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On June 27th, the 8th meeting this year of the Semantics Research
Group was held at the Mita Campus of Keio University. We were
fortunate to have presentations from two very gifted speakers, Kim-
iko Nakanishi, an assistant professor at the University of Calgary,
and Masahiko Aihara, a Ph.D. student working on his dissertation at
the University of Connecticut at Storrs. The talks were well attended,
with participants coming from as far away as Nagoya, Hirosaki and
even Boston, and the discussion was both lively and instructive.
Professor Nakanishi gave an insightful presentation on the Japa-
nese particle mo. As she showed in her talk, this particle gives rise to
what is called a “scalar” interpretation. In a positive sentence like 7.
A & 37z, the occurrence of mo implies that on a “scale” that arranges
numbers of people who came, say from one on up to some larger
number, 5 counts as a large number. In a negative sentence like 7. A
b k7% 725 7z, this same property of mo was argued to give rise to an
ambiguity. Under one reading, 5 is implied to be a large number of
people to have not come. On the other reading, 5 is implied to be a
small number of people to have come. This difference was shown to
be best derived as a difference in scope. The analysis was then ex-
tended to account both for the obligatory “small” reading found in /¥
v — b &7 7o 72 when iti-mai is unaccented, and also for an
ambiguity parallel to that observed above when iti contains a fall ac-
cent. This work was significant in bridging the semantics of scalarity

with the semantics of focus and accent.

Mr. Aihara gave an enlightening presentation on the analysis of
superlatives. In English, a sentence like “John climbed the highest
mountain” is ambiguous. It can have an absolute reading, according
to which there is one highest mountain in the world (Mount Everest),
and John climbed it. It also has a comparative reading, which allows
John to have climbed a shorter mountain than Mount Everest as long
as the mountain he climbed was higher than the mountains that other
relevant people in the discourse climbed. This ambiguity in English
has given rise to two separate analyses: one that appeals to syntactic
movement of a superlative morpheme (e.g. -est in English) coupled
with abstraction over degrees in the semantics, and one that simply
manipulates the value of a context variable. Mr. Aihara teased those
two analyses apart by investigating how their separate predictions
fared with Japanese. As he observed, the Japanese counterpart of the
English sentence given above, i.e. ¥ 3 ¥ 2SWHIZAEWIINIE 572,
does not give rise to the same ambiguity. It only has the absolute
reading. This observation was used to argue in favor of the former
analysis and against the latter. Mr. Aihara’s work highlights the
growing significance of cross-linguistic studies for determining the
universal mechanisms used to interpret natural language.

(Christopher Tancredi)
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Tadd Patton As a graduate student of psychology
I 3 at the University of South Florida,
Tampa, Florida, I study the neural
basis of visual recognition. To do this,
I work with birds, particularly pigeons.
I recently had the opportunity to spend
two and a half months conducting
research in the Laboratory of Dr.
Shigeru Watanabe at Keio University.
My primary focus during that time
was to examine the effects of destroying a main connection
between left and right hemispheres on neural activity in higher
visual structures. In addition to my neuroanatomical studies,
I worked on an experiment investigating “self awareness” in
Java sparrows. In this study, subjects were presented with video

images of themselves in either real time or with time-delay. We
measured the amount of time each bird spent on a perch in front
of these stimuli. My time in Tokyo was short, so more research
will be necessary before any conclusions can be drawn from
these experiments. Nevertheless, I learned a great deal about
valuable procedures used often in my field.

The work ethic of the students in the Watanabe laboratory
made a lasting impression. All of the people I had the pleasure
of working with were very focused, intelligent and cooperative.
Although communication was at times difficult because I do
not know the Japanese language, virtually everyone I met, even
strangers, were more than willing to assist me. I hope to have an
opportunity to return at some point, or at least to collaborate on
future projects with members of the Watanabe laboratory.
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