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Semantics 
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The English adverb ever has some restrictions on its distribution: there are some 
sentences and contexts in which ever is ungrammatical, even though many other 
adverbs can freely be used. For instance, ever is grammatical in the following 
sentences: 
 

(1) I forgot that I had ever been there before. 
(2) They hardly ever have time to see each other. 
(3) I wouldn’t ever betray you. 

 
…but (at least outside of poetry) it’s ungrammatical in these: 
 

(4) *I ever eat my lunch at noon. 
(5) *She told me to ever work hard. 
(6) *It’s likely that I’ll ever have children. 

 
The phrase at all has similar distributional restrictions, as you can see if you try 
using it in the sentences above. 
 
Write a short essay in which you discuss the distributional restrictions on ever 
and at all. Try to figure out what the rule is that determines whether ever and at 
all are grammatical in a given sentence. Are there any features that the sentences 
where ever and at all are grammatical (or ungrammatical) all have in common? 
Are there any features that, if they’re present in a sentence, will reliably cause 
ever and at all to be grammatical (or ungrammatical)? 
 
Consider more data than just the example sentences given above—come up 
with new examples of sentences or types of sentences in which ever and at all are 
grammatical or ungrammatical. (If you’re not a native speaker of English, find 
someone who is, make up sentences using ever and at all, and ask if they’re 
grammatical; and/or find examples of grammatical sentences using ever and at 
all—online, in literature, in conversation, etc.) 
 
Can you prove that what determines the grammaticality of ever and at all is a 
semantic property, not a syntactic one? Can you think of other words or phrases 
that have the same or similar restrictions? 


