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Language

Event Cognition

A domain-general 
capacity for creating, 
storing, and updating 
representations for 
events. 



Language

Event Cognition

• Perception 

• Memory (Working, Long-term) 

• Narrative comprehension 

• Psycholinguistics



But what is an event?



But what is an event?
Happening, episode, experience 



But what is an event?

An object being in a state or undergoing change 
at a spatiotemporal location
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Event Cognition

A domain-general 
capacity for creating, 
storing, and updating 
representations for 
events. 



Language

Event Cognition

A domain-general 
capacity for creating, 
storing, and updating 
representations for 
events. 



How are event representations created? 

How are event representations segmented? 



How are event representations created? 

How are event representations segmented? 

By segmenting experience into discrete units according to certain 
properties (e.g. participants, location, goals).   



How are event representations created? 

How are event representations segmented? 
Familiar events are segmented according to an event-type, which acts 
like a blueprint in representation. Unfamiliar events are segmented 
through prediction.

By segmenting experience into discrete units according to certain 
properties (e.g. participants, location, goals).   













How are event representations updated? 

How are event representations stored? 



How are event representations updated? 

How are event representations stored? 

By detecting boundaries through changes in the properties of the 
event (e.g. participants, location, goals), and adding predicate-like 
features to the event representations that further characterize the 
event. 



How are event representations updated? 

How are event representations stored? 

By detecting boundaries through changes in the properties of the 
event (e.g. participants, location, goals), and adding predicate-like 
features to the event representations that further characterize the 
event. 

The event representation for the on-going event is privileged in working 
memory, and is moved to long-term memory when a boundary is 
detected. 



[P]eople’s event comprehension systems form 
predictions about upcoming happenings based 
on the current event model. When important 
situation features change… then prediction 
error spikes. As a result, the current event 
model is updated and this is experienced as an 
event boundary. 

— Radvansky and Zacks



The location updating effect
Radvansky and Copeland, 2006; Radvansky et al., 2010, 2011; Pettijohn and Radvansky, 2016a,b; 
Lawrence and Peterson, 2016; Ongchoco and Scholl, 2019



The location updating effect
Radvansky and Copeland, 2006; Radvansky et al., 2010, 2011; Pettijohn and Radvansky, 2016a,b; 
Lawrence and Peterson, 2016; Ongchoco and Scholl, 2019

Time for 



The location updating effect
Radvansky and Copeland, 2006; Radvansky et al., 2010, 2011; Pettijohn and Radvansky, 2016a,b; 
Lawrence and Peterson, 2016; Ongchoco and Scholl, 2019



The location updating effect
Radvansky and Copeland, 2006; Radvansky et al., 2010, 2011; Pettijohn and Radvansky, 2016a,b; 
Lawrence and Peterson, 2016; Ongchoco and Scholl, 2019

What am I doing? 
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Temporality Performativity Enrichment



HOW EVENT COGNITION 
INFLUENCES LANGUAGE

Temporality Performativity Enrichment



Speech  
Event



Speech  
Event

Displacement
The ability of natural language to 
be about events at times and 
locations other than the speech 
event. 
Hockett, 1960; Bickerton, 2009



Speech  
Event



Speech  
Event

Most of the empirical evidence on infants’ command of 
absent reference comes from an elegant behavioral paradigm: 
An infant is first introduced to a novel object and its name 
(e.g., “Look, a dax!”) and then, when the object is hidden, is 
asked to locate it (“Where is the dax?”). Although infants as 
young as 12 months comprehend such requests, their ability 
to carry them out is still fragile: They succeed only when 
visual “anchors”—perceptually present reminders that are 
associated with the hidden object—are present.  

— Luchina and Waxman
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Speech  
Event

Reichenbach 1947; Dowty 1986; Webber 1988, 2003; Bittner 2007, a.o. 

Past Future

Present



Speech  
Event

Reichenbach 1947; Dowty 1986; Webber 1988, 2003; Bittner 2007, a.o. 

Past Future

Present

Tense and aspect indicate when the event 
described by the verb happens relative to the 
speech event. 



Speech  
Event

Reichenbach 1947; Dowty 1986; Webber 1988, 2003; Bittner 2007, a.o. 

Past Future

Present



Reichenbach 1947; Dowty 1986; Webber 1988, 2003; Bittner 2007, a.o. 



Reichenbach 1947; Dowty 1986; Webber 1988, 2003; Bittner 2007, a.o. 

Shane organized NASSLLI. 



Reichenbach 1947; Dowty 1986; Webber 1988, 2003; Bittner 2007, a.o. 

Shane is organizing NASSLLI. 



Reichenbach 1947; Dowty 1986; Webber 1988, 2003; Bittner 2007, a.o. 

Shane will organize NASSLLI. 



But what about languages without tense?
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I promise to finish 
my referee report. 

Austin 1962; Vender 1972; Recanati 1987; Condoravdi and Lauer 2011; van Elswyk n.d.



I promise to finish 
my referee report. 

Austin 1962; Vender 1972; Recanati 1987; Condoravdi and Lauer 2011; van Elswyk n.d.

• First person subject  
• Present-tense verb 
• Indicative mood 



I am ordering you 
to finish your 
referee report.

Austin 1962; Vender 1972; Recanati 1987; Condoravdi and Lauer 2011; van Elswyk n.d.



I am ordering you 
to finish your 
referee report.

• First person subject  
• Present-tense verb 
• Indicative mood 

Austin 1962; Vender 1972; Recanati 1987; Condoravdi and Lauer 2011; van Elswyk n.d.
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Speech  
Event

[T]here is not one relation between performatives and a 
particular tense and aspect and there are no languages 
which have a special (dedicated) performative tense or 
aspect marker. Instead, performatives are compatible with 
various tense and aspect markers, even though the use of a 
present tense seems to be the most common… [B]ecause 
of their functional nature, performatives are compatible 
with various meanings across languages. It is possible that 
a language selects a meaning for the performative which 
presents the performative as an instance of coincidence or 
overlap between the event expressed by the verb and the 
speech act, in which case a present tense or imperfective 
(with a strong association with present reference) is used in 
languages with tense and/or aspect. 

— Fortuin



I promise to finish 
my referee report. 



I promise to finish 
my referee report. 



Speech  
Event

Anti-displacement
The ability of natural language to 
be about events determined by 
the speech event. 

van Elswyk n.d.
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Speech  
Event

Pragmatic Enrichment
A linguistic phenomena in which 
the meaning of a word, sentence, 
or discourse is enriched beyond its 
conventional meaning. 
Bach 1994, Recanati 2011, Cohen and 
Kehler 2021, a.o.



Shane is ready. 

I haven’t had 
breakfast. 

Dan went to Seattle. 
He likes coffee.



Shane is ready 
to party. 

I haven’t had 
breakfast today. 

Dan went to Seattle 
because he likes 
coffee.



I haven’t had 
breakfast today. 

Shane is ready 
to organize. 

Dan went to Seattle 
because he likes 
coffee.

Event 
cognition


