76 



74 Predication
such as John or the boy to yield a sentence, which has
the value true or false, depending on whether or not
John is or is not happy.

Frege’s insight that complex expressions could be
built up compositionally from simple saturated and
unsaturated expressions, by a recursive process of
functional application, was at the root of much prog-
ress in logic and semantics, as can be seen in the work
of Montague (1970) and the formal semanticists who
followed, and the work of Bar-Hillel and the categor-
ial grammarians, all of whom focused on issues of
compositionality. The issue of predication entered
the syntactic discourse through the seminal work of
Halliday (1967), who drew attention to secondary
predicates, which were predicated of and expressed
properties of local subjects, rather than sentential
subjects. Halliday (1967) brought to the attention of
linguists that predicative adjectives occurred with
quite a limited range of meanings in constructions
such as (1), and that the relation between the predi-
cate and its local subject (in bold and italics, respec-
tively) mirrored the semantic relation between the
predicate of a sentence and the sentential subject, in
the sense that if the sentence asserted was true, the
subject had to have the property expressed by the
predicate.

 

s
(1a)
 Mary painted the house red.
 r
(1b)
 John drove the car drunk.

(1c)
 John drove the car broken.
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Example (1a) is an instance of resultative predication,
with the AP predicate expressing a property that the
subject is asserted to have at the end of the action
expressed by the verbal predicate; (1b) and (1c) are
examples of depictive predication, with the AP predi-
cate expressing a property that the subject is asserted
to have while the action expressed by the verbal
predicate is going on. Resultatives are typically pre-
dicated of direct object arguments, while depictives,
as the examples in (1) show, may be predicated of
subject or direct object arguments.

It was Edwin Williams, who in a series of papers
(Williams, 1980, 1983, 1987) brought predication
into the domain of generative syntax. Although
there had been quite a lot of discussion around the
notion of subject, Williams was the first to tie it into a
discussion of the subject predicate relation. For him,
the central questions were how to explain the syntac-
tic relation of a secondary predicate to its subject (in
more modern theoretical language, to explain how
the predicate AP is licensed, or integrated into the
structure of the sentence), how to explain why the
subject argument is distinguished, and how to draw
the appropriate structural parallels between second-
ary and main clause predicates. He argued that
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predication is essentially a thematic relation, and
that the syntactic predication relation was expressed
via the assignment of thematic roles. A lexical head
assigns thematic roles to its thematic arguments, and
in general all but one of the thematic arguments is
assigned to an argument syntactically realized inside
the projection of the thematic head. The thematic role
assigned outside the projection of the head is external.
Williams argued that the subject of a predicate is the
argument assigned an external argument, and the
primacy of the subject follows from the basic syntac-
tic distinction between external and internal argu-
ments. Thus, in a sentence such as (1a), assigned the
structure in (2), the adjective red assigns a thematic
role outside the maximal AP projection that it heads
to the house and that therefore is its subject. Williams
showed that this mechanism of external theta-role
assignment could be used to express sentential subject
predicate relations also. In (1a), Mary is assigned a
thematic role ‘agent’ by paint outside the VP projec-
tion of the head, and is thus the subject of the whole
predicate paint the house red.
uis
(2)
tics (
on
a

What Williams captured precisely in this account is
the duality of the relation between the sentential sub-
ject and the verb: the subject is a thematic argument
of the verb, but subject of the whole predicate phrase
that the verb heads. Williams was not explicit about
the semantic interpretation of the predication rela-
tion, but he assumes that the adicity of the lexical
head (the number of thematic roles it assigns) directly
reflects the adicity of a semantic relation denoted by
the lexical head and that thematic role assignment is a
syntactic reflection of a semantic relation. Williams
was thus making implicit use of Frege’s classification
of linguistic objects into saturated and unsaturated.
This became explicit in Williams (1987), where he
presents an account of the mapping between syntactic
representation and semantic representation, where he
argues that unassigned thematic roles are interpreted
as unsaturated variables in the semantic representa-
tion. Furthermore, argument traces (NP, or rather DP,
traces) are to be analyzed as variables in the same
way, and thus NP movement is ultimately reducible to
the predication relation.

Rothstein (1983) and later Rothstein (1995, 2001)
followed Williams in identifying predication as a
2006), vol. 10, pp. 73–76 
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central mechanism in syntactic theory, but argued
against identifying syntactic unsaturatedness with un-
assigned thematic roles. She argued that in order to
analyze a sentence generally as an instance of a predi-
cation relation, it is necessary to recognize cases of
predication that do not involve a thematic relation
between the head of the predicate and the subject.
This is because of the existence of pleonastics, or
nonthematic subjects, examples of which are given
in (3):

 

(3a)
 It seems that John will not arrive on time.

(3b)
 Il a été mangé trois pommes. (French)
it has been eaten three apples.

‘Three apples have been eaten.’
(3c)
 ze meatzben Se dani meaxer. (Hebrew)

it irritates that dani is late.

‘It is irritating that Dani is late.’
e
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Rothstein argued that the Fregean saturated/unsatu-
rated distinction is a primitive typal syntactic distinc-
tion between two different kinds of syntactic
constituents: arguments and predicates. The typically
referential constituents, DP and CP, are syntactically
saturated and canonically serve as arguments, while
the AP, PP, VP, and NP constituents are inherently
unsaturated and can serve as predicates. Unsaturated
constituents are typically saturated either directly or
indirectly by predication (although NP arguments are
saturated via determiner binding when they appear in
argument position). Crucially, the syntactic relation
between the pleonastic subject it in (3a) and the VP
seems that John will not arrive on time is exactly the
same predication relation as holds between the sub-
ject John and predicate is happy in the sentence John
is happy. Rothstein argued that under this analysis,
the distribution of pleonastic subjects in English
could be completely predicted, and that the obliga-
toriness of the subject (expressed in Chomsky’s 1982
Extended Projection Principle) could be explained. In
particular, she gave an account of the obligatoriness
of the pleonastic in complement position of verbs
such as consider, illustrated in (4a), in which she
argues that pleonastics appear as the subject of small
clause predications, and of the optional movement
of CP direct objects to subject position illustrated
in (4b):
(4a)
 I consider it ridiculous that John is late again.

(4b)
 It has long been believed that the earth is flat.
In this approach, thematic subjects are just a proper
subset of subjects, and thematic role assignment to
subject position uses the predication relation, just as
thematic role assignment to internal arguments is
via Case assignment relations or prepositions.
Rothstein argued that there were two different kinds
Encyclopedia of Language & Lin
 

rso
na

l C
op

y

of predication: primary, or clausal, predication and
secondary, or adjunct, predication. The particular
constraints on adjunct predication (see Rothstein,
2003) mean that secondary predicates are essentially
thematic, while primary predication need not be so.

Another approach to predication, which starts from
different assumptions, but has some of the same
syntactic consequences as Rothstein’s, is Gennaro
Chierchia’s. Working within the framework of prop-
erty theory, he proposed treating semantic properties
as having two modes of presentation, an unsaturated
predicate and its individual property correlate, p.
He is concerned primarily with semantic issues,
in particular, how properties can be predicated of
themselves, as in Being wise is wise or Cheerfulness
is cheerful. In Chierchia’s theory, a VP denotes a
saturated property, and Inflection denotes a function
from individual properties into propositional func-
tions, which applies to a VP and yields a proposition-
al function, independently of whether the VP requires
a thematic subject. Chierchia differs from Rothstein,
who claims that the VP is formally a predicate, and he
does not extend his theory to deal with noninflected
predicates, but both approaches have in common that
the clause is structurally constrained to be an instance
of predication, independent of the thematic proper-
ties of the predicate or its head. Positing a structural,
nonthematic predication relation has been quite
fruitful in terms of syntactic explanatoriness. The
structural approach to predication has been quite
productive in leading to analyses of propositional
structure, in particular with respect to the distribu-
tion of pleonastics and nonthematic predicates and
copula constructions.

A second direction on which predication studies
have focused has been the variety and differing prop-
erties of secondary predicates crosslinguistically. As
mentioned above, there seem to be two kinds of sec-
ondary predicates, resultatives and depictives, where
resultatives are generally restricted to taking direct
objects as their subjects, while depictives can apply
to both subjects and objects. Much work has focused
on the particular syntactic properties associated with
different secondary predicates in different languages,
for example with the structural constraints on subject
predicate relations (Demonte, 1986), Case properties
associated with different secondary predicates (espe-
cially in Russian, e.g., Filip, 2001), whether second-
ary predicates are independent predicates or form a
lexical complex predicate with the verb in Germanic
(Neeleman, 1994; Neelman and Weerman, 1993;
Wunderlich, 1997), whether or not resultatives are
truly oriented toward the direct object, (Rappaport
Hovav and Levin, 2001; Wechsler, 1997; Kim, 1993),
and how best to capture the semantic constraints on
guistics (2006), vol. 10, pp. 73–76 
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their interpretations. Some of the most interesting
syntactic work in recent years has emerged from the
attempts to give a unified semantics for depictive and
resultative secondary predicates (see, e.g., Rothstein,
2003) and work by Cormack and Smith (1994, 1999),
who suggest that secondary predication should be
seen as a kind of serial verb construction for lan-
guages that do not otherwise allow them. While this
idea has not yet been worked out in any detail, it
seems a potentially fruitful direction in which to
take the syntax of predication.

 

See also: Complex Predicates; Propositional and Predi-

cate Logic: Linguistic Aspects; Subjects and the Extended

Projection Principle; Thematic Structure.
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