
    Intentionality and modality in the semantics of an instrumental verb 
 

Consider the contrast between the instrumental descriptions in (1): 
(where Nancy is holding a pair of scissors but trips and cuts her dress) 
(1) a.  Nancy accidentally cut her dress with the scissors.   

b.  #Nancy accidentally used the scissors to cut her dress. 
Use but not with requires that the agent act intentionally.  Although this contrast has been noted at least as 
early as Lakoff (1968), previous studies of instruments have not analyzed the intentional semantics of use, 
or addressed why use and with differ in this way (see Koenig et al., 2008).  I argue that use encodes a 
modal component, wherein acting on the instrument is consistent with the agent's goals.  In this way, use 
is part of a family of verbs including try that are similar to attitude verbs in some ways, but also require 
some type of action on the part of the agent to have occurred (see Sharvit, 2003).   
 
Use and intentionality.  The context in (1) is multiply unintentional: Nancy does not intend to cut her 
dress, and she does not intend to manipulate the scissors as part of any event.  Use-sentences are still 
infelicitous, however, even if some aspects of the event are intentional.  Imagine, for example, that John is 
attempting to clean a painting with a small brush.  Unfortunately, he presses too hard and smudges the 
painting, thus destroying it.  A use-description is not felicitous: 

(2) a.  John destroyed the painting with a small brush. 
b.  #John used a small brush to destroy the painting. 

Although John is intentionally manipulating the brush, he must intend for the event in the infinitival to 
occur.  The converse is also true: imagine that Sam is kneeling on the floor to polish it with a rag, but the 
rag is too rough and ends up scratching the floor.  But, as Sam works his way across the floor, his pants 
end up polishing the floor.  Again, a use-description is not felicitous: 

(3) a.  Sam polished the floor with his pants. 
b.  #Sam used his pants to polish the floor. 
c.  #Hey Sam, stop using your pants! 

Even if the agent intends the event in the infinitival, he must intend to act on the instrument as part of this 
event.  The infelicity of (3c) shows that use encodes this intentionality requirement, even when the 
infinitival is absent.  In the analysis that follows, I model this intentionality requirement through 
quantification over worlds consistent with the agent's goals. 
 
Infinitival to-clause and argument structure.  The infinitival clause of a use sentence has previously 
been analyzed as an infinitival adjunct (see Huettner, 1989), specifically a "purpose clause" such as in I 
bought a dogi [ei to bark at the neighbors]  (Bach, 1982; Jones, 1991).  In contrast with these analyses, I 
argue that the use-infinitival is an argument of use, for two reasons.  First, the instrument-manipulation 
event is interpreted with respect to some larger event, even when the infinitival is absent: 

(4) a.  At the ticket counter, Lucy used a false name.  (To buy a ticket, e.g.) 
b.  For that kind of bread, you should use a serrated knife.  (To cut the bread, e.g.) 

Second, the infinitival patterns syntactically as an argument:  
(5) a.  John used a hammer on Monday and Bill did so on Tuesday. 

b. *John used a hammer to open walnuts and Bill did so to open pecans. 
In my analysis, the use-infinitival is an argument that contributes a property of events.   
 Use-sentences entail the existence of some larger event in which the acting on the instrument 
takes place.  The occurrence of the event specified by the use-infinitival cannot be canceled, unlike with a 
purpose clause: 

(6) a.  #I used the serrated knife to slice the bread, but I didn't end up slicing it. 
b.  I bought a dog to bark at the neighbors, but the dog never barked. 

The existence of this event appears to be a weak presupposition of use, rather than part of at-issue content.  
The negated and conditional sentences in (7) imply that Brutus did in fact kill Caesar: 

(7) a.  Brutus didn't use a knife to kill Caesar, he used a spear. 



b.  If Brutus used a knife to kill Caesar, that would explain the kitchen's missing knife. 
In addition, a "hey wait a minute" response is felicitous if it targets the infinitival: 

(8) A: Wow, Brutus used his father's knife to kill Caesar. 
B: Hey wait, I didn't know that Brutus killed Caesar! 

Similar to weak presupposition triggers such as stop and win (Abusch, 2010; Romoli, 2011; Abrusán, 
2012), however, the presupposition may be defeated: 

(9) a.  Brutus didn't use that knife to kill Caesar, he just threatened him. 
b.  If Brutus used that knife to kill Caesar, why don't we see any blood? 

These contexts do not imply that Brutus killed Caesar.  As the distinction between weak and strong 
presuppositions is not central to this paper, I will treat the existence of the event specified in the use-
infinitival as a standard presupposition. 
 
Analysis.  The event in which the agent acts on the instrument is labeled e′, and the larger framing event 
is labeled e. The acting-on relation includes abstract as well as physical manipulation, and will be 
represented by the predicate ACT-ON(e′, x).  v is the type of events; e′ ⊂w e ≡ e′ is a subevent of e in w; 
the weak presupposition associated with the infinitival clause is given in curly brackets.  (10) shows the 
truth-conditions of the sentence Nancy used the scissors to cut her dress; the structure of this formula is 
modeled from Hacquard (2009).  Voice supplies the agent (Kratzer, 1996): 
 

(10) ∃e′ [e′ in w ∧ e′ ⊂w e {∃e : cut-dress(e, w)} ∧ Ag(e′, Nancy) ∧ Ag(e) = Ag(e′) ∧  
∃w′ compatible with Nancy's goals in w: ACT-ON(e′, ιn.n is a scissors, w′) ∧  
cut-dress(e, w′) ∧ e′ ⊂w′ e ] 
 

(10) specifies that in the actual world, the instrumental act-on event e′ occurs and that e′ is a subevent of 
e, which is presupposed to be a cutting-dress event in the actual world.  Intentionality is enforced via the 
modal statement: that there exists some world w′ compatible with Nancy's goals in w in which she acts on 
the scissors, which is a subevent of her cutting her dress.  Universal quantification would be too strong: 
an agent can intend to use a particular instrument without it being the only goal-compatible option.  The 
denotation of use is shown in (11):  
 
 

(11) ⟦use⟧c, w = λx ∈ De. λP‹s‹vt›. λe′ ∈ Dv.  
        e′ in w ∧ e′ ⊂w e {∃e: P(w)(e)} ∧ Ag(e) = Ag(e′) ∧  

 ∃w′ compatible with Ag(e′)'s goals in w: ACT-ON(e′, x, w′) ∧ P(w′)(e) ∧ e′ ⊂w′ e 
  
 In summary, use encodes an intentionality requirement that I model through a goal-based modal 
semantics.  Given this modal component, use occupies an intermediate status between attitude verbs and 
verbs that specify events occurring in the actual world.   From this perspective, the fact that use has 
infinitival syntax, and the fact that use encodes intentionality, in contrast to with, are not coincidental. 
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