On the Logical Structure of ‘Ready to Eat’

In this paper, I will discuss the following sentence, which is ambiguous:

(1) The chicken is ready to eat.

In one reading the chicken is an experiencer, assigned by the adjective ready, one argument of ready. The other argument is an event. In the second reading, the chicken has the theta role theme assigned by the verb eat. Here, I will discuss the first reading. I will discuss the second reading in a separate paper. 

The basic logical structure of READY without operators in the first reading is the following:

(2) READY (experiencer, event)

(3) EAT (agent, theme)

In this situation, the lexical item CHICKEN is identified as the experiencer, and infinitival phrase TO EAT is identified as the event. The agent assigned by EAT is not identified. It is phonetically null PRO with the arbitrary reading. The theme is null. It is a form of elliptical pro:

(4) READY (experiencer: CHICKEN, event: EAT (agent: PRO, theme: pro)

Note that pro occurs in a Case marked position, a property of pro. Small pro is a phonetically null set that contains information such as Case, person and number. 

The argument must refer to the same chicken that is ready to eat. This relationship between the experiencer in the upper clause and the agent in the lower clause I claim is a form of control. In the syntax, a link is established between coindexed items. Here, the link links chicken. Coindexation in the class of predicates including READY is a matter of semantics. The lexical item contains information on coindexing its nominal argument with one in its complement:

(5) READY (experiencer1: CHICKEN, event: EAT (agent1: PRO, theme: pro)

The arbitrary reading of PRO means that it has no specified referent (i. e., anybody). PRO is coindexed with chicken. This is an example of raising. In the above sentences ‘pro’ refers an arbitrary noun, normally the kind of food that a chicken will eat. The theme may also have a lexical form:

(6) The chicken is ready to eat its food.

This is possible because the theme is not coindexed with the experiencer. PRO, on the other hand, is coindexed with the experiencer; it is bound by the form that c-commands it. The coindexing requirement blocks the agent from referring to any other NP:

(7) *The chicken is ready for us to eat (its food).

Example (7) with the null object is grammatical if READY has the second reading where we are going to eat the chicken.

I conclude this paper showing that indexing may be a lexical restriction and that it interacts with PRO. Here I do not discuss whether PRO exists or not as argued in Lasnik 2000).
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