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Administrivia

● Canvas Updates
○ Homework 1 Posted (Due Friday 9/12 at noon)
○ discussion board for Qs

● Website updates: https://gchronis.github.io/lin313.html
○ Link Forum for AI (FAI) talks
○ Links to slides and handouts

● Check back for 9/5 readings
● Concept Map

○ will be posted over the weekend 

https://utexas.instructure.com/courses/1423946/assignments/7313362
https://gchronis.github.io/lin313.html


Overview

● types of linguistic ambiguity
● syntax, semantics
● constituency
● winograd schemas
● garden path sentences



Crash Blossoms

4



Crash Blossoms
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McDonald’s Fries the Holy Grail for Potato Farmers



Crash Blossoms
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McDonald’s Fries the Holy Grail for Potato Farmers



What makes language "hard"
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What makes language "hard"?    Ambiguity

A sentence is ambiguous if 
there is more than one way to 
interpret it.

We call these interpretations 
readings

How many readings are there 
of this sentence? What are 
they?
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What makes language "hard"?

● polysemy = 1 word, 
multiple meanings

● prepositional phrase 
attachment
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Crash Blossoms
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McDonald’s Fries the Holy Grail for Potato Farmers

Where does the ambiguity here come from?



Crash Blossoms
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McDonald’s Fries the Holy Grail for Potato Farmers

verb noun



More Crash Blossoms

12http://www.fun-with-words.com/ambiguous_headlines.html

http://www.fun-with-words.com/ambiguous_headlines.html


Constituency

In syntactic analysis, a constituent is a word or a group of words that function as 
a single unit within a hierarchical structure.



Constituency

pancakes or bacon and eggs



Constituency

pancakes or bacon and eggs



One noun phrase, different structures

pancakes and bacon or eggs

b. (pancakes or bacon) and eggsa. pancakes or (bacon and eggs)



One noun phrase, different structures

pancakes and bacon or eggs

b. (pancakes or bacon) and eggsa. pancakes or (bacon and eggs)

NP = "noun phrase"
Conj = "conjunction"



Transformational Grammar

The idea of the constituent is the basis for transformational grammar invented 
by Noam Chomsky in the 1950s
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Kinds of ambiguity

● structural ambiguity
○ e.g., what does

● referential ambiguity
○ co-reference: what do pronouns refer back to?

■ e.g. Corrine told Sarah to give Flannery their favorite syntax textbook.
○ metaphor, metonymy, and figurative language

■ e.g. The White House is patrolling the streets of Washington D.C.
● semantic or lexical ambiguity

○ e.g. They went down to the bank.
● "Situated truth" (a.k.a indexicality or deixis)

○ e.g. I live in Texas
○ e.g. Tomorrow is a holiday.



Referential Ambiguity: Winograd Schemas 

Consider the following example from Terry Winograd (1972). Who does "they refer to"?

(a) "The city councilmen refused the demonstrators a permit because they feared violence."

(b) "The city councilmen refused the demonstrators a permit because they wanted violence."



Terry Winograd & SHRDLU



Terry Winograd & SHRDLU





Winogrande



Winogrande



Winogrande

SOLVED?



What makes language hard (for language models) now?



What makes language hard (for language models) now?

● social cues
● common sense
● truth / world knowledge
● action
● …?


