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Abstract 

How do people understand each other? Ln the philosophy of language there are two 

approaches to this question. Semantics studies how the application of definitions of 

words and the rules of grammar are used to obtain a proposition from an utterance. 

Pragmatics observes the effects of the context in which an utterance is made upon what it 

signifies on that particular occasion. 

One task for philosophers of language is to explain how these two distinct fields may be 

reconciled into a single account of understanding. The traditional view holds that 

understanding progresses through two stages, the first semantic and the second 

pragmatic. 

This paper challenges that traditional account of understanding. After investigating the 

work of Grice, Carston, Recanati, Stalnaker, and Travis, I propose a new approach that 

includes both semantic and pragmatic effort while rejecting the linear nature of the 

traditional view. 
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Prologue 

I had always thought of philosophy as a world unto itself. This perception was 

dashed when I ran into an old friend, Dr. Chris Gibbins, on the event of our ten-year high 

school reunion. In the process of catching up on the last year or so of our lives, Chris 

asked me what my thesis was about and, to my surprise, he became quire interested in the 

topic. 

It seems that for the previous six months or so he had been working with language 

competence among children suffering from Asperger's disorder, higher functioning 

autism. and nonverbal learning disability. Among these children there were many who 

suffered from an inability to understand pragmatic elements of conversation such as 

metaphors, implications, and inflection. He had found that. although he had some idea of 

what the terms semantic and pragmatic meant, he lacked practical examples of how these 

terms should be applied to simple cases that parents and family members could 

understand. Furthermore, he thought that a better, more comprehensive account of how 

normal brain function operated with regards to language might someday help to 

understand exactly what was going wrong with his subjects. 

Although this thesis is a far cry from a complete and satisfying account of the full 

mental processes involved, it seems a very hopeful dream that philosophical progress on 

the issue of understanding might someday help better the lives of people out there in the 

real world. 



Introduction 

Two Fields of Study, One Subiect Matter 

How do we communicate'? How is i t  that the various barks, grunts, and gestures 

humans make, not to mention the scratchings and ink-blots we leave scattered about, 

allow one human to affect the belicfs, attitudes, and actions of another'? What is involved 

in understanding one another? 

One element that is common to human communication practices around the world 

is the use of words. Words are small units of sound or symbol that are used as building 

blocks for larger utterances. Words seem to have predictable meanings. That is, they can 

be observed to refer to similar features of the world when used on different occasions. 

Semantics is the study of how the meanings of words relate to larger units of meanings, 

by observing the repeatable structures of words and grammar and their relationships to 

what the expressions (as a whole) represent. 

Another element that is common to human communication practices is the use of 

a particular word or expression to mean different things on different occasions. A change 

in the tone of an expression may transform an assertion into a question. Body language 

or situation may indicate whom a certain pronoun refers to. A word (i.e. "run" as in run 

down the street or run through the material) may adopt different meanings depending on 

the words around it or the time and place of its utterance. Finally, we may observe that 

sometimes a person will use words that typically express one thing, but somehow manage 

to imply something else entirely. Pragmatics is the study of how the meanings of words 

and expressions vary across different contexts. 
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How can these two features of language be reconciled'? Does language have a 

predictable meaning apart from contexts or not? Some philosophers have been trying to 

answer the question of how these two features of language can co-exist by proposing that 

they are separate faculties of the human mind which are used in some order or other. 

This thesis will evaluate some of the proposals and put forward a new one. 

A Brief History of the Problem 

The modern problem of reconciling semantics with pragmatics has its origins in 

an earlier account of the nature of communication. This earlier view of language held 

that you can find out what an utterance means by first invoking a semantic procedure - a  

method of using rules of grammar and syntax that would derive the structure of the 

meaning of the utterance - and then turning to some not terribly interesting pragmatic 

elements to fill in certain contextual features of the utterance, such as the identity and 

location of the speaker, and the time the utterance was generated. This procedure will 

generate a proposition - a representation of thc world - that can be understood and 

manipulated with formal logic, and evaluated for its usefulness with a sort of blithe 

Tarskian question about whether or not the world is in fact that way. At any rate that 

stuff is epistemology, the story goes, and not directly related to discovering the 

proposition, the primary task of philosophy of language. 

In the 1960s, the philosopher Paul Grice developed a theory to explain how i t  is 

that we seem to get so much more information from an utterance than what had 

traditionally been accepted as its semantic interpretation. He observed that peoplc often 

say one thing intending to imply another, and that listeners could reliably be expected to 
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pick up those implications. Grice realized that i t  was the corlte.rt of the utterance that 

gave life to these implications. This helped to create pragmatics as a legitimate field of 

study, but it also created a strong separation between pragmatics and semantics. 

According to Grice, the semantic properties of an utterance should be evaluated first, and 

pragmatic elements could add to or modify that initial semantic output afterwards. 

A traditional semantic account of language makes little mention of pragmatic 

variables. The sentence "I am hungry," represents different things when uttered by 

different people. But the difference is only in the identity of the speaker, and this was 

typically considered to be no impediment to a generally context-independent account. In 

fact, pragmatic variables were given so little importance by this view that, after Grice, it 

became a useful procedure when confronted by other context-dependencies in language 

to label them "pragmatic" and on that ground dismiss them. The conception remained 

that there were two distinct issues relating to communication, the interesting semantic 

questions, and the uninteresting pragmatic ones. 

For Grice, semantics answered questions about the explicit content of an 

utterance, and pragmatics covered the implications of the utterance. Thus even as his 

work created importance for pragmatics, it isolated that work from the central task of 

semantic analysis. Later philosophers such as Robyn Carston and Francois Rccanati, 

however, questioned if this division could be so neatly maintained as Grice's work had 

suggested. They felt that even the explicit (traditionally semantic) content of an utterance 

might be seriously infected with contextual elements, such that the old rules of grammar 

and syntax would be insufficient on their own to produce a proposition. 



5 
Once they adopted this position, however, it became apparent that there would 

need to be some method for differentiating between the sorts of pragmatic elements that 

should be associatcd with the explicit content of an utterance, and those that could be 

relegated to secondary implications. As they struggled to provide this distinction, the 

account of communication grew increasingly murky. 

Furthermore, there were other, more radical philosophers like Robert Stalnaker 

and Charles Travis who seemed to suggest that the whole ordering of semantics followed 

by pragmatics was misguided in the first place, and cast the project of a simple two-stage 

account of communication into doubt. The problem of reconciling semantics and 

pragmatics is to give an account of how thesc two elements are involved in the process of 

understanding an utterance. It is clear that both are involved. But it remains a difficult 

issue to spell out exactly how. 

My Proiect 

In this thesis, I will pursue the question of thc relationship of semantics and 

pragmatics to the process of understanding an utterance. I will begin in Chapter 1 by 

investigating more carefully the writings of Grice, and attcmpt to draw out a clear picture 

of his account of the pragmatics 1 semantics distinction. Although his writings represent 

an important first stcp, I hope to show that his theory is still fundamentally conservative 

regarding the role of pragmatics, and that thc arguments to support this position are weak. 

In Chapter 2, I will follow the arguments of Carston and Recanati, and cvaluale their 

efforts to provide clear methods for identifying pragmatic elements of communication. 

Although I agree that their arguments show that there must be pragmatic content in the 
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explicit meaning of utterances, they are unable to give a satisfactory account of the 

overall process of understanding. Chapter 3 will focus on the writings of Stalnaker and 

Travis as they seek to break down the simple semantics-followed-by-pragmatics ordering 

favored by the previously mentioned philosophers. I find their arguments to break down 

the previous view compelling, but their own accounts to replace it unsatisfying. 

In Chapters 4 and 5 I will lay out and defend my own position on the nature of 

communication and the relationships semantics and pragmatics bear to that process. This 

view will be more radical than the mentioned philosophers, but will draw on their various 

arguments to push towards a complete picture. The critical element of this project will be 

the idea that semantics and pragmatics must operate in parallel, rather than in sequence. 

This idea will solve the problem of reconciling semantics and pragmatics by changing the 

sort of answer that the question is looking for. If my project is successful, then the next 

major thrust in the study of human communication would seem to be more scientific in 

nature, to ask how thc human mind is able, biologically speaking, to conduct those 

procedures that we are evidently capable of performing. 



Chapter 1 

The Semantic Approach to Communication 

Let me begin by trying to make more explicit what I call the traditional, or 

semantic approach to communication. There have been many competing theories on the 

specifics of the semantic approach, but what is important here is a certain shared tradition 

with regard to how meaning is obtained from language. 

While it is not true that all semantic theories of communication have been based 

on truth-functional models of language, it is at least true they are all aimed towards 

fr~nctional models of language. Semantic theory generally holds that the meaning of an 

expression is a function of the meaning of the words that comprise it and the order in 

which they appear. On a compositional semantic approach, the meaning of an expression 

can be built up from (is "composed" of) the meanings of the individual words. Or at least 

almost. Even the most die-hard semantic theorists recognize that certain words and 

expressions in a language require some contextual elements to really get at the meaning. 

For example, the utterance "I am standing in Joe's house." doesn't really mean anything 

until you figure out who "I" is. Of course, completing this sort of contextual element is 

really simple given that you know who the speaker is. In fact, most of the meaning is 

clear without that knowledge. Thus semantic theorists held that these contextual, or 

pragmatic, elements weren't terribly important in the grand scheme of things. The 

important step to understanding an utterance would be to spell out the grammatical rules 

and word meanings, after which you would fill in any contextual elements like the time, 

place, or identity of the speaker, as required. 
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There are many problems faced by any such theory (though they are not 

necessarily insurmountable), but the problems that are most relevant to a discussion of 

Grice arc the ones that he attempted to solve through his introduction ofthe concept of 

implicature. They include: 

- The apparent difference in meaning between "and" and "but" which eludes truth- 

functional analysis 

- The occurrence of existential presuppositions in an utterance like "The present king 

of France is not bald." 

- The obvious cases of implying without saying, such as "It's around here somewhere." 

which implies that the speaker doesn't know or is justifiably unwilling to say exactly 

where. 

Functional approaches to the meanings of sentences were often confoundcd by these 

problems, and Grice turned to pragmatic elements to help explain our success in 

understanding the problematic utterances. These elements were much more than time, 

place, and identity, however. 

Grice on Convention and Implicature 

In the William James' lectures, Grice introduces the nolion of "implicature", 

which he intends to stand in for the family of terms "imply"', "suggcst", "indicates", and 

' Grice and those who followed him have tended to make use of the words 'imply' and 'implication' in this 

fairly casual way. which should be distinguished from the more logically intensive sense of 'imply' 

whereby premises imply a conclusion to the extent that their truth guarantees the truth of that conclusion. 
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some part of "means". This creates a division in the "total signification of an utterance" 

into two main categories: what is said, and what is implicated2. I propose that a fair and 

accurate account of this division can be made in terms of semantic and pragmatic 

elements although at the time of the lectures the terms were not so clearly defined as they 

are now. 

"In the sense in which I am using the word say," Grice writes, "I intend what 

someone has said to be c l o d y  related to the conventional meaning of the words.. . he has 

uttered.'" Here the notion of conventional meaning is a deeply semantic one. For 

example, it is a convention of this sort that the sound "and" and not the sound "cat" 

stands for a conjunction of two things in verbal English, and i t  is another convention that 

"and" goes in between, rather than before or after, the conjuncts. That these conventions 

are arbitrary for a particular culture in no way makes them "contextual" in the pragmatic 

sense of the word. David Lewis gives a typically semantic account of convention when 

he wri tes4: 

a regularity R, in action or in action and belief, is a corzve~ztioiz in a 

population P if and only if, within P, the following six conditions hold.. .: 

(1)  Everyone conforms to R 

In this thesis I will use imply (along with implicature) in the Gricean sense and use 'logically implies' and 

'logical implication' for the more stringent sense. 

' Grice, Paul "Further Notes on Logic and Conversation" from the William James' lectures (1967). 

Published in Studies In the Ways of Words, Harvard University Press, 1989, p41 

Grice, Paul "Logic and Conversation" from S~udies p25 

4 Lewis, David "Languages and Language" published in The Philosophv of Languaee 41h ed., 

A.P.Martinich ed. Oxford University Press, 2001 p563 (tirst appeared 1975) 



(2) Everyone believes that the others conform to R 

(3) The belief that others conform to R gives everyone good and decisive 

reason to conform to R himself.. . 

etc. 

At the heart of his and other semantic theories, such conventions are transparent or 

unimportant. It doesn't matter which convention a culture adopts, so long as it adopts n 

convention. It is the little units of meaning behind the conventions that have formal 

(functional) properties. These bits of representation attach to words and are assembled 

into larger sentence meanings. Which particular noise a culture adopts is irrelevant. 

Conventional meanings of words in this context are the ones you can learn about by 

looking in a dictionary. In his statement above, Grice commits himself to the idea that 

there are conventional meanings in this sense, and that the category of "what is said" is 

closely related to them. 

An important example of Grice's attitude on the nature of "what is said" may be 

found in the following passage from "Utterer's Meaning, Sentence-Meaning, and Word- 

~ e a n i n ~ " ~ :  

Now I do not wish to allow that, in my favored sense of "say", one who 

utters ["Bill is a philosopher and he is, therefore, brave"] will have said 

that Bill's being courageous follows from his being a philosopher, though 

he may well have said that Bill is a philosopher and that Bill is 

courageous. I would wish to maintain that the semantic function of the 

' Grice, Paul "Utterer's Meaning, Sentence-Meaning, and Word-Meaning" from Studies p 12 1 
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word 'therefore' is to enable a speaker to indicate, though not to saq., that a 

certain consequence holds. 

Other passages show a similar commitment to a deeply literal interpretive style when 

determining "what is said" by an expression. What is said never includes metaphoric 

content, even when the literal analysis of the expression is entirely ridiculous (e.g. "The 

cat's got your tongue."). Thus, what is said is purely a function of the (conventional) 

meaning of the words. That is, Grice takes a semantic approach to the literal meaning of 

whole utterances. 

It is worth noting that Grice holds what is said to be "closely related" to the 

semantic approach. Grice recognizes that certain minimal contextual elements are 

required, the same contextual elements - such as reference assignment - that were 

rccognized as necessary in the traditional semantic approach. But he insists that these be 

minimized. 

With regards to implicatures, Grice further subdivides into the categories of 

conversational, conventional, and non-conventional/non-conversational. That these are 

pragmatic elements of the "total signification of an utterance" can most easily be seen 

with conversational implicatures (which are Grice's particular interest). 

The way conversational implicatures work (roughly) is this: In the context of a 

conversation a listener has some reason to think that a speaker will follow certain maxims 

of conversation. Some examples of these maxims are: "Make your contribution as 

informative as is required (for the current purposes of the exchange)." and "Be orderly."6 

Given that the speaker has the opportunity to opt out of these rules and chooses not to do 

Grice, Paul "Logic and Conversation" p26, 27 
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so explicitly. in the case that the utterance appears to break the maxims it is rational for 

the listener to assume that more than the literal meaning of the utterance is intended. For 

example, suppose that you ask a friend i f  they have a car and they reply, "I had one 

yesterday." Taken literally, this utterance does not seem to answer the question. You 

notice, however, that the speaker does not seem to be obeying the maxim to be 

informative since they presumably know whether or not they have a car. So you may 

conclude that they are implicating something - in this case that they do tzot have a car and 

that this is a recent development. The tone of their voice may also convey their emotion 

about the change (not merely about the lack of car). If the speaker had simply said, "No," 

they would not have been able to provide you with supplemental information about the 

nature of their lack of car. 

The process of determining whether or not an implicature is intended is a deeply 

contextual activity because it must be calculated on the basis of the situation in which it 

arises. A given collection of words may carry very different implications depending on 

the context in which it is uttered. For example, the implications of the utterance, "I don't 

have a car," will be completely different in the context of helping a friend move than they 

will be in the context of entering a car dealership. 

Non-conventional/non-conversational implicatures are generated by the speaker 

breaking maxims that are followed but are not directly related to the fact of conversation. 

Grice provides "Be polite"7 as an example of what hc has in mind here. But calculations 

based on these fxtors  must also be deeply contextual. In the right context, for example, 

a person who is being extremely polite - say to a close fiiend - might actually be 

- - - -  

Grice, Paul "Logic and Conversation" p28 



expressing anger where the same expression to a stranger would carry no such 

implication. 

On conventional implicatures Grice is more vague. He is clear that they are not a 

part of what is said. In the example quoted above, Grice insisted that the word 

"therefore" only enabled a speaker to indicate and not to say that one thing is a 

consequence of another. Grice is here referring to the literal meaning of "therefore", 

namely "for that reason" - as in "The path is rocky, therefore we will be cautious." The 

rocky path leads us to be cautious but it isn't the source of our ability to be cautious. In 

the case of Bill being both a philosopher and brave, the suggestion made by the utterance 

is that being a philosopher is the source of his bravery. This implicature is not a part of 

the most literal sense of the word, but i n  many contexts we simply assume that it applies 

without any recourse to any particular maxim on the occasion of utterance. The causal 

sense does not apply in every situation, thus Grice considers it a pragmatic element and 

not a part of what is said. To defend this he writes: "My primary reason for opting for 

this particular sense of "say" is that I expect it to be of greater theoretical uLility than 

some other sense of "say" would be."' If you see Grice's project as dividing language 

into a semanlic and a pragmatic component. then the utility of his notion of "say" is clear 

- it allows him to maintain a clear separation between all significantly contextual 

elements or "what is implied" on the one hand, and the minimally contextual "what is 

said" on the other. In his defense, even the most conventional implicature is in a sense 

contextual in that there are always a few contexts where they are lost without losing what 

is said. Foreigners learning English, for example, are rarely expected to know all the 

X Grice. Paul "Utterer's Meaning, Sentence-Meaning, and Word-Meaning" p 12 1 
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idiomatic consequences of their word choices, but they are expected to know what the 

"words themselves" mean. 

Each of the types of implicature has thus been identified as being connected with 

the act of utterance and its pertinent context. rather than as a function of the meaning of 

the words. Thus these implicatures are all pragmatic (in the general sense I have been 

working with) in nature. 

Grice's Account of Communicatiun 

The following picture of Grice's account begins to emerge: 

Semantics 

~ i g . 1  Understanding -D 

Pragmatics 

Literal Meaning What is Said 

(no context) (minimal context 
and conventions) 

While the general layout of this sketch is suggested above, there remain a few details that 

seem worthy of attention. First of all, it is worth highlighting exactly the way in which 

what is said is different from (although closely related to) what I am calling the literal 

meaning of words. To explain the differences Grice provides the following example9: 

Suppose someone to have uttered the sentence He is in the grip of a vice. 

Given a knowledge of the English language, but no knowledge of the 

circumstances of the utterance, one would know something about what the 

What is Implied 
/ 

Conventional 
\ 

Conversational 
Impkcatures Imphcatures 

9 Grice, Paul "Logic and Conversation" p25 Underline added for emphasis. 
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speaker had said, on the assumption that he was speaking standard English, and 

speaking literally. One would know that he had said, about some 

particular male person or animal x, that at the time of the utterance 

(whatever that was), either (1) .u was unable to rid himself of a certain kind 

of bad character trait or (2) some part of x's person was caught in a certain 

kind of tool or instrument (approximate account. of course). But for a full 

identification of what the speaker had said, one would need to know (a) 

the identity of x, (b) the time of utterance, and (c) the meaning, on the 

particular occasion of utterance, of the phrase in the grip of vice [a 

decision between (1) and (2)]. 

In this account, the first two items (a) and (b) are clearly the sort of thing that 

philosophers might traditionally have considered "pragmatic" elements. But for Grice, 

these elements are so trivially contextual as to not be worth considering when compared 

to the deeply contextual processes involved in generating implicatures. The semantic 

account of these words can simply include properties like, "thc relevant male x" or "at the 

time of the utterance" without breaking their functional character. 

His account of (c) is more vexing. Later passages suggest that Grice might 

commit to the idea that phrases like "in the grip of a vice" might be taken to have only 

the literal (physically held by a tool or instrument) meaning and that they only obtain a 

more figurative meaning through implicature. It is worth noting, however, that while the 

two meanings of phrase depend on literal and figurative meanings of "grip", it would be 

incorrect to account for the figurative "vice" as being derived by a metaphor from thc 

physical tool. In truth these two notions expressed by the modern English "vice" 
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originated from two different words of Latin that evolved into a single word with 

multiple sensesi0. So there seem to be both semantic and pragmatic forces at play in 

obtaining the meaning of the expression. 

This conflict seems to arise from a tension in Grice's account of conventions. On 

the one hand, Grice would like to place the explanation of all but the most literal aspects 

of the conventional meanings obtained from whole sentences in the realm of pragmatics. 

But on the other hand, the conventional account of individual words is firmly semantic. 

What then are we to make of phrases? 

It is worth being cautious here, because it is clear from the mutability of language 

that some flexibility will be required of any account we give. For example, it might first 

be the case that "The cat's got your tongue." is a phrase whose typical interpretation is 

the result of a conventional implicature. If at some point, however, people begin to refer 

to the act of leaving people speechless as "catting" (a word which we can here presume 

has no other meaning), there will be a drift from an account of "catting" that will be 

based on implications to one based on direct word-convention. Grice himself notes": 

Though it may not be impossible for what starts in life, so to speak, as a 

conversational implicature to become conventionalized, to suppose that 

"' It is interesting to note that in North American English, the two versions art: spelled "vise" (tool) and 

"vice" (sin) to differentiate them. Grice's example would still apply in North American verbal contexts, 

however, as the words sour!d identical. And one can reasonably imagine similar constructions on diflkrent 

North American words. You can find the Latin origins of vice and vise in Webster's New Collep~att: 

Dictionary, or a similar text. 

I I Grice, Paul "Logic and Conversation" p39 
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this is so in a given case would require special justification. So, initially at 

least, conversational implicata are not part of the meaning of the 

expressions to the employment of which they attach. 

If this process is possible from conversational to conventional implicatures, Grice might 

not be opposed to a similar process transforming conventional implicatures into 

conventional meanings. 

In any case, it is clear that Grice holds such problems at arms length, relying on 

the semantic account as much as possible for what is said, and allowing only the 

minimum amount of context and convention necessary to make a functional account (a 

truth-functional one in Grice's case) work. In most cases, Grice prefers to isolate a single 

and literal-as-possible meaning for what is said, and generate all other content in the 

L L  total signification of thc utterance" through implications. 

A second element of the diagram that is important to explain is the fact that all 

understanding of utterances proceeds in a strictly left to right manner. Grice notes that": 

... since the calculation of the presence of a conversational implicature 

presupposes an initial knowledge of the conventional force of the 

expression the utterance of which carries the implicature, a conversational 

implicatum will be a condition that is not included in the original 

specification of the expression's conventional force. 

Furthermore, "Since the truth of a conversational implicatum is not required by thc truth 

of what is said.. . the implicature is not carried by what is said, but only by the saying of 

" Grice, Paul "Logic and Conversation" p39 Underline added for emphasis. 
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what is said.. . Here we see that it is necessary to complete the semantic evaluation 

of an utterance before implicatures can be calculated. 

From his examples, it can also be shown that the evaluations of semantic and 

pragmatic elements of the expression are truth-functionally independent. In some cases 

what is said - "There is a garage around the corner." - may be true, while what is 

implicated, that it is open and sells fuel, may be false. In other cases, like "Oh, he really 

loves it here" (spoken ironically), there may be a true implicature which is contradictory 

with the literal meaning of the expression. But in any case, one must first isolate the 

literal meaning of the utterance, and then begin the process of calculating those 

implicatures that would alter the literal meaning in that particular context. That the 

implicature in a given case shows the literal meaning to be false in no way demonstrates 

that the assumed literal interpretation has failed. The literal meaning remains secure once 

identified. Compared to the other philosophers I will be considering, this deference to the 

strong division of pragmatics and semantics can be seen to be a very conservative 

element of Grice's picture. 

Before I judge him too harshly, however, it will be worth considering how Grice's 

approach allows him to solve those troubling problems previously identified: 

- The apparent difference in meaning between "and" and "but" which eludes truth- 

functional analysis 

Grice notesL4: 

13 Grice, Paul "Logic and Conversation" p39 

'' Grice, Paul "Logic and Conversation" p22 
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There are, or appear to be, divergences in meaning between, on the one hand, at 

least some of what I shall call the formal devices.. . [such as &I and, on 

the other, what are taken to be their analogues or counterparts in natural 

language. 

Nowhere is this more clear than in the struggles of first year logic students to reconcilc 

their intuitions regarding the differences between "and" and "but7' and thcir instruction 

that these are both represented by "&". An implicature account can simply claim that 

sentences with only andlbut differences have the same literal meaning but differ in terms 

of implications. Such an account seems to sit well with the sorts of explanations one 

might offer a first year logic student - namely that "A but B" means "A and B, and isn't 

that surprising", or "A and B, despite any apparent contradiction". With either account it 

is clear how the additional phrase might be seen to be merely implied by the utterance. 

Of course, such implications are probably conventional rather than conversational, but i t  

still leaves logicians clear in their efforts to easily symbolize the language, and also 

supports the idea of a truth-functional semantics, since any non-truth-functionality 

inherent in English can be exported to pragmatics. 

- The occurrence of existential presuppositions in an utterance like "The present king 

of France is not bald." 

This sort of utterance generates a problem for compositional accounts of semantics, 

which proposed various functions for the denoting term "the". Bertrand Russell, for 

example, attempted to account for "the" by suggesting that the sentence "The present 

king of France is bald" means something like the conjunction of three separate 

propositions - (A) There is at least one present King of France, (B) There is at most one 
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present King of France, and (C) Any present King of France has the property of 

baldness. This account suits our intuition that the utterance must convey that there is a 

present King of France. A problem for this account arose for Grice when he noted that 

"It is not the case that the present King of France is bald." also seems to convey the 

existence of said monarch. If the total signification of the utterance "It is not the case that 

the present King of France is bald." is the negation of the conjunction A&B&C from 

above (which a compositional account of "It is not the case that" must demand), then the 

utterance can be made true by the King's non-existence or non-uniqueness. 

Grice attempted to utilize conversational implicature to relieve this pressure. He 

proposed that one conversational maxim could be "Facilitate in your form of expression 

the appropriate reply." If we adopt this maxim, then when someone utters "The present 

King of France is bald." we must assume that the speaker thinks A and B to be 

uncontroversial. Otherwise they would have uttered the expression in a way that would 

have made it possible to deny these propositions. Similarly with "It is not the case that 

the present King of France is bald." This might literally mean the negation of A&B&C, 

but it is formulated in a manner such that only denying C is appropriate. This would 

have the effect in each case of making the King's existence a conversational 

implicature. 15 

Grice dedicated an entire essay to this attempt with the following resultI6: 

15 Of course. in the positive case the sentence literally says that there is a present King of France, but thzre 

is nothing wrong with conversational redundancy. Perhaps [here are other utterances which literally say 

that the King exists but which implicate his non-existence. 

I h  Grice, Paul "Presupposition and Conversational Implicature" p28 1 
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I have endeavored to outline, without aligning myself to it, an exposition of the 

thesis that the existential presuppositions seemingly carried by dcfinite 

descriptions can be represented with a Russellian semantics, with the aid 

of a standard attachment of conversational implicature.. . Promising 

though such an account may seem, I have suggested that it may run into 

trouble when it is observed that the range of cases of presupposition 

extends far beyond the most notorious examples, and that perhaps not the 

whole of this range would prove amenable to the envisaged mode of 

treatment. 

Even though Grice hedges on a firm commitment to thc final result, it is clear that he 

thinks the approach may have some plausibility, perhaps in a modified form, and that this 

amounts to significant progress on a problem that seems to have deadlocked semanticists 

for some time. 

The reason Grice refuses to settle on the above treatment is that the account 

makes gives certain other expressions very odd literal meanings. For examplc, Grice 

points out an objection": 

...( voiced by Searle, among others). . . that one gets into trouble 

with the Russellian theory where one considers moods other than the 

indicative. To say, for example. Give tlzese jlotcers to your wife does not 

look as if it translates into something like Make it the case that there is 

" Grice, Paul "Presupposition and Conversational Implicature" (1977). Published in Studies In the Wnvs 

of Words, I-larvard University Press, 1989, p270 
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one arzd only orze person who is tnnrried to yoii, ~ . 1 1 0  is female, a ~ l d  vryho is 

given these flowers by you. 

Crice tries to tackle this example by suggesting that the maxim of manner could eliminate 

from an instruction any literal directions that are outside of the receiver's control. In this 

case, since you have no control over whether or not you are currently married, you can 

assume that the speaker only intends to instruct you to attempt a giving. But then Cricc 

notcs that the similar "See that your next wife looks after you properly" cannot be 

resolved in this manner. Here Grice suggests that there arc three instructive propositions 

each equally within the listener's control, but only one of them seems a genuine 

instruction. That is, the utterance does not tell you to get married (to one person), but 

only to act in a certain way if you do get married. In modern times we might think that 

this utterance represents the conjunction of three propositions equally out of the speaker's 

control, but the objection retains its original force. Pushed far enough, the solution of 

applying conversational implicature to the conjoined ABC formulation of "the" seems to 

break down. 

I will return to the question of presuppositions in the work of Stalnaker (in 

Chapter 3) and again in my own account (in Chapter 5) .  I hope that those further 

discussion will show how pragmatic elements can be used in a different way to obtain a 

more satisfying conclusion. 

- The obvious cases of implying without saying, such as "It's around here somewhere." 

which implies that the speaker doesn't know or is justifiably unwilling to say exactly 

where. 



On Grice's view, such an utterance seems to break the maxim of "Make your 

contribution as informative as is required (for the current purposes of the exchange)." 

After all, if this is supposed to be an answer to a question - i.e. "Where's my book'?" - i t  

doesn't fulfill its role as a reply very well. But since a person may simply refuse to reply. 

their act of doing so suggests that they actually are following the above maxim, which 

could only be true if they were either aware of the book's presence but uncertain of its 

exact location, or were justifiably unwilling to say exactly where it was - perhaps the 

speaker promised someone not to give away the book's hiding place. I think that the 

implicature account is obviously correct in this instance. 

One thing that is spectacular about Grice's account of conversational implicatures 

is how immediately apparent it is that the account is true of at least some communication. 

There can be no question that we regularly and successfully employ the conversational 

strategies that Grice identifies to communicate information. Regardless of what account 

one settles on, I think that in the shadow of Grice there can be no doubt that implication 

plays some important role in what is occurring. Those philosophers that follow Grice 

have tended to challenge not the existence of pragmatic and semantic elements in the 

total signification of what is uttered, but the exact order and range of these elements in 

the total process. 

With that in mind, I would like to turn my attention to the specific question of 

where to draw the line between semantic and pragmatic elements of understanding. In 

the remainder of this chapter I will consider Grice's own account and the arguments he 

provides in defense of that position, in the next chapter I will move on to the work of 

Carston and Recanati on the same question. 



Arguments to Support the Gricean Picture 

I have already mentioned one of Grice's arguments in support of the placement of 

a strong division between what is said on the one hand and what is implied on the other: 

"My primary reason for opting for this particular sense of "say" is that I expect it to be of 

greater theoretical utility than some other sense of "say" would be.'"' Such a reason 

might be appealing to an audience already sympathetic to a distinct role for semanlics. If 

you are trying to present an account to someone who already believes that what is said 

can easily be defined by semantics alone, then the addition of a second, separate process 

to cover all pragmatic effort might be appealing. But the account lacks depth when 

challenged from the other side. Some critics of Grice have suggested that no semantic 

account, even one that allows so-called mininial contextual elements, can adequately 

explain how we determinc "what is said". Grice's "utility" defense seems merely 

conservative against such opposition. 

A more substantial argument from Grice arises to deal with one particular style of 

semantic solutions to the sorts of problems that give rise to pragmatics - namely the idea 

that, when confronted with a problem of two apparent meanings of the same word, one 

might propose that there are two "senses" of the word. and that conventional meaning of 

the words can, given this complication, resolve the problem cases. For example, the 

word "and" is sometimes found to suggest a causal relation [I got the key and opened the 

door.) which in other cases it does not (I went to the market and the video arcade.) One 

approach would be to propose that there are two senses of the word "and". We could 

consider and, to mean and-with-causal-suggestion, and and2 to mean and-without-causal- 

18 Grice. Paul "Utterer's Meaning. Sentence-Meaning, and Word-Meaning" p12 1 
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suggestion. When confronted with a new sentence such as "I walked my dog and got 

my shoes wet." it would then be a sernantic question as to which word had been uttered - 

once that question is resolved the rest of the analysis of the literal meaning is simple. 

Against this view Grice proposes the principle he refers to as Modified Occam's 

~ a z o r ' ~ :  "Senses are not to be multiplied beyond necessity." It is important to realize 

that Modified Occam's Razor (or IMOR) is not so much an argument for a particular 

arrangement as it is a general principle for evaluating potential solutions, and in particular 

for rejecting the multiple-sense approach. There are, of course, some words that 

unquestionably have more than one sense in terms of their conventional meaning. 

"Litter", for example, may mean a carrying device for humans, loose garbage, or a group 

of young animal siblings such as kittens. Considering all sentences in which "litter" 

appears it is unlikely that one of these senses is the dominant meaning. No single 

meaning seems so prevalent that we would always presume it, only adopting one of the 

others as a contextual decision made after an initial semantic analysis was complete (that 

is, after we had already decided what the literal meaning of the expression was). Thus no 

one sense seems reasonable as the literal meaning. But MOR only insists that senses not 

be multiplied beyond necessity. The multiple senses of "litter" are clearly necessary. But 

are the multiple senses of "and"'? Grice argues that in this case the same work can be 

done by assuming a single meaning of "and7' (that of the logical conjunction &) and 

generating any other content through an implicature. Grice holds that this is a simpler 

explanation because all instances of "and" have somettling in common (namely the &) 

''  rice, Paul "Further Notes on Logic and Conversation" p47 
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which a person can understand even when they are uncertain of exactly which sense of 

"and" is intended. The multiple senses of litter do not have such a commonality. 

If MOR is accepted, then i t  will tend to push an account of language away from 

the multiple-sense approach to solving problem cases. Given that one rejects that 

approach, Grice's own suggested layout of semantics followed by pragmatics seems a 

strong candidate. The argument is, in essence, proof by elimination of the viable 

alternative. 

As a guiding principle, Modified Occam's Razor has two lines of support. First 

of all, it shares with Occam's Razor the appeal of simplicity. In our efforts to understand 

language, many theorists have proposed accounts so bogglingly complex that they cease 

to be meaningful. The good sense of a policy of minimalism is appealing in such a 

climate. Furthermore, the idea behind MOR conforms to ideas about the limitations of 

the human mind. It seems unimaginable that the human mind regularly catalogues and 

selects between dozens of meanings of every single word it hears in its effort to 

understand. If challenged to state the alternative meanings of every word in a sentence, a 

person might complete this task, but not before we could rattle off several pages of 

additional text. Understanding must be more efficient than that. What Grice proposes is 

that it is more reasonable to believe that we adopt a single primary meaning for a word 

and allow context to force re-evaluations, than it would be to maintain multiple viable 

versions of what someone has said until context can clarify which version is intended. 

However, we must be somewhat cautious in adopting this principle. MOR, as 

Grice presents it, is vague on what "necessity" entails. It might turn out that there are 

three distinct senses of "and" because they are distinctly necessary in the mental life of a 
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listener. But "necessary" in MOR is an explanatory requirement. That is, MOR 

suggests a theorist ought to make do with as few senses as possible. But if the underlying 

facts do not conform to this minimalist assumption, even if it is capable of explaining 

conversational practice, we would be doing ourselves a disservice by assuming a result 

rather than continuing to search for real evidence. The simplest explanation is not, as a 

matter of fact, necessarily the correct one, and a more complicated theory that conforms 

to the facts may supercede a simpler one. 

However, if we tvere to uncover a better, but more complicated account of 

communication, we could still reasonably expect that MOR would lead us to choose that 

account over the purely semantic approach that Grice opposes. In terms of opposing the 

multiple-sense account, it scores a success. As a foundation for a strongly divided 

semanticlpragmatic account of communication, it seems less decisive. 

Let it not be said, however, that Grice relied on MOR to the exclusion of other 

efforts to search for answers. In defense of the existence of implicatures he notes, "A 

dull but, no doubt at a certain level, adequate answer is that it is just a well recognized 

empirical fact that people do behave in these ways.. ."" It is clear that Grice believed 

that we could give an account of communication that would conform to our everyday 

experience as communicators and understanders. I greatly admire this practical 

sensibility of Grice's approach, and have made efforts to use a similar method in my own 

work. 

In the William James lectures, Grice rarely mentions the terms semantics and 

pragmatics, and rarer still makes any strong commitment to a particular view on these 

20 Grice, Paul "Logic and Conversation" p29 
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matters. This is largely due to the fact that Grice was pioncering these ideas. 

Nonetheless, a certain picture of what communication entails evolved from his work and, 

whether or not it was Grice's own personal view, i t  was attributed to him in the work that 

followed. This view casts the process of understanding as being divided into two parts, 

the first a semantic procedure coupled with minimal context and convention, which 

generates "what is said", and then a pragmatic procedure that provides "what is implied". 

These two processes provide the complete account of the "total signification of the 

utterance", and occur linearly and strictly in order. The responses of various 

philosophers to that view will be the subject of the next chapter. 



Chapter 2 

In Chapter I ,  I outlined a particular view of language extracted ti-om the writings 

of Paul Grice. This view becamc adopted by a number of philosophers of language and 

linguists, giving rise to a particular philosophical procedure well summarized by Francois 

~ecanat i "  : 

When an intuitive 'ambiguity' can be accounted for either at the semantic 

level, by positing two different literal meanings, or at the pragmatic level, 

by positing a conversational implicature, the pragmatic account is to be 

preferred, according lo Grice. This is the substance of the methodological 

principle he called Modified Occam's Razor.. . Pragmatic explanations, 

when available, are to be preferred because they are economical, in the 

sense that the principles and assumptions they appeal to are very general 

and independently motivated. By contrast, positing a semantic ambiguity 

is an ad Izoc, costly move - a move which the possibility of a pragmatic 

analysis makes entirely superfluous. 

This powerful approach made significant progress in solving certain problems of 

semantics. Pragmatics became a second legitimate field of investigation with regards to 

problems of language. However, as pragmatics began to expand, philosophers 

discovered that there remained a problem in detcrminins exactly where the boundary 

between semantics and pragmatics lay. 

'I Recanati, Francois "The Pragmatics of What is Said" in Mind and Language Vol4, No. 4, Winter 1989, 

p296 



Carston on Pracmatic Content in What is Said 

The first philosopher I would like to discuss in this chapter is Robyn Carston and 

her paper "Implicature, explicature, and truth-theoretic semantics". Although shc is a 

supporter of much of Gricc's work, her argument begins to unravel the neatness of the 

9 7 

pragmaticlsemantic distinction--: 

In this chapter I consider the problem of distinguishing the proposition 

cvpressed (henceforth callcd the explicature) from those implicated 

(implicatures). It might seem that there is no particular problcm; after all. 

Grice and almost all those following him have assumed the explicature is 

the result of accessing the conventional sense of thc linpistic form used 

plus assignment of referents to referring expressions and. occasionally, 

disambiguation ofthosc words or phrases which have more than one 

sense. As an initial indication that matter might not be so straightforward 

let us consider B's utterance in (1): 

( 1 )  A: How is Janc feeling after her first ycar at university? 

B: She didn't get enough units and can't continue. 

Carston points out that B's utterance can be properly interpreted as "Janc didn't pass 

enough university course units to qualify for admission to second ycar study, and. as a 

result, Jane cannot continuc with university study. Jane is not feelin? at all happy about 

th i~ ." '~  In the Gricean picture, thc sentence about Janc's feeling is an implicature 

22 Carston, Robyn "Implicature, explicature, and truth-theoretic semantics" in Mental Re~resentahons: The 

interface between lanouaoe and realitv ed. R. Kempson. Cambridge University Press. 1955 pl55 

3 Carston p 155 
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generated by the fact that B's utterance is posed as an answer to A's question. If Janc 

were happy about the Facts B has related, that would be an unusual response and thus 

ought to be made explicit. Since B hasn't donc so, A may safely assume that B's 

utterance has implied Jane's unhappiness. 

What is more problematic for Carston is dealing with the first sentence of her 

interpretation. The interpretation clearly adds information to the conbxtional meanings 

of the words. Is it thus implicature'? She  write^'^: 

Since [the additions] are not given linguistically, one might think that they 

must be implicated, but then what is the explicature of the utterance'? It 

must be 'Jane didn't pass enough university course units and cannot 

continue (something??)'. It's not clear that this constitutes a propositional 

form. that is. it isn't possible to specify what conditions in the world must 

obtain for it to bc true. The same difficulty applies to the implicated bits 

of meaning - they are nonpropositional on their own and need to be 

embeddcd in some other representation in order to be truth evaluable. 

What could this representation be? ... either the utterance has no 

cxplicature at all or the explicit content is duplicated by or contained 

within an implicature of the utterance. 

So Carston is forced to question the outline of understanding that was portrayed in  Grice. 

She sees that in cases like the example above. or in the recovery of ellipsed material 

(such as understanding the reply "On the table.") one cannot obtain a propositional form 

at all without appealing to pragmatic processes. For Gricc, "what is said" was bamI 



primarily on semantic processes wiih the addition of trivially contextual reference 

assignment and disambiguation. But at the same time he held that the result of this 

process had to arrive at a truth-evaluable proposition. Carston points out that these two 

principles stand in tension with one another": 

It should be clear by now that this equation of linguistic sense with truth- 

conditional semantics simply won't work, that while linguistic sense 

makes a crucial contribution to truth conditions i t  almost never supplies a 

truth evaluable propositional form. As long as linguistic sensu and truth- 

conditional semantics are not distinguished, Gricc's two concerns are at 

odds with each other, pulling in opposite directions: disambiguation, 

reference assignment, recovery of ellipsed material are all pragmatically 

driven processes, so the content derived by them should not contribute to 

the truth-conditional content of the utterance, but if this is so then most 

utterances do not have any truth conditions, a conclusion which no one 

would endorse. 

Rather than endorsing this hollow view of the semantic meaning of utterances, Carston 

suggests that there are pragmatic processes involved in determining what is said. 

Abandoning the "greater utility" of Grice's division, Carston holds that more than the 

minimal context of reference assignment and disambiguation is required to make sense of 

what someone has uttered. For example, when someone replies to the question "Where's 

my book'?" with "On the table." the obvious interpretation must be "Your book is.. . on 

the table." and not "Your book is not.. . on the table." But this is a deeply pragmatic 
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process because i t  depends on an assumption about the intended helpfulness of thc 

reply as n reply. And yet, if this pragmatic element is pushed into thc territory of' 

implicature, separate from "what is said". then there is a real question as to what "On the 

table." says at all. It has no truth-evaluable meaning apart Srom the pragmatic element. 

An initial reply from a more traditional view of the semantic / pragmatic 

distinction might be to suggest that "On the table." has no semantic content at all. This 

approach however, is problematic. Rejecting the idea that "On the table." has semantic 

content seems to fly in the face of the fact that the conventional meanings of the words do 

in fact bear a relation to the total signification of the utterancc. Although we might not bc 

able to spell out the relationship exactly at this point, i t  is clear that sorne relation exists. 

For example, if the reply was instead "On the chair.", it is clear that the difference in 

what is signified by these utterances depends entirely on the conventional meanings of 

"table" and "chair". And since semantics in the traditional view studies the relation 

between the conventional meanings of words and the truth-evaluablc propositions 

obtained by them, it must have some (albeit partial) impact on the total signification. 

Thus Carston concludes that there must be some content in thc category of "what 

is said", and that such content is at least partially pragmatic. Pragmatic elements must 

exist on both sides of the implicit / explicit divide. The following picture represents 

Carston's modification of Grice's account: 
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This shares with Grice's account several features. It maintains a distinction 

between semantics and pragmatics, and it is linear, proceeding from left to right. That is, 

linguistic sense is established first, then explicit pragmatics, then implicatures. The 

introduction of a third category is not intended to disrupt the overall tlow of 

comprehension processes. Once Carston has rejected the idea that the pragmatic 1 

semantic distinction falls neatly in line with the implicit / explicit distinction, however, 

the onus is on her to explain how we can tell pragmatic explicatures from pragmatic 

implicatures. If there is no difference, then it is possible that all distinctions would 

collapse, effectively destroying the concept of implication. The principle of functional 

autonomy is supposed to provide an answer to this problem. 

The Principle of Functional Autonomy 

If what is said is to be distinct from what is implied, Carston argues, we must be 

able to differentiate their f~nctions*~: 



So we have a further property of any assumption conveyed by an utterance 

that we would want to call an implicature:. . . the independent functioning 

of these forms in the inferences involved in deriving the full import of an 

utterance. Any such requirement on in~plicatures naturally places an 

identical requirement on the explicatures of the utterance. They too are 

assumptions which occupy independent roles in the mental life of the 

hearer: they must function as autonomous premises in inferential 

interactions with other assumptions and must be stored i n  memory as 

separate assumptions. 

To see how this works, let us return to the problem of the various implications of the 

word "and". Carston identifies at least seven different ways that "and" can connect two 

phrases or sentences, including various temporal orderings and types of cause. Following 

the logic (if not the name) of Grice's Modified Occam's Razor, Carston rejects the 

multiple sense approach (which she calls "linguistic ambiguity") in favor of the idea that 

the content beyond the logical conjunction is pragmatic in nature. However, when 

considering cases like a sentence "A and B" (where "and" is a temporal ordering, and 

assigning A & B as the explicit meaning), Carston notes that2': 

If the implicated assumption is stored in memory the explicated 

assumption need not be, since all the information given by the latter is also 

given by the former. Further, whatever role the explicated assumption 

might play in chains of reasoning the implicated assumption could also 

play, as well as giving rise to the extra possibilities hinging on its 

- - 

27 Carston p 162 
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encoding of the temporal ordering. In other words whatever the explicature can 

do, so can the implicature plus more. The explicature has no function in 

mental life that can't be played by the implicature. 

Given that the principle of functional autonomy applies, Carston suggests that we should 

thus consider the "A and B" including it's temporal component as "what is said". even 

though it involves a pragmatic process to uncover this meaning. If we refuse this option, 

then either "A and B" doesn't sav anything useful, or we are forced back into a linguistic 

ambiguity view. 

Problems with Functional Autonomv 

There seems to be a certain amount of good sense in this result, and as such, to the 

principle of functional autonomy. However, I believe that there are several reasons to be 

concerned about this principle and its straightforward use. The first such problem can be 

seen when noting Carston's comment that "The explicature has no function in mental life 

that can't be played by the implicat~re.'"~ At best this statement is unfounded, at worst it 

is radically mistaken about the nature of the human mind. The mental life of a human 

goes far beyond merely containing premises in memory and manipulating those premises 
C 

to produce further results. Perhaps the logical conjunction serves as a sort of mental 

pathway from the initial reception of the words to the refined understanding of the 

temporal implication. It might be highly useful to the human mind for reasons that have 

little to do with chains of reasoning. Even putting that aside, there are some contexts, 

such as a legal trial, where the differences between what is literally said and implied are 

2s Carston p 162 
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given much more import than the everyday, and in these contexts it might well be 

worth the mental effort of considering both the conjunctive sense and the temporal sense 

separately. The principle of functional autonomy as Carston presents i t  is embedded in a 

certain view of mental life that is neither well founded in psychology, nor particularly 

compelling as a universal principle. 

A further problem with the principle of functional autonomy can be seen by the 

following example: 

Jenn: Matt won't come dancing because he doesn't have anything to wear. 

Brad: He has one nice thing to wear. 

Here Brad has signified that iMatt has one nice thing to wear, and has further indicated 

that he in fact has more than one nice thing and that he's just being silly. Following 

Carston's principle of functional autonomy, we might note that the fact that a person has 

more than one nice thing to wear contains all the information that the proposition he has 

one nice thing to wear does, and more. So according to Carston, what Brad has said is 

that Matt has more than one thing to wear, and what he has implied is that Matt is just 

being silly. Suppose, however, that Matt has exactly one nice outfit. In this case, 

Carston's account must claim that "what is said" is a falsity, when it is clear that what 

Brad has uttered is in some sense literally true. The functional autonomy principle would 

thus eliminate a level of evaluation that has, in this case, been shown to have real content. 

The fact that one assumption logically contains another in no way guarantees it can 

replace the smaller assumption within the mental life of the listener. Only complete 

logical equivalence could guarantee the superfluity of the most literal explication, but this 



strong separation between a semantic interpretation and pragmatic implicatures is 

exactly what Carston is struggling to avoid. 

On the one hand, Carston's examples show that there must be some pragmatic 

content in what is said. My own model of communication will adopt this idea. On the 

other, her principle of functional autonomy is inadequate to the task of then explaining 

how to distinguish pragmatic explicatures from pragmatic implicatures. And yet it is 

clear in many cases that what is said can be easily distinguished from what is implied. It 

is almost unimaginable that there is no principled way in which these two categories can 

be distinguished. In his paper "The Pragmatics of What is Said", Francois Recanati picks 

up this problem and considers several more principles that could be applied to the 

differentiation of the explicit from the implicit. 

Recanati Opposes Functional Independence 

Recanati argues against Carston's principle of functional independence, accusing 

i t  of suffering from what he calls the "formal fallacy"'9: 

The problem with Carston's proposal is that, even though she constantly 

talks of 'functional' independence, the criterion she actually uses to 

distinguish conversational implicatures from pragmatic aspects of what is 

said is the relation of logical independence that must hold, she believcs, 

between a genuine implicature and what is said.. . Now, I believe that any 

formal principle of this sort is mistaken, and cannot but make wrong 

predictions. 

" Recanati p3 18 



To back this up he provides the following examplem: 

Consider the following dialogue: 

A: Was there anybody rich at the party, who might be asked to pay for the 

damages? 

B: Jim is rich. 

A: Yes, but did he go to the party? 

B: I don't know, but I can tell you that if anvbody was there, Jim was there. 

A: Sornebocl~ was there - this I know for sure (I saw John going there). So i t  

looks like the damages will be paid for, after all. 

Recanati points out that A's final statement, "Sonzeboc~ was there" implies that Jim was 

there. But since "Jim was there" would logically entail that "somebody was there", the 

principle of functional autonomy would dictate that what is said by the utterance is "Jim 

was there". But this seems totally un-natural, since A's assertion is based on his 

knowledge about John, and not about Jim at all. In fact, "John was there" would also 

entail "somebody was there", but the principle gives us no grounds for deciding belween 

two logically independent implications that both entail the literal interpretation of the 

words. 

The Availabilitv Princigle 

Given that Carston's original examples are so compelling, however, Recanati 

maintains that there must be pragmatic elements to what is said. He then endeavors to 

supply his own account of how to differentiate between pragmatic elements of the 

''I Recanati p320 
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explicit and pragmatic implicatures. His first effort in this regard is the Availability 

~ r i n c i ~ l e " :  

Avnilahilit?: Principle: In deciding whether a pragmatically determined 

aspect of utterance meaning is part of what is said, that is, in making a 

decision concerning what is said, we should always try to preserve our 

pre-theoretic intuitions on the matter. 

To clarify how this principle will help, Recanati starts with the following diagram: 

What is communicated 

What is said 

Sentence Contextual 
meaning ingredients of 

what is said 
Fig.3 

What is conversationally implicated 

He writes, "At the Lop (i.e. the root) ofthe inverted tree, 'what is communicated' is the 

intuitive datum, we, as analysts, start from; it is also the consciously accessible output of 

the process of pragmatic understanding."" Recanati uses the term 'what is 

communicated' as I have previously used Grice's 'total signification of the utterance'. 

That the output of all the semantic and pragmatic efforts of a listener is consciously 

accessible to them is assumed here, but perhaps not unacceptably. Although there might 

be reason to quibble in a few strange cases, most of the time people must be conscious of 

31 Recanati p3 10 
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what has been communicated in order for us to say that they have "understood" it. I 

believe that Recanati's argument will fail even if we grant perfect and full conscious 

awareness of the total signification of an utterance. In response to the above diagram he 

writes3': 

Instead of locating what is communicated at one level and what is said (as 

well as the implicatures) at another, I suggest that we consider 'what is 

communicated' as simply a name for the levcl at which we find both what 

is said and what is implicated - the top level, characterized by conscious 

accessibility. On this view, the conscious availability of what is said no 

longer is a mystery; if what is communicated, which is consciously 

accessible, consists of what is said and what is implicated, then what is 

said cannot but be consciously accessible. 

This is the full and complete argument for Recanati's conclusion that "What is said and 

what is implicated thus remain distinct, and are consciously available as distinct."" But 

notice that his proposed change is really not that different from the characterization of the 

total significance given by Carston. Both hold it to be composed of all and only what is 

said and what is implied. While some theorists in the field have held that the top level is 

more significant, Grice and Carston are not among them. 

Given this similarity however, it is evident that Recanati's argument has little 

impact. For example, suppose that I am carrying a crate-load of bananas. I am 

consciously aware of the weight of the load I am carrying. Suppose that I am convinced 

33 Recanati p3 1 1-3 12 
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that the weight of the load is nothing over and above the weight of the crate and the 

weight of the bananas inside. I am i n  no way consciously aware of the weights of the 

crate and the bananas separately, nor will I be able to separate which components of my 

experience of the load can be attributed to which one. The difference between the two 

weights is not available to me. 

Similarly, the mere fact that "what is communicated" is composed wholly of what 

is said and what is implied in no way guarantees that consciousness of the whole is 

equivalent to consciousness of the parts. This is equally true for the theorist, the speaker, 

and the listener. Intuitions can sometimes be misguided. This does not mean that they 

must be abandoned entirely, only that they cannot be relied upon with certainty.35 

In applying this principle, Recanati focuses on how a speaker's shock at the 

notion that what is said by "I've had breakfast." should be "I've had breakfast at least 

once in my life." shows it to be an incorrect analysis. But pcrhaps the speaker has merely 

been unreflective in this case. Perhaps a systematic study of similar expressions might 

lead the speaker to conclude that his initial intuition was incorrect, and that the most 

literal application of the words is the correct account of what is said. 

3' In "The Pragmatics of Attitude Ascription", Jennifer M. Saul gives a good argument for how the idea of 

an anti-intuitionist account can be defended: "Sentences like 'They fell in love and moved in together' are 

used to illustrate the phenomenon of pragmatic implicaturc. They are paradigm cases, casily rccvgni~ed 

and almost universally accepted. They are used to teach pragmatic implicature, because they are so clear 

and obvious. It would be unreasonable to expect that all cases of pragmatic implicature should be as clear 

and obvious as those that we use to teach the concept." (364) 
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Recanati adds the following caveat to his supposed defense of the Availability 

36 principle : 

When I claim that we have intuitions concerning what is said. I do not 

wish to deny that these intuitions may be fuzzy, or that we may sometimes 

have conflicting intuitions.. . What I am saying is that our intuitions are 

clear enough to rule out a number of analyses that are grossly inconsistent 

with them. 

But if this is the case, then in what sense is the Availability Principle an answer to the 

issue Carston failed to resolve - that it is almost unimaginable that there is no prirzcipled 

way in which the categories of pragmatically explicit and pragmatically implicit can be 

distinyishcd? Clearly Recanati is using the word "principle" in a different way. 

Recanati attempts to formalize the process of intuition by justifying our intuitions as 

more than guesswork. He suggests that the relative "closeness" of these processes to the 

final product (understanding) gives reason to believe that we have access to them. 

However, my counter-argument about the crate demonstrates that although we may have 

to proceed with intuitions as a guide, they cannot serve as a judge. 

The Scope Principle 

The availability principle, however, is not Recanati's only line of approach to the 

problem of distinguishing pragmatic explicatures from implicatures. He also proposes 

the Scope Principle, which he believes can be used in conjunction with the Availability 

36 Recanati p3 13 
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Principle, as a method for producing results. It also seems more like something we 

might think of as principled in the appropriate way": 

Scope Principle: A pragmatically determined aspect of meaning is part of 

what is said (and, therefore, not a conversational implicature) if - and, 

perhaps, only if - i t  falls within the scope of logical operators such as 

negation and conditionals. 

That is, if one takes a given utterance and divides it into semantic and pragmatic 

components, one can determine if the pragmatic elements are explicit or implicit by 

placing the utterance inside a negation or conditional. If the negation of the utterance 

also includes the negations of the pragmatic components they are explicit, if i t  does not 

they are implicit. Similarly, if a pragmatic component is retained inside a conditional it is 

explicit, otherwise implicit. 

The Scope principle provides a test that could be applied to potential problem 

cases and help sort them into either pragmatic explicatures or pragmatic implicature. To 

help dernonstratc how the test would work, let us consider a classic example of Gricean 

conversational implicature: 

A: I am out of petrol. 

B: There is a garage around the comer. 

The standard account is that B has implicated that the garage is open and sclls gas. If this 

is a case of pragmatic implicature rather than part of what is said, these implicatures 

should not fall within the scope of logical operators such as negation and conditionals. 

Consider: 

37 Recanati p.325 



B: It is not the case that there is a garage around the corner 

It is clearly impossible  hat I3 can have signified that the garage is not open or that i t  isn't 

selling gas, since there is no longer a relevant "the garage" for these pragmatic elements 

to apply to. Furthermore: 

B: If there is a garage around the corner then you might find help there. 

I suspect that the antecedent clause no longer implies that the garage is open and selling 

gas (even when there is a relevant "the garage")38. In this traditional case, Recanati's test 

indicates that the pragmatic elements are implied rather than said. 

Recanati discusses a contrary case (where the pragmatic elements should, he 

claims, be considered part of what is said) with the following four sentencess': 

(3) The old king died of a heart attack and a republic has been declared. 

(4) A republic has been declared and the old king has died of a heart 

attack. 

(5) If the old king has died of a heart attack and a republic has been 

declared, then Tom will bc quite content. 

(6) If a republic has been declared and the old king has died of a heart 

attack, then Tom will be quite content. 

He then explainsm: 

3X Note that in the case of "If you are extremely lucky then there is a garage around the corner." the 

implication is carried. I t  seems that Recanati ought to have specified that the test only applics to thz 

antecedent of conditionals, otherwise it is self-contradictory in the first case we have examined. I will 

assume this limitation for the remainder of the discussion. 

39 Recanati p322 
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In (3), i t  is implied that the first event described (the death of the old king) 

occurred before the second one (the declaration of a republic). In ( 3 )  the 

same events are reported in a different order, and the implication is 

reversed.. . Thus, according to Grice, what is strictly and literally said by 

means of (3) and (4) is the same thing, even though there is an important 

difference in (conveyed) meaning between these two utterances.. . 

Jonathan Cohen 197 1 raised a serious objection to that view. He pointed 

out the following consequence of Grice's analysis: If (3) and (4) really 

have the same truth-conditions.. . ( 5 )  and (6) also should have the same 

truth-conditions ... But if ( 5 )  and (6) are ascribed the same truth- 

conditions, how are we to account for the intuitive difference in meaning 

between them? This difference is such that it is possible to assert ( 5 )  and 

to deny (6) in the same breath without contradiction. 

Given that the differential meanings of (3) and (4) survive being placed in the conditional 

(or that the negation of (3) can be fulfilled by the truthfulness of (4)) the pragma~ic 

elements at play here are different than those at work in the petrol example. Thus the 

temporal element of 'and' in these cases must be part of what is said; sentences (3) and 

(4) must say different things. 

Problems with the Scope Principle 

There are serious problems with the Scope Principle that remove it from being a 

viable solution to the problem at hand. The test may give contradictory results, or 

40 Recanati p322-323 
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provide no results at all, and may ultimately be seen to depend on the previously 

rejected Availability Principle. 

As an example of contradictory results, recall the conditional test applied to the 

Gricean classic: 

B: If there is a garage around the corner then you might find help there. 

And compare i t  to: 

B: If there is a garage around the corner then pick me up some smokes 

while you're there. 

I agreed that the first of these does not carry the implications, but the second seems to at 

least imply that the garage (if it exists) is open and, since the listener may presume that a 

helpful speaker wouldn't knowingly send them on an errand when they are dealing with a 

crisis, perhaps that the conditional implies the sale of gas as well. This example shows 

that at least Recanati has failed to give enough instruction on how to use the test - into 

exactly what conditional should the utterance be placed? - and possibly that no level of 

instruction would be sufficient. 

Note also how Recanati's definition of the Scope Principle mentions "logical 

operators such as negation and conditionals." The use of "such as" suggests that this also 

applies to other logical operators, including "and" and "or". But in the case of "and" and 

"or", and to a lesser extent for "not" and "if-then", the field is divided as to how to 

explain the pragmatic/semantic and implicit/explicit elements of these words. They are 

one of the central battlegrounds of this issue. How can we reliably use a test that requires 

us to determine what is said by a second utterance itself containing elements that requirc 

testing'? 
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Consider Recanati's example utterances. Someone insisting that (3) and (4) say 

the same thing might just as easily claim that there is no difference in what is said by ( 5 )  

and (6). Our intuitions that the second set of expressions say different things may be as 

equally misled as our intuitions about the original ones. Until the logical operators can 

themselves be sorted out, the Scope Principle is inherently circular. 

Furthermore, there is no reason to think that this test will be generally decisive 

beyond the logical operators. Consider the following example based on Grice's 

discussion of the word ''tryWJ1: Typically the sentence "Jack tried to climb the 

mountain." is taken to indicate failure. One might wonder if this failure is part of' what is 

said or only implied. According to Recanati, if the implication survives negation, then it 

is part of what is said. So consider someone saying, "Jack did not try to climb the 

mountain." According to the test, we ascertain whether or not the second sentence 

implies success in climbing the mountain. A first response would be to say that it does 

not - how could he succeed when he didn't even try? - thus the failure suggested by "try" 

is gcnuinc implicature. But suppose Jack is represented as having tried, and then a friend 

of his utters indignantly, "Jack did not tp  to climb the mountain." Here the implication 

does seem to be that Jack succeeded, suggesting that failure is a part of what is said by try 

utterances. Is this success part of what is said or merely an implication thereof? Do we 

now turn to "It is not the case that Jack did not try to climb the mountain."'? 

The ultimate reason for the failure of the Scope Principle is its dependence on the 

Availability Principle. If the scope test is to determine the nature of a particular 

pragmatic element, we must be able to determine whether or not the implications survive 

4 1 Grice "Prolegomena" p 6-7 



logical operators. Since there is no clearly defined procedure for determining that 

survival, and since his own example makes use of intuitiorts regarding ( 5 )  and (6), i t  is 

clear that Recanati holds that what makes this test possible is the availability of answers 

to the determination of survival through intuition. If the Availability Principle should be 

rejected (as was suggested above), then the Scope Principle is useless without the 

development of some other heuristic for identifying implications. This other heuristic, 

however, could then be employed directly against any case for which scope might be 

rcvclatory. 

Even if we grant that intuitions have some helpfulness, however, the direction of 

the scope principle is one of incrensirzg complexity of the utterance to be evaluated. 

Generally, intuitions can be expected to be more certain in simple cases than in 

complicated ones. So if we are unclear about the implications of a host of simple 

sentences, it is worth wondering how certain our intuitions are going to be when those 

same sentences are embedded in logical operators, particularly given the conflicting 

intuitions surrounding the operators themselves. 

My own view supports the existence of pragmatic explicatures as well as 

pragmatic implicatures, but the structure is not divided in terms of the logical 

independence (Carston) or availability or scope (Recanati) of the pragmatic elements. It 

is my contention that the separation can be achieved through functional independence of 

a cognitive rather than logical kind. Before I turn to the project of explaining my 

approach however, there remains another line of attack on the original Gricean picture 

that warrants attention. 
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One commonality that permeates the Grice-Carston-Recanati picture of 

understanding is that it proceeds through a series of stages. The first stage involves 

applying any and all semantic rules that may be brought to bear on the utterance. creating 

a skeletal structure of possible meanings. Next, one or more prasmatic elements are 

invoked. Grice held that these were exclusively implicational, but Carston and Recanati 

argued that some pragmatic elements were involved (after semantic efforts) in obtaining 

the explicit. Regardless of the specific details. however, these accounts share a common 

assumption that the process is linear in nature. That is, for each account the process 

involves separate stages, and the end product of each stage is required to initiate the next. 

In the next chapter I turn to several arguments, derived from the work of Stalnaker and 

Travis, which suggest that this common assumption should be rejected. 



Chapter 3 

In the paper "Pragmatics", Robert C. Stalnaker suggests that therc are two 

separate roles for each of semantics and pragmatics to play in the process of 

understanding. Both semantics and pragmatics are involved in both the effort to obtain a 

proposition from an utterance atzd those procedures that take place after the proposition is 

obtained. In response to his arguments, I will consider a "last bastion" position for the 

linear modcl that attempts to accommodate these four elements. Further investigation, 

however, will show that such a position is untenable, leaving no recourse but the adoption 

of a non-linear model of communication. 

Given the distinctions that Stalnaker draws, it is clear that propositions are central 

to his account of communication. He gives this definition for a propositionJ2: 

It must be a rule, or a function, taking us from the way the world is into a 

truth value. But since our ideas about how the world is change, and since 

we may wish to consider the statement relative to hypothetical and 

imaginary situations, we want a function taking not just the :ictual state of 

the world, but various possible states of the world into truth values. 

Stalnaker argues that propositions cannot be dropped out of the account because they 

hold interest separate from mere sentences4j: 

42 Stalnaker Robert C. "Pragnia~ics" from Semantic5 or Natural Laneuare Ed. I-Iarmon and Davidson, D. 

Keidel Publishing 1972. p.38 1 

43 Stalnaker p385-386 



The independcnt interest in propositions comes from the fact that they arc the 

objects of illocutionary acts and propositional attitudes. A proposition is 

supposed to be the common content of statements, judgments, promises, 

wishes and wants, questions and answers.. . The meaninzs of sentences, or 

rules determining truth values directly from contexts, cannot plausibly 

represent these objects. 

Recall that for each of Grice, Carston, and Recanati, propositions played a vital role in  

the path from utterance to understanding. For each, obtaining a proposition was either 

synonymous with, or closely related to, determining "what is said" by an utterance. 

While Stalnakzr does not frame his account in terms of what is said and what is implied, 

when we come to his view of pragmatics the similarity will be apparent. 

For each of semantics and pragmatics, Stalnaker identifies one role beSore this 

central proposition, and one afterwards. Let me discuss these divisions in turn, starting 

with semantics. 

Linguistic Semantics and Formal Semantics 

After setting out the nature of propositions, Stalnaker introduces an account of "formal 

semantics" as the study of how propositions determine truth values. This dia~ram 

represents Stalnaker's account of "formal semantics": 



Possible World 

Formal Semantic Proposition 
Process 

What is crucial about the account is that this type of semantics is, in essencc. non- 

Truth Value 
I> (T or F) 

Generally, the study of formal semantics has proceeded by first setting up 

a language, and then laying down rules for matching up the sentences of 

that language with propositions or truth values. But the languages are set 

up usually for no other purpose than to represent the propositions, or at 

least this is how formalized languages have been used by philosophers. 

Regimentation or formalization is simply a way to make clearer what the 

truth conditions are - what proposition is expressed by what is regimented 

or formalized. But with an adequate theory of propositions themselves, 

such philosophical analyses can proceed without the mediation of a 

regimented or formalized object language.. . Unless one is concerned with 

proof theory, he may drop the language out altogether with no loss. 

This alinguistic task is not the only job for semantics, however4': 

44 Stalnaker p382 
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Though one may study propositions apart I'rom language, accounting for the 

relation between language and propositions still falls partly within the 

domain of semantics. One of the jobs of natural language is to express 

propositions, and it is a semantical problem to specify the rules for 

matching up sentences of a natural language with the propositions that 

they express. 

This second task for semantics is the one that our discussion in earlier chapters focused 

on - the rules of syntax and grammar that connect the meaning of words to the meaning 

of utterances. Once we distinguish these two tasks, it becomes necessary lo have two 

separate semantic processes in the overall account of understanding. 

There are several possible ways to reject this division. The first would be to claim 

that "formal scmantics" aren't semantics at all (perhaps because they don't have to do 

with the rules of syntax and grammar) and thus don't bear on the discussion. Although I 

will address the issue of defining semantics as a concept in Chapter 4, a few points will 

serve LO support the division here. For one thing, "formal semantics" is certainly about 

rules, and since understanding what someone has uttered often amounts to understanding 

what the world must be like for what they have uttered to be true, i t  is a rule-based 

activity somehow involved in the understanding process. Furthermore, as Stalnaker 

notesJ6: 

. . .the historical development of formal semantics is well delineated. The 

central problems in semantics have concerned the definition of truth, or 

truth conditions, for the sentences of certain languages. 

46 Stalnnker, p38 1 



Thus there is, if nothing else, a historical tradition for the inclusion of these alinguistic 

processes under the umbrella of semantics. Including them, however, requires a division 

into two elements - partly because the two are linguistic and alinguistic respectively, but 

also partly because one of the two pragmatic elements necessarily sits between thcm. 

Stalnaker on Pragmatics 

Stalnaker is even more explicit about the dual nature of pragmatics. He writes": 

There are two major types of problems to be solved within pragmatics: 

first, to define interesting types of speech acts and speech products; 

second, to characterize the features of the speech context which help 

determine which proposition is expressed by a given sentence. 

In his paper, Stalnaker focuses on the second of these two problems, which he attempts to 

resolve through the use of presupposition. The role of presupposition in Stalnaker's 

account is to supplement linguistic semantics in order to obtain a proposition from an 

utterance4': 

One of the jobs of natural language is to express propositions, and it is a 

semantical problem to specify the rules for matching up sentences of a 

natural language with the propositions they express. In most cascs, 

however, the rules will not match sentences directly with propositions, but 

will match sentences with propositions relative to features of the context 

47 Stalnaker, p383 
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in which the sentence is used. These contextual features are a part of the 

subject matter of pragmatics.. . 

To clarify this position, consider one of Stalnaker's examples: "Everybody is having a 

good time." A Griceun account of this sentence would hold that what is said is 

"Everybody (in the universe) is having a good time." and supplement i t  by a 

conversational implicature -- the speaker can't mean literally everybody, so he must mean 

some appropriate group (if he's being cooperative), thus he has implied that everybody at 

this party is having a good time. Stalnaker's account suggests that the proposition 

expressed is "Everybody (at this party) is having a good time." This would be derived by 

a combination of semantic processes and presuppositions about the appropriate domain of 

the utterance." The arguments of Carston and Recanati should compel us to at least have 

an open mind with regards to an account that allows pragmatic involvement in what is 

said. Here such an approach can be seen as preferable because the process of 

presupposition can then be kept separate from the sorts of implicatures that might arise 

from this utterance (such as the fact that if this is an answer to "How's the party?", i t  only 

implicates that thc party is good). 

4 k ~ t ~ n  and Recanati would no doubt want to say that "at this party" was a pragmatic explicature. For 

Carston, note that "Everybody (at this party) is having a good time" does not logically entail "Everybody 

(in the universe) is having a good time", so her account of independence fails. Similarly, "Not everybody 

is having a good time" is just as contentious as the original. So is "If everybody is having a good time then 

I don't need to be here." Recanati's Scope Principle is no help either. 



57 
The first of Stalnaker's two pragmatic problems ("to define interesting speech 

acts and products") is treated in less detail. Stalnaker writes": 

The [first] problem is a pragmatic one since [it] will ordinarily involve thc 

presence or absence of various properties of the context in which the act is 

performed, for example, the intentions of the speaker, the knowledge, 

beliefs, expectations or interests of the speaker and his audience, other 

speech acts that have been performed in the same context.. . Almost all of 

the speech act types mentioned above involve the expression of a 

proposition, and in the first type of pragmatic problem, the identity of that 

proposition is taken to be unproblematic. 

We can recognize in this description the sorts of effects Grice described with the 

conversational maxims, particularly in the phrases "the intentions of the speaker" and 

"expectations or interests of the speaker and his audience7'. Stalnaker apparently agrees 

with the Gricean view that implicatures require a proposition before they can be 

generated. Thus they must be held as a separate process from presupposition, which is 

utilized prior to obtaining a proposition. 

Stalnaker's Account and the "Last Bastion" for Linearity 

Taking the divisions he has established, Stalnaker proposes the following scheme 

for the process of understanding an utterance5': 

50 Stalnaker p384 

51 Stalnaker p385. One possible objection to my interpretation of Stalnaker is to argue that the account he 

provides is not intended to describe the process of understanding, but only the logical relation between the 
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The syntactical and semantical rules for a language determine an interpreted 

sentence or clause; this, together with some features of the contexl of usc 

of the sentence or clause determines a proposition; this in turn, together 

with a possible world, determines a truth value. An interpreted sentence, 

then, corresponds to a function from contexts into propositions, and a 

proposition is a function from possible worlds into truth values. 

This scheme makes use of three of the four elements Stalnaker identified. With regards 

to these three elements: linguistic semantics, presupposition (a pragmatic process), and 

formal semantics, Stalnaker's description falls under the general assumption of linearity. 

Like Grice, Carston, and Recanati, he holds that these processes must be comple~ed i n  a 

particular order, the output of one being the input of the next. Like the other philosophers 

elements from an analytical standpoint. Although his method does tend towards the abstract, I believe that 

he is, in fact, attempting to describe the process people use to communicate. Consider his treatment in the 

following example: "Suppose you say "He is a fool" looking in the direction of Daniels and O'Leary. .. I 

am not sure who you are talking about. Comparc this with a situation i n  which you say "He is a fool" 

pointing unambiguously at O'Leary, but 1 am in doubt about whether he is one or not, In both cases, I am 

unsure about the truth of what YOU say, but the source of the uncertainty seems radically different. In the 

first example. the doubt is about what proposition is expressed. while in the second there is an uncertainty 

about the facts." (p386) Clearly Stalnaker intends to be discussing the process a listener engages inside the 

situation. rather than merely to explain our analysis outside of the event. Furthermore, when hc discusses 

presupposition he notes "it is important that the participants in a single context have the same set of 

presuppositions i f  misunderstanding is to be avoided." ( ~ 3 8 8 )  Again Stalnaker is aiming his discussion at 

the practice of those involved (and their goal to avoid misunderstanding) rather than merely commenting on 

our ability to explain a misunderstanding if one arises. He theory is, in this way. as involved with 

describing the mental processes of understanders as the theories of Grice, Carston, and Recanati. 
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discussed, Stalnaker never explicitly states this assumption, but there are several 

reasons to suspect that he subscribes to it. The first is his use of the notion of "function", 

which in its technical (mathematical) sense proceeds in one direction, from an input to an 

output". The second is that his use of words like "determines" and "from propositions 

into truth-values" suggests the flow is always moving forward, one stage at a time. 

Finally, i t  is worth mentioning that none of Stalnaker's examples in the paper make use 

of non-linear processes, so even if one thought that his account allowed for the 

possibility, it would be strange to hold that he supported a non-linear app r~ach . '~  

With regards to the fourth element, implicatures and other "interesting types of 

speech acts and speech products", Stalnaker gives no indication how they fit into the 

above schema. Let us suppose, for the moment, that this fourth element could be 

integrated into the account without rejecting the general assumption of linearity. Where 

'* For example, consider the mathematical function f(x)=x"x+3. With an input of 3, we obtain 12. But to 

invert this function we would need a function that took 12 and gave 3. Simply reversing the course of the 

function, however, is ambiguous between 3 and -3. Reversing the course of n formal semantic effort is 

even more difficult, as each value, "true" or "false", corresponds to infinitely many worlds. As this paper 

progresses we will see further reasons to suspect that linguistic semantic and presuppositional functions 

would also be non-invertible on account of their many-to-one natures. 

53 While I argue here that Stalnaker is committed to a linear account of the process of understanding - at 

least as far as linguistic semantics, presupposition, and formal semantics are concerned - the argument that 

follows does not depend on the reader agreeing with that interpretation. Readers who think that Stalnaker 

has no opinion about the process of understanding and is commenting on merely logical relationships, and 

those who think that Stalnaker is offering a non-linear account, can still agree with the main point of this 

chapter - that a linear account of the understanding process is untenable. 



in the sequence would we place it? Since this pragmatic element occurs after the 

proposition has been obtained, there are two available positions. Placing i t  after formal 

semantics seems more natural, since the other (placing i t  betbveen presupposition and 

formal semantics) would involve a significant detour in Stalnaker's stated account. This 

assumption creates what I will call the "last bastion" position for linearity. Since all four 

of the elements Stalnaker describes seem involved in understanding, any linear approach 

must use at least these four stages (and possibly even more!) to satisfactorily explain the 

process. To make it absolutely clear, the following sketch represents the simplest 

conceivable linear account of the process of understanding that can accommodate the 

1 bur tasks identified by Stalnaker: 

. - I process I or Clause I ~rocess) I 

fig. 5 
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According to the last bastion account, the process of understanding is conducted first by a 

semantic process (linguistic), followed by a pragmatic (presuppositional) process, 

followed by another semantic (non-linguistic or "fonnal") process, followed by a final 

pragmatic (implicational) process. Even this "simple" account shows a strong break from 
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the Grice-Carston-Kecanati tradition of semantics preceding pragmatics, but the 

underlying assumption of a linear model for communication is maintained. 

My own account of communication shares with Stalnaker and the last bastion 

account the centrality of propositions. I will discuss arguments for and against this 

structural claim in the next chapter. But there remains some room for criticism on each 

side of the proposed model. Because the views of Charles Travis, which I will discuss 

later in this chapter, relate to the left hand side of the above diagram, I will begin by 

discussing the right. 

Non-Linguistic Semantics and Im~lications 

Suppose that, having heard an utterance, a listener has (by whatever means) 

obtained a proposition (appropriate to the context) that can be characterized as having 

been expressed by the utterance. (I believe this will be a fair account of "what is said", 

but let me leave that aside for the moment.) According to Stalnaker, the proposition 

divides the class of possible worlds appropriate to the context into two groups, those for 

which the proposition is true, and those for which i t  is false. It is afrulctiorz from worlds 

to truth-values. 

For example, I am out searching for my cat when my neighbor Eric utters: 

Eric: It's under there. 

Through some processes, I determine that Eric has uttered the proposition that states that 

the particular cat I am looking for is under a particular deck he has indicated. For the 

sake of simplicity, let me refer to this proposition as T/7e cat is under the deck. 
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According to Stalnakcr, I would then invoke non-linguistic semantics to move 

from The cat is under the deck to truth-values by the following process: I would evaluate 

the proposition on the basis of my knowledge regarding which possible world I currently 

reside in, and thus identify the truth of the proposition in my world. In any possible 

world where my cat is somewhere under the deck (just under the edge, way at the back, 

buried in the dirt under the deck, etc.) the function The cat is under the deck returns true, 

and in any other world (my cat is in my yard, has been vaporized, etc.) it returns false. 

Now supposing that Eric's utterance was an act that merely mentioned the proposition, I 

happen to have a rough procedure to determine whether or not he has uttered a truth. I 

can look under the deck and try to determine whether or not I am in a possible world of 

the first type, where it is true, or the second, where it is not. 

In the moment that I receive the utterance, however, I lack sufficient knowledge 

of what possible world I reside in to make that judgment. Moreover, what Eric has done 

is not merely to mention the proposition. Rather he has indicated that the proposition is 

true. This action causes a movement in my mind, not from possible worlds to truth- 

values, but instead from truth-values to possible worlds. 

If I think Eric very trustworthy (and have very strong faith that I have obtained 

the appropriate proposition from his utterance) I will think that I am in one of the possible 

worlds that conforms to that proposition being true, and thus I might call my friends to 

surround the deck before venturing under. If I think him somewhat dim-witted, I will 

suppose that the utterance is probably false and so I might take a look under the deck 

without actually expecting to find the cat. My point here is that my actions relate to my 

evaluations of the probability of various possible worlds being actual and not to a derived 
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truth-value. It is not the case, fur example, that I consider the number of places ~ ~ n d e r  

my neighbor's deck that my cat could be, and then divide that by the total number of 

places in the entire world that my cat could be to determine the probability that true is the 

output of the function." It seems, then, that we must reject the account of formal 

semantics that deals with propositions asfiinctions from possible worlds to truth-values, 

and instead consider formal semantics to describe various techniques for relatiizg the non- 

linguistic substance of what one has obtained (from linguistic semantics and 

presupposition) with possible worlds and truth-va~ues.~"o hold to the linear 

assumption, however, we would have to ignore this difficulty. 

In suggesting non-linguistic semantics as a distinct element of understanding, 

Stalnaker has identified a process that is clearly involved in the overall process of 

understanding. But we cannot suppose that this element is used in some linear fashion. 

In fact it would be very odd if understanding worked in this way. Everyone would go 

around uttering things, which other people would interpret as either true or false, based 

solely on their own knowledge of the world. Listening to a neighbor talking I would 

understand them to say something like: "True. Probably true. False? Possibly true." 

While we no doubt do sometimes determine what truth-value we want to assign 

'' I don't intend to get too heavily involved in modal logics and probability theory. M y  point is only that 

these relations are invertible, and mostly used inversely. 

55 This is why, in my own account, I have utilized a less technical account of propositions as 

representations rather than functions. In footnote 52 (page 59) I explained how functions are not reversible 

in the necessary way. 



propositions obtained fiom the utterances of others, it is far from being the only, or 

even the predominant activity in the process of understanding. 

A second problem with the last bastion account of understanding relates to the 

placement of implicatures. The output of non-linguistic semantics (truth-values) cannot 

serve as the input for the pragmatic process of implication, so the two cannot occur in a 

simple linear fashion. To use Stalnaker's terms, implicatures generally involve 

relationships between possible worlds, not between truth-values. Consider Grice's 

classic "There is a garage around the corner." Once the listener obtains a proposition 

from this utterance, they generate the implication in virtue of the fact that the speaker is 

probably trying to be helpful. The implication is another proposilion (The garage is open 

and sells gas). The reasoning involved might be described as follows: If the actual world 

is a world in which there is a garage around the corner, and a world where the speaker is 

trying to be helpful, then it is probably also a world in which the garage is open and sells 

gas. (That this reasoning seems so awkwardly expressed shows only that we don't think 

irz terms of non-linguistic semantics, not that our thoughts are not governed by them.) 

A person may hold propositions in mind as either being true or false, but 

implicatures like the garage example deal with relations between propositions, not with 

relations between truth-values. If, for example, we discover that there is no garage 

around the comer - perhaps its location was poorly described - this doesn't change the 

relation between what else we might expect to be actual given it had been so. 

Recall, however, that in order to construct my last bastion model, I was forced to 

choose between two possible placements for implicatures in the overall scheme. Perhaps 
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linearity can be more easily supported if we place this pragmatic element between the 

process of presupposition and the processes invoked by formal semantics. 

Given the objection just described, this alteration seems somewhat appealing. We 

might describe a new last bastion account thus: First an utterance is turned into an 

interpretation via linguistic semantics. Next presupposition is used to obtain a 

proposition. Next the process of implicature is used to generate additional propositions. 

Finally, all of these propositions are analyzed using formal semantic procedures. 

The problem with this proposed reconstruction of the last bastion account is that 

some implicatures do require that the listener obtain a truth-value prior to generating the 

implicature! Consider an example of irony such as "I think golf is really exciting." Here, 

in order to generate the implicature that the speaker believes golf to be boring, the listener 

must determine the truth value of what is said by the utterance, namely that it is false that 

the person thinks golf exciting (perhaps they are already familiar with the speaker's 

feelings about the sport), and combine this with the fact that it must be obvious to the 

speaker that this is so (it is, after all, their opinion). Given the assumption that the 

speaker is being cooperative, the listener can then discover that the utterer meant the 

contrary of what they uttered. 

So some examples (such as the garage case) show that implicatures cannot simply 

follow formal semantics, and others (such as irony) show that implicatures cannot simply 

precede formal semantics. Although formal semantics and implication both occur after a 

proposition has been obtained, it would be strange to suggest that one preceded the other. 

Clearly this is a dirc situation for the general assumption of linearity. 
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When the last bastion account is threatened by this sort of complexity, the only 

possible recourse would be to add more elements to the account such that after a 

proposition is obtained there are multiple instances of implicature and formal semantic 

effort. Such a solution would be an awkward, ad hoc technique that would begin (as the 

number of stages increased and the likelihood of each stage's involvement decreased) to 

look more and more like a non-linear approach anyway. 

A second sort of solution would be to abandon the general assumption of linearity 

in favor of a more particular assumption - that the process of obtaining a proposition 

from an utterance is linear, even though what occurs afterwards might not be. When we 

turn to the left-hand side of the last bastion account, and consider the problems proposed 

by Charles Travis, we will see that the linear picture is untenable. 

Linguistic Semantics and Presupposition 

The left-hand side of the last bastion account -closely based on Stalnaker's views 

- claimed that linguistic semantics preceded presuppositions in the process of 

understanding. The reason for attributing Stalnaker this view follows from this excerpt56: 

The scheme I am proposing is this: The syntactical and semantical rules 

for a language determine an interpreted sentence or clause; this, together 

with some features of the context of use of the sentence or clause 

determines a proposition.. . 

56 Stalnaker p385 
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It is the interpreted sentence (the output of the linguistic semantics) that is combined 

with the features of the context. The pragmatic process of combining thus occurs after 

the semantic process of interpreting. 

There is, however, some reason to doubt the account I just provided. Stalnaker 

also writes5': 

Presuppositions are propositions implicitly supposed before the relevant 

linguistic business is transacted. 

He goes on to explain: 

The set of all presuppositions made by a person in a given context 

determines a class of possible worlds, the ones consistent with all the 

presuppositions. This class sets the boundaries of the linguistic situation. 

It seems that these activities occur prior to the linguistic semantics invoked to understand 

sentences, but that stands in direct conflict with the linear account. Is Stalnuker simply 

contradictory? 

One way to make sense of these seemingly contradictory tendencies is to make a 

clear distinction between presuppositions (beliefs involved in obtaining propositions from 

utterances) and the process of presupposition (which utilizes those beliefs). We might 

then say that although the hearer holds a host of presuppositions (along with other 

beliefs) prior to hearing an utterance, it is only after the process of linguistic semantics 

has been conducted that presupposition is carried out to integrate those beliefs necessary 

to form a proposition. 

57 p388, underline added 
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For example, we might have a belief about the appropriate domain of 

utterances that may come as replies to our question "How's the party?" - namely that 

those utterances ought to refer to the condition of the party. We have this belief prior to 

receiving any answer to our question. When we receive "Everybody is having a good 

time.", however, it is not until we have identified "everybody" as a word requiring a 

contextual domain that we invoke the pragmatic process of assigning i t  the domain of 

{ people at the party}. 

The distinction between presuppositions and presupposition would allow 

Stalnaker to, on the one hand, assert that presupposition occurs after linguistic semantics, 

and, on the other, hold that presuppositions are "propositions implicitly supposed before 

the relevant linguistic business is transacted". 

This process is, according to Stalnaker, capable of filling the gap between what 

linguistic semantics is capable of producing in isolation, and the necessity for producing 

propositions in the first stage of understanding. Like the efforts of Carston and Recanati, 

Stalnaker's approach ought to alleviate the hollow "what is said" problem by providing a 

mechanism for filling in that content. Does Stalnaker's account have anything else to 

recommend it? 

Stalnaker on Presupposition and Existential Presupposition 

One application that seems fruitful is the use of Stalnaker's system on the 

problem of existential presuppositions. h Chapter 1, I explained Grice's attempt to use 

pragmatics to solve this problem. He hedged on adopting his solution, however, because 

it seemed to fail when pushed "bcyond the most notorious examples". If Russellian 
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semantics is applied to generate what is said by "Give these flowers to your wife", we 

obtain a very strange entity indeed - "Make it the case that there is one and only one 

person who is married to you, who is female, and who is given these tlowers by you." 

Grice utilized, with some discomfort, an implicational approach to rationalize this result. 

The alternative suggested by Stalnaker's work is that a pragmatic clement - a 

presupposition - is invoked beforehand, in the process of generating the proposition. 

When receiving an utterance like "Give these flowers to your wife," we may 

invoke a pragmatic, presuppositional process to help generate the proposition. In this 

case, suppose the listener invokes the belief that "My wife is Sarah". They may then 

interpret the utterance to signify "Make it the case that the flowers I am indicating are 

given, by you, to Sarah." Even in the case that the listener has no belief of the form "My 

wife is X", they will still not be instructed to go get married. Under Stalnaker's system, 

they will simply be unable to adequately obtain a proposition from the utterance. 

In the vast multitude of cases where existential presuppositions on the part of the 

speaker are mirrored in the belief set of the listener. Stalnaker's account scores a success 

over the discomforting outcome of Grice's approach. But a critical difficulty arises when 

we return to the more central cases such as "The present King of France is bald." whcrc 

the existential presupposition in question is not held by the listener. 

Stalnaker's description of presuppositions insists that they are "propositions 

implicitly supposed before the relevant linguistic business is transacted". In the case of 

some utterances, like the one above, the presupposition does not seem to be held before 

hand by the listener, but springs into existence through the very effort of trying to obtain 

a proposition from the utterance. It is not that we are unable to make a proposition from 
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these utterances. Quite to the contrary, we are perfectly capablc of understanrlirlg what 

our boss means when they instruct us to give flowers to non-existent spouses. What we 

do with that understanding is another question entirely. 

Although his view suggested a solution to Grice's discomfort over a pragmatic 

solution to the problem cases, Stalnaker's account cannot explain all the activity 

involved. His account fails to provide sufficient detail on our response to an absent 

presuppositional belief when the semantic structure of the utterance suggests one. 

A related problem arises when we consider cases where the listener has not too 

few beliefs (as in the case above), but rather too many. If the response to the question 

"How's the party?" is "Everybody will regret not coming to this thing." we do not invoke 

the belief that the appropriate domain of replies will be individuals and events at the 

party. If we did that we would obtain a contradiction. In fact, the "everybody" referred 

to here is some nebulous but appropriate group of non-attendees." We obtain a 

proposition about some people not at the party - determined by a belief about the 

appropriate domain of utterances about non-attendees - and again (through implicature) 

determine information about the party after a proposition has been obtained. A listener 

may well have a host of beliefs prior to receiving an utterance, but Stalnaker's account 

seems very thin on details regarding how we select from among those beliefs to satisfy 

the needs of the proposition generation process. It seems clear, however, that semantics 

alone would not be sufficient for determining which of two beliefs is the correct 

presupposition. 

58 It would probably include a friend who went to Banff, but not Butros Butros Ghali. 
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For example, "Give these flowers to your brother." as received by a listener 

with two brothers, contains no semantic information to help choose which brother is 

being signified. Some feature of the context might make i t  clear, and that pragmatic 

element would have to be involved in obtaining the proposition in the first place if we are 

to avoid the hollow semantic content problem. But the pragmatic element involved does 

not seem to be a presupposition in the Stalnaker sense. 

In Chapter 5 ,  I will return to this issue once more and demonstrate how a 

presuppositional account can deal with the various difficulties raised here. That account, 

however, will abandon some of the more general features of Stalnaker's account as thcy 

relate to the order of processes that occur between receiving an utterance and obtaining a 

proposition. 

Travis on Contextuality 

While Stalnaker challenged the semantics-before-pragmatics nature of the Gricc- 

Carston-Recanati picture by splitting each of semantics and pragmatics into two separate 

processes, he maintained a view similar Lo Carston and Recanati in that he supported the 

existence of a linguistic semantic component followea by a pragmatic component (in his 

case presuppositional) in the determination of what is said by an utterance. Although my 

discussion of the role of implicatures and formal semantics suggested that a general 

assumption of linearity was untenable, a reduced assumption of linearity as applied only 

to the derivation of propositions remained a viable option. Charles Travis brings a 

further challenge to this reduced assumplion. By exploring the pervasiveness of 
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presuppositions in the process of understanding, Travis renders the view that linguistic 

semantics operates prior to presupposition untenable. 

Before I attend his view directly, however, let me introduce the problem through 

some examples by Ran ~ a h a v ' ~ :  

Consider the adjective 'red'. What it is for a bird to count as red is not the 

same as what it is for other kinds of objects to count as red. For a bird to 

be red (in the normal case), it should have most of the surface of its body 

red, though not its beak, legs, eyes, and oi'course its inner organs. 

Furthermore, the red color should be the bird's natural color, since we 

normally regard a bird as being 'really' red even if it is painted white all 

over. A kitchen table, on the other hand, is red even if it is only painted 

red, and even if its 'natural' color underneath the paint is, say, white ... For 

a book to be red is for its cover but not necessarily for its inner pages to be 

mostly red, while for a newspaper to be red is for all of its pages to be red. 

For a house to be red is for its outside walls, but not necessarily its roof 

(and windows and door) to be mostly red, while a red car must be red in 

its external surface including its roof ... A red pen need not even have any 

red part (the ink may turn red only when in contact with the paper). In 

short, what counts for one type of thing to be red is not what counts for 

another. Of course, there is a feature that is common to all the things 

which count (non-metaphorically) as red ... but that is only a vcry general 

'' ~ a h a v ,  Ran "Against Compositionality: The Case of Adjectives" in Philosophical Studies, vol. 57, 1989, 

p264 
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necessary condition, and is h r  from being sufficient for a given object to count 

as red. 

Lahav holds that all adjectives apply differently to differen1 objects. This represents a 

break from Stalnaker's view, because Stalnaker only describes presupposition as being 

invoked to solve certain ambiguities such as those brought about by domains of all or 

every, or modal operators like ought or could. 

In his paper, Lahav argues that no account of red can be given which does not 

result in variable truth conditions depending on the noun to which the adjective is 

attached. He then goes on to point out many other adjectives with similar difficulties6': 

What is square in a square face are the contours of the chin, cheeks and 

forehead as they appear from the front, while a square house is square 

when looked at from above, and a square screwdriver has a square end ... A 

slow animal is one which runs slowly, a slow student is one who grasps 

slowly, and a slow oven is one which cooks slowly ... A strong man is not 

unbreakable like a strong metal bar, and does not blow forcefully as a 

strong wind does. This is not to deny that there are intimate connections 

between the ways an adjective applies to different objects. It is only to say 

that despite the similarity, its applicability conditions differ considerably 

in different linguistic contexts. 

Lahav argues that adjectives in general cannot be properly described by a systematic 

formulation of rules governing truth conditions. He suggests, in essence, that adjectives 

'" Lahav, Ran pp264-265 
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have no expressible non-contextual functions of the type linguistic semantics would 

demand. His final reasoning is psychological61: 

Psychologically speaking, it seems quite clear what the cognizer does 

when applying an adjective in a newly encountered linguistic context: he 

uses analogies or similarity relationships to go from familiar linguistic 

contexts to new ones. One can figure out that, for example, a red box is 

red outside by making an analogy - and not a trivial one - to red houses 

and balls, but not to red crystals or watermelons. But now, it seems that 

nowhere in this psychological story is there any room for a uniform mental 

state which is the apprehension of the applicability conditions of 'red'. . . 

Now, of course, there is no automatic translation of psychological stories 

to semantic theories. But it seems that some strong parallel should exist 

between the two. And if so, then it seems reasonable to expect that what 

makes a red box or crystal or watermelon red is something that has to do 

with a network of similarity to paradigmatical cases, and not with some 

unitary semantic unit. 

For adjectives, it appears, we cannot form a linguistic semantic structure, the details of 

which can be filled out by introducing presuppositions regarding the context after the 

fact. Some kind of presupposition might have to precede the linguistic semantics in order 

for the semantics to provide even a skeleton of a proposition. 

However, one might raise a defense in favor of approaches more sympathetic to 

the limited linearity approach. One essential feature of the exaniplcs provided by Lahav 

-- 

61 Lahav, Ran pp27S 
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is that they are adjectives, and adjectives are always associated with a specific noun 

included in the utterance. We might defend Stalnaker by saying that a red apple is red in 

the same way in any context. That is. perhaps the linguistic semantics of adjectives are 

long lists of applicability conditions. Admittedly this strikcs one as psychologically 

improbable, but even Lahav admits that psychology cannot provide a "conclusive 

arg~ment"~ '  against a die-hard semantic viewpoint. 

The examples that Travis offers, however, show that even the same adjective 

applied to the same noun has context dependent rules for applicability. If that is the case, 

however, adjectives must be deeply presuppositional, that is, the linguistic semantics 

involved in obtaining a proposition from an utterance containing an adjective cannot be 

completed until after at least some pragmatic effort has been applied. This conclusion 

would stand in direct contradiction with the assumption of limited linearity. 

Travis contends that "conditions for truth depend, pervasively, on the 

circumstances in which, or the way in which, words were produced."6i He rejects the 

idea that semantics alone can obtain the proposition that a particular utterance identifies, 

and furthermore suggests that linguistic semantics cannot even create a skeleton of the 

truth conditions of an utterance apart from context. Lahav's examples of adjectives were 

suggestive of this failing, but they might still be accommodated under a sort of list-based 

adjective semantics. Travis' examples extend the pressure to the point where we cannot 

but accept that there is a one-to-many relationship between utterances and propositions. 

" Lahav, Ran pp278 

63 Travis, Charles "Pragmatics" in A Com~anion to the Philosophv of Language ed. Bob Hale and Crispin 

Wright, Blackwell, 1997, p87 
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Travis suggests that virtually all words are context dependent. His classic example 

deals with the sentence "The leaves are green."64: 

A story. Pia's Japanese maple is full of russet leaves. Believing that 

green is the colour of leaves, she paints them. Returning, she rcports, 

"That's better. The leaves are green now." She speaks the truth. A 

botanist friend then phones, seeking green leaves for a study of green-leaf 

chemistry. "The leaves (on my tree) are green," Pia says. "You can have 

those." But now Pia speaks falsehood. 

To  hold onto a semantic account of the adjective green, we must be able to say that at 

least of leaves there is an expressible function from possible worlds to truth values, that 

is, that there exists the way in which leaves are green. Even if this way differs from the 

way in which apples are green, or liquids are green, or crystals are green, the minimum 

requirement for a semantic solution is for there to be a single way that leaves can be 

green. That way, the appearance of "leaves" in the utterance will trigger acontextually 

the appropriate truth-conditions of green-ness. 

To show that Pia isn't simply mistakeiz about the leaves being green in both cases 

of  her utterance - thus allowing that the botanist is correctly using green and Pia is not - 

consider that she received a second phone call, this time from a photographer friend of 

hers who wanted a good backdrop for a photo. If the photographer were to ask Pia what 

color the leaves were then it would be false of her to say they were russet, and true to say 

that they were green. 

64 Travis, Charles p89 
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Since we cannot provide a linguistic semantic rule for green in thc particular 

case of leaves, our overall project of providing a list of truth-conditions for adjectives as 

applied to various objects acontextually cannot succeed. Without prior appeal to the 

context of the question. there is no way to determine which sort of rule of applicability 

we ought to use for the greenness of leaves, or of adjectives in general. 

At this point, the final hope for the linear approach is a return to something like 

the semantic ambiguity view. This would hold that there are different senses of 

adjectives like green or square. For example, green-in-the-sense-of-visible-appearance 

might be one sense and green-as-a-result-of-natural-processes might be another. If this 

could be wielded effectively it would eliminate the need for the long lists of truth- 

conditions for adjectives depending on particular nouns, because apples, houses, and 

boxes could be usually counted as green in one sense, and crystals. leaves, and liquids 

usually evaluated in the other. Unfortunately, Travis is able to eliminate this final 

retreat65: 

[Sluppose [the leaves] are painted, but in a pointillist style: from a decent 

distance they look green, but up close they look mottled. Is that a way of 

painting leaves green? It might sometimes, but only sornctimes, so count. 

So there would be two distinct things to be said in the presumed 'paint 

counts' sense of 'is green'. And so on. 

If green has two senses, Travis argues, then thosc senses may be further divided into 

senses, which may be further divided again and again. He suggests that this shows the 

multiple sense approach is mistaken. It cannot be the case that most words in English 

'' Travis, Charles p90 
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have dozens of senses. Rather there is some core concept of green that bears different 

truth conditions in different contexts. 

Is this deep zontextuality limited to adjectives? Perhaps we might give an 

account of communication like the following: Linguistic semantics creates a skeleton of 

the proposition on the basis of nouns and verbs. Then a first level of presuppositions is 

invoked to resolve which linguistic semantics are required for adjectives. After those 

linguistic semantics create a second order skeleton, another level of presuppositions 

resolves cases of domain, modality, and the like. Finally, existential presuppositions are 

resolved and a proposition is obtained. 

The following examples are intended to show that neither verbs nor nouns are 

immune to contextual constraints on truth conditions: 

When you run back to work you may take your car, but when you run around a 

track you have to be on foot. When a fence runs around a yard it doesn't move, but when 

a dog runs around a yard it moves a great deal. When you run a report past your boss you 

show it carefully, but when you run guns past a border guard you hide them carefully. 

When a dog runs it moves quickly, but a running car may not move at all. In fact, a car 

may be running in virtue of the engine currently being active, or may be running in virtue 

of the potential to become active, as in "My car is running again thanks to the mcchanic." 

This last demonstrates that verb senses cannot be semantically fixed according to the 

noun to which they attach. 

Some nouns display context variability on account of the fact that they behave 

like large collections of adjectives. Is a pony a horse? In some contexts, yes, but i f  one 

goes to a horse show and finds only ponies, one is liable to feel cheated. It is quite a 
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different niatter for a biologist to call you an ape than for your parcnt to make the same 

claim. The features of similarity that are being identified are different in each case, and 

the refutation, "I am not an ape!" carries the same context sensitivity as "The leaves arc 

not green!" might. 

We do have to be careful however. Even though we might think that the key to a 

lock and the key to a map are contextually distinguished, we butt up against the question 

of how to deal with the senses of litter, which I defended as semantically distinct in 

Chapter 1. Clearly what we need is an overall strategy for understanding, one that can 

deal with these problems as a spectrum from strongly divided senses to nearly 

indistinguishable ones. 

But a more challenging task than to explain how we might deal with particular 

contextually variable words is to provide an account of the mcntal juggling that must 

occur when multiple instances of context variance occur in the same utterance: 

A: Every good boy deserves fudge. 

In this case, we need a presupposition to determine the domain of every, some kind of 

account of the truth conditions of goodness as applied to boys in the current context, a 

determination of whether it means boys - all males or boys - young males, a modal 

analysis of deserves which must be tied to the explanation of good somehow, and a 

explanation of what constitutes fudge - do regional variations in recipcs affect this 

proposition? And the process can't proceed through the sentence a word at a time, since 

our explanation of good and deserves need to come together, and after the explanation of 

boy, which itself might depend on how we settle the domain of every, or the domain of 

every might only be set after we decide what constitutes a boy. The sheer number of 
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possibilities that the listener must now be considering as potential propositions 

expressed by this utterance brings us to doubt that any linear account of communication 

is remotely feasible, regardless of how many separate instances of semantics and 

pragmatics we place in a row. The linear model, which originates in Grice and his 

predecessors, and penetrates, through various mutations, into the work of Carston, 

Recanati, and Stalnaker, seems to be in a great deal of difficulty. 

How then, can we communicate at all? If there is no describable sequence of 

processes by which an utterance moves through our mind into understanding, how do 

explain the relative consistency and effectiveness with which dialogue progresses? If 

there is a failing in the arguments of Travis, it is that they are all negative. Tearing down 

the walls of the traditional semantic domain, Travis leaves us nothing in thcir place. 

In the subsequent chapters of this thesis, I will propose a new model of 

communication that suggests both pragmatic and semantic processes exist but that they 

function in parallel rather than in sequence. I hope to show how this will rcsolve many of 

the issues faced by those philosophcrs so far mentioned, without completely undermining 

many of the valuable insights and discoveries made along the way. 



Chapter 4 

My goal in this thesis, like the philosophers I have thus far discussed. is to give an 

account of communication that conforms to the evidence - the experiences of 

communicators. Before I proceed with this account however, i t  seems worthwhile to 

make clear my target. What sorts of events or activities might we expect a successful 

theory of communication to explain'? 

What is Communication? 

There is a sense of communication that can be ascribed to a pair of connected 

computers. A signal from one computer may cause a non-random change in the state of 

the other. Any meaning one might attach to those signals, however, is a meaning 

attached by the users of those computers. For the machines themselves, it is a fixed 

system of electrical impulses. By understanding how the programs have been written to 

make use of the connection between the computers you can fully understand the process. 

Medical metaphors often suggest that nerves "communicate" in this way. But neither 

nerves nor computers seem capable of intending a meaning or adapting techniques from a 

known situation to a new one. 

There is another sense of communication that can be ascribed to the noises birds 

make to identify each other, and to warn of possible danger. Animal communication has 

often given communication theorists pause, for it has many elements similar to human 

communicative activities. Is this a difference of degree or of kind? One typical approach 

used to differentiate human activities is to suggest that animals are incapable of 
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deliberate communication. Their actions are merely instinctive. I find even this 

approach somewhat dubious, but since animal communication seems to lack the 

complexity (if nothing else) to communicate implications and presuppositions, we might 

consider the analysis of animal communication as a separate endeavor. 

Those philosophers I have so far discussed, along with most others in the field, 

have tended to focus on the total signification of deliberately generated utterances by 

humans to other humans. For example, it might be said that a poker player's exprcssion 

communicates what cards are in their hand, but i t  is clear that their desire is to avoid 

communicating anything with regards to their hand. Any suitably trained observer may 

infer information about their cards in the same way that an observer may infer 

information about the health of a person by noticing a change in their skin color, or by 

observing their temperature or heart rate. If all humans did was form their own 

inferences about other people's states and desires then human communication would not 

be an issue. What is significantly different about deliberate communication is that the 

utterer is seeking to exhibit behavior that will create specific desired changes in the state 

of the receiver. Only by deliberately changing their skin color or heart rate could a 

person be thought to be communicating by these means. Thus, although we might be 

tempted to say of a warning light that it "meant" danger, or of a poker player's twitching 

eyebrow that it "meant" a bluff, or of a person's uncontrolled tone of voice that i t  

"nieant" that they were angry, we should be clear on the difference between these sorts of 

6 '  meaning" and the question of understanding what is meant by an utterance. Dcliberate 

effort (whatever that is) seems required on the part of the communicator. 
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There is an important distinction to be drawn here between someone giving a 

deliberate effort, and that person being consciously aware of the i1tean.s by which 

communication occurs. Suppose that as a friend reaches toward a burner you remark, 

"That's a little hot." Your intent in this case is clearly to instruct them to use caution. 

Did you deliberately consider the message you wanted to communicate and then choose 

to imply it indirectly through the factual statement? Since this was an urgent situation 

you probably said the first thing that came to mind. Why did this particular formulation 

come to mind? Perhaps because you associate that expression with previous situations of 

required caution. Or perhaps your acceptable modes of communication in that 

relationship do not include the possibility of direct commands66. Whatever internal 

processes gave rise to the selection of the particular utterance used, the utterance was a 

deliberate act. 

An equivalent sort of question can also be raised regarding the receiver of an 

utterance. That is, are receivers necessarily aware of the processes by which they come 

to understand the total signification of an utterance? In my arguments against Recanati's 

Availability Principle, I suggested that we don't have to be aware of the different forces 

involved to be aware of the end product of the process. In fact, it seems difficult to prove 

that we ever have access to these processes except indirectly. 

66 In the remainder of this thesis, I will at timcs bc forced to propose thesz sorts of hypothetical motivations 

for communicative choices. These hypotheses are largely speculative. I do not believe, however. that it is 

necessary to know the real motivations behind decisions to use implication rather than explicit expression - 

it sufficient to note that these decisions are regularly being made. 
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As a communication theorist, then, I feel this creates a sort of bind. or paradox, 

for theorists to overcome. On the one hand a theorist is asked to give an account of 

communication, but on the other there is reason to suspect that speakers and listeners are 

not themselves able to, or at least not expected to. know what is going on in their minds. 

Fortunately the situation is not as bad as it seems. For even if speakers and 

listeners are not consciously aware of the exact processes at the time that they use them, 

they do seem to be aware of the general effect that these processes have. A person could 

confirm, for example, that their intention to warn their friend had been converted into a 

verbal utterance of "That's a little hot." Thus we can begin to construct an account that 

explains how things can be intended indirectly. The theorist must proceed with caution. 

But it does not seem, in principle, impossible to give an account of deliberate acts of 

communication, what we would call utterances, and how they are understood. 

Communication, as I hope to analyze it, is the process where one human 

deliberately (as opposed to accidentally) generates an utterance (be i t  verbal, written, 

sign-language, or other code) and another human receives the utterance and by some 

processes comes to recognize the utterance as an attempt to relate a particular idea. 

With this limitation in place we have an important starting point for our 

evaluations of 'what is meant7 by a particular utterance. For if we limit our attention to 

instances of deliberate communication only, then there are certain sorts of facts about 

which a speakcr cannot be mistaken. First, they cannot be mistaken about the fact that 

they have attempted to communicate. Second, since i t  is difficult to imagine that 

someone could sct out to communicatc without any idea of what they sought to 
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communicate, it seems unlikely that a speaker could be mistaken about what they 

intended to communicate. 

On the other hand, if we equate what is meant with what is intended, then i t  is 

clear that establishing "what is meant" is far from the end of the matter of explaining the 

communication process. The large potential for error in communication has to come into 

the explanation somewhere, and if none of it can occur at the level of what the uttcrer 

intends, then there must be other levels where error can occur. Nor is it fair to place all 

responsibility for error on the receiver, if for no other reascn than that this is obviously 

not the case. There are many times when speakers simply misspeak themselves. But in 

these cases, if the spcaker is confronted, they can recognize the mistake as separate from 

the intention. Cases of miscommunication are resolved, not by recognizing the speaker 

had mis-intended somehow, but rather (regardless of whose fault the mistake is 

determined to be) to be a case of the receiver mistaking the intended meaning of the 

utterance6'. 

In a sense, the study of communication could actually be broken down into two 

separate fields of study - the question of how utterances are generated, and the question 

of how they are understood. There is obviously some kind of symbiosis betwecn these 

two activities, but there is also a fairly clear separation between them. It seems that the 

tradition of semantics and pragmatics has been based largely on evaluating the meaning 

of utterances as received. Few philosophers are terribly explicit about this, and some of 

the failures of the past seem to me related to a very casual attitude towards just what was 

'' For instance, the speaker might say, "I'm sorry. I can see how you were lead astray by my poor word 

choice, but what I really meant to communicate was ..." 
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the target of the discussion. In terms of the procedurcs they seemed to take as worth 

investigating. the question of how a speaker actually manages to express what they inlend 

appears totally un-investigated. It seems likely that a roughly parallel process to the one 

that a receiver uses to recover the meaning must be used. But how rough? In Grice, for 

example, implicatures are generated on the basis of what the speaker must have been 

intending when they (deliberately?) broke certain maxims of conversation. If this works 

then it is a substantial hypothesis that speakers do in fact carry out such considerations 

(on some level) when selecting how lo communicale their intended meaning. I have 

already suggested, however, that we might have good reason to think that such 

considerations are not a conscious part of utterance generation. 

Why might one be tempted to ignore utterance generation processes in favor of 

utterance interpretation processes'? One motivating factor is the fact that there are a 

seemingly endless variety of conditions that might trigger the utterance generation 

process, but there is only one that can trigger the utterance interpretation process - 

receiving an utterance. This gives the investigation a fixed starting point. Although there 

are a wide variety of ultimate responses, fiom belief formation to emotional reaction to 

conversational response to physical action, there is a period of time that precedes all of 

these where a repeatable and hopefully explainable process occurs. which we call 

understanding. Utterance interpretation is more focused from an evidential standpoint. 

Another factor to consider is that instances of utterance generation are always 

unique, whereas an audience of many must all carry out similar processes if they are to 

interpret an utterance in the same way. And there is good evidence to suggest that people 

do successfully mirror each other's interpretations in a wide variety of circumstances. 
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This gives utterance interpretation a second advantage in terms of our ability to explain 

it, we have access to certain forms of repeatability that are practically impossible to 

obtain in the case of utterance generation. 

Given these two factors, I feel that a focus on the processes involved from the 

point of hearing (or otherwise detecting) an utterance to the point of understanding it  is 

appropriate on the part of philosophers attempting to explain communication. We must 

set out at a point where we have some chance of success. However, it would be well 

worth the philosopher's while to always keep in mind what sorts of conclusions their 

theories force us to believe about the speaker in order for the account to hold together. 

My target in this paper is thus to provide an account of the processes from the 

point a receiver physically comes into contact with an utterance to the point where that 

utterance has been understood. The traditional accounts have held that this was 

conducted by a series of processes, the first of which was semantic in nature, after which 

one or more pragmatic processes were engaged. The previous chapters of my thesis 

argued that this account of communication was untenable, and i t  is now my task to 

provide an alternatc account. 

One of the main thrusts of this paper is to challenge the notion that the 

understanding of an utterance proceeds through a series of independent processes, 

typically semantic and then pragmatic. In previous chapters I have tried to show why we 

might have reason to doubt that sort of linear arrangement. In the process of giving a 

new account of communication I hope to further defend my rejection of this basic 

hypothesis by providing an answer to the question, "what else is there?" My metd- 

theoretical purpose is to show that i t  is possible to give semantics and pragmatics (both of 
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which can be clearly seen to be involved) roles in  he process without either element 

being considered 'prior' to the other 

The Centralilv of Propositions 

In giving an account of the process of understanding, I suggest that there are two 

main questions that need to be explained: 

1. How are utterances translated into propositions? 

2. How is the total signification of an utterance obtained from those propositions'? 

Grice attempted to answer these questions by suggesting that the first was the subject of 

semantics and the second a matter of pragmatics. Carston and Recanati argued that some 

pragmatic elements were involved in the first process, but retained the pragmatic-only 

attitude towards the second. When Stalnaker introduced his conception of formal 

semantics into the discussion, he insisted it was post-propositional and alinguistic, 

keeping the concept separate from linguistic semantics, a process associated with the first 

of my questions. 

My account of communication shares with Stalnakcr's the centrality of 

propositions in the process of understanding. While my own account will differ in its 

approach to answering the two questions presented, I agree with the philosophers 

mentioned thus far that these two questions are the relevant problcms. That is, I agree 

that propositions are key to the process. Thus, before I go further in detailing my own 

account, I would like to discuss some of the reasons for thinking that people utilize 

propositions in the process of understanding. 
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In my account of communication I will not subscribe to Stalnaker's particular 

vision of propositions as functions but will instead rely on a more general intuitive sense 

of propositions. The general idea is that propositions can be easily and well defined as 

the primary bearers of truth-values in ways that utterances, or even scntences, cannot be. 

Since understanding seems to be related to ascribing truth-values, there must be some 

mechanism by which this is possible. If you want to dispense with any role for 

propositions in the process of understanding, then there must be something else that holds 

truth-values instead. One common suggestion is sentences. But if the arguments 

presented by the philosophers of language I have discussed have shown anything, it is 

that no sentence is able to have one unique meaning, and thus no sentence can 

consistently hold a truth-value across contexts.68 

Furthermore, there are situations where we can make sense of saying that two 

distinct utterances mean the same thing. Consider "I am a bachelor" and "I am an 

unmarried man". We say that these utterances have the same meaning. That is, despite 

the fact that different words are involved, there is no circumstance where one can be true 

and the other false. The proposition hypothesis easily explains this phenomenon since we 

have something distinct from the words to point to as the reason the utterances can't 

differ in truth-value. 

'' For example, the sentence "Everyone is having a good time," might refer to different situations if uttered 

at a particular party or on a bus the next day. If Bob utters the sentence to express a condition he believes 

about the state of  the party, then the fact that he facetiously utters the same words on the bus the next day 

doesn't require a change in his belief about the party. This would not be possible if the words themselves 

bore the truth value. 
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So propositions must be involved, but not at the first moment since they are not 

utterances. They also cannot be the terminal point of understanding if you accept that 

even one example of conversational implicature is part of the total signification of an 

utterance. Implicatures require that a proposition be obtained prior to what might be 

considered "complete" understanding. If someone tells you "There is a garage around the 

corner," it is the premise that the person is trying to be helpful co~nbirzeci with some idea 

of what is explicitly said that produces additional information. Merely knowing that a 

person wanted to be helpful would in no way tell you that there was an open gas station 

selling gas. What a helpful person said could equally well tell you to get ready for a long 

hike ("All the garages around here are closed.") depending on what the general idea of 

their expression was. Thus you need something more than the fact that there is some 

helpful utterance at hand, you must have a sense of its explicit meaning before you can 

generate implicatures. 

Given that some part of understanding occurs after a proposition has been 

obtained, propositions are not the end point ofthe process of understanding. They neither 

begin nor terminate the process, but occur at some point within that process. Since 

understanding must pass through propositions, but is not complete on either side of them, 

I have chosen to break up my account of the process at the point of propositions. This 

choice echoes the work of those philosophers of language I have thus far discussed. 

Before I adopt propositions as the central vehicle of all communication, however, 

it is important to consider whether all utterances are translated into such representations. 

This is an issue because i t  is clear that many utterances are not simple assertions of facts 

about the world. Can a question be translated into a proposition? Can a command? It is 



9 1 
clear that these types of actions are communicative in nature, relying on semantic and 

pragmatic properties. But if they cannot be processed through propositions, then either 

my account is wrong, or so limited in scope as to be useless. 

Suppose that someone asks, "Is i t  sunny outside?" One approach is to consider 

this as the proposition It is swzrzy outside. coupled with a certain additional attitude of 

request. I think a better approach would be to consider i t  to be translated into the 

proposition I want you to tell me f i t  is s m n y  outside. ('You' would have to be dealt 

with carefully here.) One correct way to respond to an unclear question is to say "I'm 

still not sure what it is you want to know." This suggests that the same proposition is 

expressed by "Is it sunny outside?" and "I want you to tell me if it is sunny outside." 

Similarly a command like "Go away!" can be translated into I \rant you to yo alvay. - a 

proposition that could (technically) be true or false. 

In terms of my account, questions (and commands, etc.) would undergo the same 

sorts of transformations as assertions - such that receiving the uttered question would lead 

at some point to the identification of a proposition which would then interact with the 

cognitive environment of the receiver - at which point they could chose how to respond. 

But the question or command must be understood first. For the remainder of this papcr I 

will primarily discuss assertive statements, but I believe that the same account will work 

perfectly well for all  utterance^.^^ 

6y This approach shows particular strength when we note that sometimes a que~tion may be used [o imply 

something other than a question, eg. "Are you sure you want to go in there*?". Here the speaker isn't really 

seeking an answer to the question, they only want to imply that there are relevant hut perhaps un-apparent 

reasons not to go in. 
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I will not be discussing the ontological arguments over the existence of 

propositions. I similarly abstain from questions in neurology that ask where propositions 

exist within the brain. It is enough for the purposes of this paper for me to claim that 

there is some method by which humans represent the world around them that bears truth- 

values but is independent of particular linguistic formulations. I will try to avoid further 

commitment to any particular view from the philosophy of mind or any particular 

metaphysics of ideas. Let me instead turn to my own account of communication. 

Obtaining a Proposition from an Utterance 

When a person receives an utterance, the process of understanding involves two 

general stages. The first stage involves generating a proposition from the utterance; the 

second involves evaluating the obtained proposition. These two stages correspond to the 

two questions I proposed above. 

In order to obtain a proposition from an utterance, a receiver will invoke both 

semantic factors - those relating to the generally accepted meanings of words and rules of 

grammar - and pragmatic factors - those relating to the specific context of the particular 

utterance. These factors are not invoked in any fixed order, both are utilized on multiple 

occasions in an order that itself depends on both certain meta-grammatical rules and the 

context of interpretation. 

Before the process of understanding begins, the receiver has access to a number of 

elements apart from the utterance that will be critical to success in understanding it. 

These include a web of beliefs about the world that may be drawn upon as 

presuppositions, some understanding of other events and utterances that led up to this 
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particular utterance, some beliefs about what it is reasonable to assume that other 

people can know, want, or express, and some idea about appropriate social behavior for 

the context. The receiver also has the~r command of the language being used, experience 

with its grammar and familiarity with conventions like inflection and punctuation. 

No utterance is without a context. This is not just to say that every utterance is 

generated in some context or other (which i t  is) but furthermore to assert that no utterance 

can be said to have one fixed meaning across all possible contexts. Some philosophers 

have suggested that there are some acontextual utterances, for example mathematical 

statements. But consider the sentence "4 + 4 = 2". Is this true or false? In the domain of 

the integers, this is false. In the domain of the 6 cycle, i t  is true. (The 6 cycle has only 

the numbers 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5. Addition beyond five loops back to 0.) In the domain of 

the 6 cycle, 4 + 4 = 2 is true, without any contradiction." If we are given the sentence "4 

+ 4 = 2" and attempt to understand it, our general assumption is that this is false. In 

certain contexts, however, (say a discussion of the 6 cycle) it is obviously true. Which is 

to say, the proposition expressed by the uttering of the sentence depends upon the context 

of the utterance. Interestingly, the effect of the context is felt in both cases - context 

determines meaning when we refer to 6-cycles, but also when we refer to integers. In 

" According to mathematicians, there are good reasons to think that "4", "2", "+", and "=" are the same 

words i n  both contexts. For example, the "two" in "two o 'c lock is the same word "two" as other English 

contexts even though clocks operale under a rnodilkd 12 cycle. What mathematicians consider the 

essential properties of "+" and "=" hold up in both contexts as well. For more on this subject, consult 

Nicholson, Keith introduction to Abstract Algebra (PWS-KENT Publishing 1993) or any other Abstract 

Algebra text. 
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most cases, however, it never occurs to us to question that particular assumption. Thus 

contextual involvement in the process of understanding is e~er-present whether we are 

consciously aware of its effect or not. 

Semantics provides a sort of framework for the process of understanding because 

we are confronted with words in an order and begin the process when we receive the first 

word. not the last one. Suppose the context is a conversation with a photographer. They 

say, "I prefer green leaves for my wedding backgrounds." When the listener hears the 

word "I", they immediately apply a semantic rule (that "I" refers to the speaker) and a 

contextual fact, the identity of the speaker, and begin to understand the utterance as 

something (for the moment unknown) that will relate to the speaker. If the photographer 

were to utter "I.. ." and trail off, we would still have begun the process of understanding, 

using both semantic and contextual components. 

When the listener has heard "I prefer green leaves," they begin to process what 

was meant by the phrase "green leaves". There are two obvious possibilities here. In the 

first case, the context in which this utterance has arisen has made photographic purposes 

the most likely relevant concern. If this is so, the listener utilizes the belief that this 

utterance is related to the previous context and assumes that "appears green" is the sort of 

green-ness intended. (Note that this could be a mistake - if the utterance is finished by 

"because paint colors never quite capture natural green.") The other possibility is that the 

context has not yet made apparent what sort of concern is relevant. In cases like this 

(such as where the utterance is the first in a conversation) it is unsurprising that i t  often 

takes people a little extra time to understand what is meant, because the guess towards the 

meaning of green must be a little more hesitant, perhaps even reserved altogether if the 
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listener is keenly aware of green-type issues, and held as only a partial understanding 

until more evidence can sway the listener to adopt a particular proposition from the 

utterance. 

The idea that both pragmatic and semantic elements are invoked throughout the 

process of understanding, rather than distinctly and sequentially, is a radical departure 

from previous theorists. But the manner in which it explains our ability to partially 

understand partial utterances suggests that it is the only viable solution to Travis-type 

problems. In order to obtain a proposition (a truth-bearing representation of the world) 

from an utterance, there is a cascade of effort drawing on all sorts of factors continuous 

with the process of actually receiving the utterance. 

When a person answers question 1, what they have produced is a proposition. In 

my account, it is important to see the difference between having produced u proposition 

and having produced the proposition. Old accounts that held semantics as a separate 

process could reasonably suggest that there was a single correct proposition that could be 

interpreted from a given utterance. Perhaps some contextual elements such as reference 

assignment or disambiguation might be required to find it, but there remained a sense that 

there was some specific thing that was the correct proposition. By the time we get to 

Travis, however, there appears to be such a dizzying array of possible propositions that 

could be obtained from an utterance that we are left wondering how a person could "get it 

right" at all. The answer is, we can't. What a person does is guess. That guess is an 

educated one - it can take a wide variety of factors into account, including what had been 

said previously or who the utterer is. But what we do is use context, body language, etc, 

to shortcut the procedure of identifying and considering all the many possibilities that 



9 6 
Travis' arguments suggest. That is, we don't even consider many of the possibilities at 

all. The listener simply makes a guess, latches onto a proposition and then evaluates i t  to 

see if it is reasonable or "close enough" to the intended meaning. 

For example, "Bill is an old fashioned guy. Despite current sentiments against i t ,  

he still believes in marriage." Suppose we consider the interpretive efforts of someone as 

they receive the second sentence of this utterance. A simple example of how context 

reduces the number of semantic possibilities considered ahead of time can be seen with 

the word "he". The semantics of the word "he" limit its range of possible referents to 

males, but no males other than Bill are considered in a first pass at the sentence. Why'? 

Because the context, namely the previous sentence, places the receiver in a position to 

assume that Bill will be the subject of any "he" that follows. This is not something we 

settle after we see the whole sentence. We have this contextually based interpretive 

assumption going in. This assumption cuts out literally thousands of semantic 

possibilities before they are ever considered. In fact, we not only have a plan for what to 

do should a "he" arise, we usually anticipate the use of "he" as part of our assumption 

that a speaker is generally cooperative. 

A first read of the account prior to this example might lead the reader to think that 

semantics precedes pragmatics on a word-by-word basis. But this example shows that 

sometimes pragmatics can lead us to completely ignorc certain semantic alternatives. 

Pragmatics can be ~ ~ s e d  ahead of time to pre-process a subsequent utterance before i t  is 

even begun. The final proposition arrived at is thus a choice, not from literally all the 

possibilities of what the semantics might allow, but rather a choice from a narrowed field 
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of seemingly reasonable possibilities. We must consider that the proposition obtained 

is thus somewhat tenuous in its status as correct int~rpretation.~' 

Evaluating the Obtained Proposition 

This is where the second question comcs in. For there are a number of 

possibilities for the response one might take to the first guess proposition. One of the 

most important for my view is the possibility that the mind might reject the first 

proposition as too unlikely for some reason, and then the process goes buck to the first 

question with more care, more openness to other possibilities, and a reduction of 

contextual preformatting. What I am presenting here is an alternative to the idea that the 

mind mustfirst calculate all the possibilities and then select between them. A more 

reasonable account is that the mind selects between relatively few options, only going 

back if the situation demands. This new approach resolves the apparent conflict of 

adopting a Travis style account of the radical variations in possible proposition and the 

necessity for speed in the process of understanding. 

Previous accounts I have discussed have always indicated that understanding must 

proceed in a linear fashion, completing one interpretive task and then moving on to the 

Another interpretive effort in this example relates to "believes in marriage" mhich could sernantically 

mean "believes in the existence of marriage" or "believes in the value of marriage". Although it 1s 

generally the caw that the phrase refers to the second of these meanings, there are a few highly unusual 

contexts where it could mean the former (say during a discussion about who does and doesn't believe in the 

existence of marriage). But notice that in most cases we don't even consider this second possibility at all. 

The context of "normal" conversation is a very useful and very powerful context that we make a Feat deal 

more use of than has thus far been recognized. 
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next. Our experiences as communicators do not match up to this account however. 

Sometimes we reconsider what we thought a person said. Sometimes a new piece of 

information, perhaps an additional utterance or circumstance in the world, makes a 

different interpretation more reasonable. In some cases, a listener may simply reserve 

judgment on an utterance, hoping that further utterances will give clues that indicate 

which way a confusing sentence should be understood." If we allow that the process is 

in some sense reversible, or not linear in its computation, then it becomes possible to 

allow something less than a full and perfect analysis of all the semantic and pragmatic 

possibilities of an utterance to be considered before a proposition is proposed. 

What grounds might a person have for rejecting the proposed proposition as the 

correct interpretation of an utterance? It is not enough to say that the individual 

determines whether or not they think the proposition is true (although evaluating the 

proposition for its truth-value is no doubt involved). For there are cases where we think 

someone has uttered a false-hood, but i t  is nonetheless what they intended to convey, and 

there are other times when what we first think someone has uttered is true, but we decide 

that they couldn't possibly have meant thot7j. Interpretation of a received utterance goes 

far beyond simply deciding if it is true or not. Often it is the case that we can adopt or 

reject a proposed proposition even when we have no ability to judge its truth-value 

directly. For example, one might reject a proposed interpretation on thc grounds that it 

72 In particular, there are some social conlexls where we feel it would be embarrassing or inappropriate to 

interrupt the speaker for further explanation. For example, when the person speaking is in author~ty over 

you or you wish to seem intelligent to them. 

73 Perhaps it is too trivially true. 



99 
seems to undermine a point that the speaker has been making pains to support. It is 

simply odd in that context for a speaker to intend to communicate contradictions on the 

subject. 

Another tricky element to handle in an account of how thc mind adjudicates 

possible interpretations is Gricean implicatures. There are plenty of convincing examples 

to demonstrate that people do in fact make use of implicatures. But if this is the case then 

a person must be able to recognize a proposition as the correct interpretation in a set of 

relevantly similar cases, yet also realize that, in this particular case, the proposition is 

only used as an indicator of another proposition. Let me review the classic example to 

make this difficulty more clear: 

A: I am out of petrol. 

B: There is a garage around the corner. 

I shall adopt the standard account to the extent that I agree that B has intended to express 

the proposition "There is a garage around the corner and it is open and it sells gas." In 

thc traditional account, A must correctly identify two things: what is said, and that the 

person is attempting to be helpful. Once they recognize those two things they are capable 

of generating the implicature and realizing what B is really trying to tell them. 

Having rejected the idea that there is a specific proposition identified by B's 

utterance, however, the situation becomes more complicated. There are (at least) two 

semantically acceptable interpretations of B's utterance. In one, thc sentence explains thc 

location of a gas station, and "around the comer" probably means around the street 

corner. But if this utterance were expressed in a different context, say touring the outside 

of a person's house, then the same utterance might be used to express thc idea that there 
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is a car-parking garage around the corner of the building. When we investigate A's 

interpretive choice, however, we cannot suggest that they choose between the one B 

intended and the one B did not, for B did not intend either of the supposed 

interpretations. Rather, A must decide which of the interpretations would be correct for a 

relevantly similar situation but then ultimately decide that B's efforts were to 

communicate something other than that as well. For this reason, I think that there is still 

a need in any account of communication for distinguishing between what is "explicit" 

and what is "implicit". However, it is important to realize that determining the "explicit" 

is still a matter steeped in both pragmatic and semantic efforts, and that its discovery is 

always a matter of only partial certainty. The "explicit" proposition must still be 

evaluated, and could either be sent back for reprocessing or subsumed into a more 

important implicature. This makes "explicit" a term embedded in the receiver's situation, 

and subject to variation across contexts7" 

There are a great many directions for the evaluative effort to take after a 

proposition has been obtained from an utterance. Given a proposed interpretation, a 

receiver might reject i t  and reprocess the semantic and pragmatic elements that led to that 

proposition. Or they might accept it as simply intended as spoken. Or they might accept 

it as intended as a vehicle for some more important proposition which was not (for 

whatever reason) expressed directly. 

One factor that comes into play in such decisions is our evaluation of what kind of 

information the proposition contains. If this is a fact about which there is some 

'"t is important to see that this is different from a typical Gricean approach, which would hold that what is 

explicit in an utterance is that which survives across contexts. 
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disagreement, or if  we can easily suppose that someone might be mistaken about it, 

then we are likely to think the person is making a mistake. On the other hand if it is a 

fact about which almost nobody could be mistaken ("The sky is green today.") a listener 

is more likely to wonder if there isn't a metaphor or misunderstanding of some kind at 

work. If a speaker has some apparent interest in others believing the falsehood, a listener 

who knows it to be false might well suspect that the uttercr is deliberately lying. If the 

false information is of no obvious interest to the speaker, however, we usually pass i t  off 

as a mistake of some kind. So the result of the process, the proposition itself, is important 

not only in whether or not the listener thinks it likely true, but also in terms of what the 

proposition conveys and what's at stake in that conveyance. 

Another sort of factor has nothing at all to do with the apparent content of the 

utterance, but rather is measured in terms of the social costs involved in various 

decisions. When listening to someone in authority we may refuse to admit that we cannot 

understand an utterance on account of the embarrassment this will cause us. Lnstead we 

will suspend judgment and hope that further utterances will make i t  clear. In other cases, 

where getting the correct information is personally important? we may be more cautious 

about guessing a proposition than in other, more casual settings. There is no obvious rule 

guiding these sorts of decisions: the effect of social pressure varies from one context to 

another, and seems to depend upon the personality of the listener as well. 

Let it not be thought, however, that the role of semantics cndcd with the arrival of 

a proposition. Given a sufficiently broad understanding of what semantics is, i t  can be 

shown that there are semantic processes involved in the sorts of deliberations a mind 

must conduct to fully understand a received utterance. 



102 
What then, is semantics? A good example of the sort of semantic process 

involved at this stage is Stalnaker's idea of "formal semantics". As I discussed in 

Chapter 3, this kind of semantics is alinguistic - it operates completely independent of 

the functioning of language. Stalnaker suggests that propositions are functions from 

possible worlds to truth-values. There are rules that govern the logic of these functions, 

and those rules comprise "formal semantics". In Chapter 3 I criticized Stalnaker for 

holding that these functions could only be operated in the direction from possible worlds 

to truth-values. Let me return to the example of that section and discuss how semanlics 

are involved in understanding. 

On a given day I am out searching for my cat, and my neighbor sees me looking 

about and utters to me "It's under there." By invoking certain semantic and pragmatic 

processes (including reading his body language to identify the appropriate "there") let us 

suppose that I extract from his utterance the following proposition: The cat is iirzder the 

deck. At this point in the process of understanding, I have obtained a first guess 

proposition from his utterance, and now I attempt to confirm it. One of the ways that I 

can attempt to confirm my interpretation is to see if what I think he has uttered is true. 

Given that this situation arises during my search for the cat, it is unlikely that I already 

know the proposition to be true. But if I knew it to be true (because in that instant I 

spotted the cat under the deck) I would quickly conclude that I had interpreted 

~ o r r e c t l ~ . ~ % l s o ~  in the case where I know the proposition to be false (because the deck 

is built with a lattice which would prevent an animal the size of the cat from getting 

" Notice that even this could be a mistake! It  is possible that my neighbor believes I a m  searching for my 

rake, and that he never intended for his utterance to relate to my cat-search. 



under it) I would probably conclude that I had interpreted falsely, and begin to 

question my assumption that the neighbor's "it" referred to my cat. 

In each of these two cases, I take my knowledge of the actual ~ o r l d ' ~ ,  pass it 

through a function (the derived proposition) and obtain a truth value, and in each case, i t  

is this obtained truth-value that weighs upon my acceptance of my first guess at the 

proposition in my overall attempt to understand my neighbor. So there are rule-like 

relations between the classes of possible worlds and the truth-values obtained. I propose 

that any process that behaves in a rule-like rather than contextually variable manner is 

properly classified as semantic, and Stalnaker's approach seems to agree with that idea. 

Given that Stalnaker is not the only philosopher who considers this type of activity to be 

genuinely semantic in character, I believe that even this modest example shows that 

semantic effort is sometimes utilized during the second phase of the understanding 

process. 

I would, however, like to further explore the example and how I might process it, 

and in so doing show that semantics is much more broadly involved than Stalnaker's 

theory might suggest. 

Consider that in the vast majority of cases I will not already know whether or not 

the first-guess proposition is true or false. Clearly I must have many other ways of 

evaluating whether or not I have understood the speaker. Although there are probably 

too many possibilities to discuss here, one that is very important to my overall account is 

'' Stalnaker rightly points out that this is more like a class of possible worlds since I don't know -nor do I 

claim to know - everything about the actual world. 
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the way that the logical implications of the proposed utterance affect my evaluation of 

its correctness. 

When a first-guess proposition is obtained, one frequently considers certain 

consequences of the utterance being true. In the cat-search example above, suppose that I 

know that the cat in qucstion is usually frightened of being under the deck. I realize that 

the cat being under the deck would be wildly uncharacteristic behavior for the cat, and 

recent observations of the cat suggest that it was behaving normally (perhaps i t  escapes 

quite frequently). Thus, I notice a contradiction between three propositions: 

a. The cat is under the dcck. 

b. The cat is behaving normally. 

c. The cat wouldn't go under the deck if  it were behaving normally. 

Since two of these propositions are beliefs that I hold, only one of them can be rejected 

on the grounds of mis-interpretation. So I might reconsider my proposed interpretation of 

my neighbor's utterance on the grounds that it logically implies a contradiction. This 

could, of coursc, bc a mistake. One of the other two propositions could be false instead. 

But in many cases we are more likely to reject what someone else utters to us rather than 

our own beliefs on a subject, and a neighbor's passing remark is one of those cases. It is 

worth remembering, however, that even at this stage a listener need not firmly adopt or 

reject a given interpretation. I might just as well reply "My cat?" allowing the further 

conversation ("A little brown one, right?") to either confirm or deny my interpretation of 

the first utterance. 

But my reactions at this stage aside, it is worth noticing that the judgments are 

based on the derived contradiction. These sorts of considerations are (hopefully) 
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controlled by logic and as such could also be described as a semantic. That is, the 

existence or non-existence of a contradiction between the first-guess proposition and my 

general web of beliefs is something determined by, on the one hand the context of the 

situation (just what beliefs I have and think relevant) but on the other by a strict, abstract, 

and rule-based system. 

Another potential thought process I might undergo upon obtaining the first-guess 

proposition from the utterance, would be to notice non-contradictory implications of the 

utterance. That is, I might notice several consequences of the proposed proposition and, 

without knowing whether or not they are true, still involve them in my evaluation of the 

correctness of my interpretation. For example, in the case of the cat-search, I might recall 

previous failed attempts to single-handedly retrieve the cat from under the deck in 

question. Since one consequence of the proposed interpretation is that I will have to try 

to retrieve the cat, I might use these facts to assist the judgment. Suppose the neighbor 

said this in a particularly sympathetic or pained fashion - this would tend to improve the 

probability that my interpretation is correct. On the other hand, if his remark seemed 

very off-hand - as though this wouldn't cause any trouble - I might think there was a 

mistake and that he was in fact referring to my rake. 

These sorts of considerations result from logic as well -being generated by "A, i f  

A then B, therefore B" arguments. So even whcn the logical implications of a proposed 

interpretation don't generate a contradiction, they can still be usefully processed with this 

kind of semantic activity. 
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The most important situation, however, is when a listener notices an 

implication of an utterance that takes on more relevance than the initial utterance, that is, 

when a mere implication takes on the character of an implicature. 

Suppose that I notice the following consequence of my proposed interpretation - I 

am going to need help recapturing my cat. Does this make my interpretation seem more 

or less likely to be correct? Again. the tone of my neighbor's expression, whether casual 

or commiserating, might stand to dissuade or confirm my interpretation. But suppose 

that I also notice my neighbor moving towards the deck as he makes his utterance. I 

might realize that his utterance is not only intended to inform me of the cat's location, but 

also to suggest a further course of action - to join with him in attempting to flush the cat. 

Similarly with Grice's account of the gas station. wc can see a listener noticing 

and adopting as the intended meaning of an utterance both what might be a first-guess at 

its meaning and an important implicature of that guess. Why do we do this? One guess 

is that (although it does make the process of understanding more difficult) it allows 

speakers to be somewhat lazy. If a speaker only has to initiate a course of reasoning in 

order to successfully communicate its conclusion, they can significantly reduce the 

amount of verbal or written effort involved in communicating in those situations where 

they can expect listeners to reliably discover the implicatures. The extent to which this 

can be used is itself a matter of the context, as there is a certain level of implicature one 

can expect any stranger to derive, but close familiarity with someone (say a childhood 

friend) can vastly increase the amount of implying that a few simple words or catch 

phrases might achieve. But this is merely a guess. 
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In any case, what is important to recognize about these cases is that they 

require a semantic effort, namely the derivation of logical consequences of a proposcd 

interpretation, in order to recognize the implicature that may then be adopted as the 

primarily intended meaning of the utterance. Although this is easiest to see in the case of 

implicatures that rely on expanding the meaning of the explicit utterance, it also occurs in 

other cases where the implicature involves negating or ignoring the explicit meaning of 

the utterance. 

Earlier in this example I indicated that in the case where an utterance seems 

contradictory we can choose to reject our first guess at its meaning. In some cases, 

however, we make use of that first guess (rather than returning to the semantic 

possibilities of individual words of the utterance) to recover a different meaning directly. 

One good example of this process is the successful interpretation of irony. 

When a listener's first guess at the meaning of an utterance seems contradictory 

with the apparent situation of the speaker, but in a way that we feel must be apparent to 

the speaker, there is the interpretive possibility of reversing the explicit meaning to obtain 

the ironically intended meaning. A speaker will frequently assist in detecting this 

intention through the use of an ironic tone of voice, but irony may exist without this tone. 

What is important about this process is that the intended meaning is recovered by a 

certain pathway: the receiver interprets a first guess proposition that would be appropriate 

to a group of relevantly similar situations, they realize that the utterance is ironic, and 

they derive the intended meaning by conducting a logical operation on the first-guess 

proposition. This is related to, but not identical with, the logical negation - most ~ imcs  
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irony communicates the contrary rather than the mere contradiction of a proposition.77 

It is however, a function of the first guess proposition, a rule-based technique for 

obtaining the intended meaning, and thus involves semantic effort after the proposition 

has been obtained. 

Beyond irony, there are many ways that human speakers use tone of voice to 

affect they way that their utterances are interpreted. These tones of voice are themselves 

recognizable between different speakers of the same language and affcct meaning in 

regular, predictable ways. In this sense they are quite similar to words of the language. 

There are therefore good reasons to think of tones of voice as carrying semantic force in 

the same way that individual words do. The effect of these tones is often to modify the 

explicit or regular meaning of the sentences uttered, however, and when they do they 

become part of the semantics invoked post-propositionally. 

Yet another kind of implicature discussed by Grice is the sort of information we 

extract from an utterance through the failure to express the expected. In Grice's example, 

a reader realizes that a recommendation letter that reads only "He has nice handwriting." 

is telling them that the recommendee is not a good candidate. These cases are 

particularly interesting because the intended meaning is not related to the semantic 

meanings of the uttered words, either positively or negatively. Rather. the first guess 

proposition may be either true or false, but the listener entirely ceases to consider it as 

" For example, ironic use of the sentence "Everybody is having a good time." would probably carry the 

meaning "Nobody is having a good time." rather than the logical negation "At least one person is not 

having a good time." 



part of the intended meaning. The letter-reader, for example, would probably not be 

surprised i f  the candidate turned out to have bad handwriting. 

When the receiver makes their first guess interpretation of such an utterance, they 

realize that the proposition they have obtained is irrelevant to the subject. Since they 

assume that the speaker is being cooperative, they conclude that the speaker cannot 

truthfully express  hat would be expected. The receiver then hypothesizes about what 

would be an appropriate proposition for the situation and concludes the speaker intended 

them to understand the opposite, the unexpected and unspeakable. Even in this 

convoluted situation however, it is clear that logical operations are involved in 

determining the intended meaning, and like irony, there may be certain toncs of voice that 

help to indicate that this sort of communication is occurring. Both would constitute 

Dram. semantic effort in the post-propositional pro, 

Finally, it is worth noting that some situations, such as a gossipy conversation 

with a close friend, have significantly more expectation of the use of various modes of 

implicature, than other, more stringent situations. such as a courtroom. To the extent that 

these contexts have repeatable and describable effects on conversational forms and how 

we process them, there is a kind of sociological semantics being adopted by all 

participants in the dialogue." 

'' AS a rather extreme example, if a person on the street talks in a Shakespearean dialect, we assume :hat 

they are putting on some kind of pompous airs, while if we witness actors performing in dialect, we do not 

interpret the characters as expressing such airs to each other. We suspend certain sorts of interpretive 

judgments on account of the context. 
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In the case of direct implication, I suggested that the motivation for such 

techniques was a sort of conversational efficiency to the benefit of speakers. The same 

sort of benefit cannot be easily attributed to negative or absence-based implicatures. 

Although I feel that the subject of why such practices are common to humans is one 

worthy of much further study, it seems to me that a few immediate observations are 

possible. In the case of irony, for example, there is a sense of humorousness involved in 

the expression. Perhaps such humorous expressions are less severe than the associated 

direct expression, allowing speakers a finer range of control on the level of criticism they 

direct at others. There also seem to be social forces at play in the case of implicature by 

means of refusing to speak the expected - it is often considered to be more polite to 

refrain from explicitly slandering your associates. Implicature through lack may 

constitute a middle ground between being non-cooperative and being slanderous. This is, 

however, only a hesitant step towards a full theory of the psychology behind 

implicatures. Clearly much study would be required to obtain a definite answer to the 

question. The fact remains that regardless of why we utilize these methods, we do indeed 

utilize them and regularly. 

Summary of the Account 

Communication proceeds through two stages. The first of these involves 

obtaining a proposition from the received utterance. This involves both semantic and 

pragmatic effort. Semantic effort at this stage is typified by the involvement of the 

convcntional meanings of words and the rules of grammar. The pragmatic component of 

the first stage involves utilizing contextual elements to assist in determining what 
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proposition was intended. This includes processes that handle reference assignment, 

disambiguation, and recovery of ellipsed material, but also determines such things as 

what sort of "green-ness" is involved in a given instance of the word "green" (In the 

next chapter I will argue that all pre-propositional pragmatic elements are 

presuppositional in nature.) 

The second stage involves a variety of processes where the initial guess 

proposition is further evaluated. Again both semantic and pragmatic components are 

involved. The tasks at this stage include comparing the proposition wlth existing beliefs 

about which possible world is actual, and deriving both extensional and negative 

implicatures of the utterance. As described above, these processes rely on both 

contextual elements and on regular non-contextual functions of logic, tone, and formula. 

The following sketch of the view may help to compare the account to those 

described in previous chapters. as well as to provide a sense of the overall structtlre: 
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Even this sketch fails to fully capture the level of integration that semantic and 

pragmatic processes involve at every stage in the process. There is no point in the 

process of understanding where either semantic or prazmatic processes are involved in 

isolation from the other. Furthermore, the process is deeply reversible, and 

understanding may progress as far as the point of implicatures before being returned to 

analysis of the most initial kind. 



Chapter 5 

In this final chapter, I would like to turn my attention to a number of arguments 

and problems that either support or challenge my view, and return to various themes that 

have run through the discussion thus far. I will outline some reasons for supporting thc 

idea of pragmatic preprocessing. I will discuss a potential resolution to the problem of 

existential presuppositions. I will outline how my view deals with the question of  how to 

distinguish explicit and implicit content. Finally. I will look at two challenges to non- 

linear approaches: the idea of correct interpretation and the problem of language 

acquisition. I hope the combined effect of these discussions will be to show the 

plausibility and attractiveness of a non-linear approach. 

Puns and Miscommunications 

One of the most radical departures of this account from previous theories of 

communication is the idea that pragmatics may be used to eliminate semantic possibilities 

before they are considered rather than as a method of choosing between them. One 

rcason for supporting this context constrained approach comes from observing that 

people are frequently surprised by other semantic possibilities of an utterance when those 

are, after the fact, presented more clearly. Consider the joke, "Surely you don't want to 

go in there. - I do want to go in there, and stop calling me Shirley." The reason this is 

funny is that there is a surprise at the end, where the audience discovers a way of 

interpreting the initial sentence that they had not considered until it was highlighted. And 

this sort of surprise is not limited to names that are aurally identical with other words. 



The entire field of pun humor is based around surprising and clever alternate 

possibilities to the contextually appropriate meaning of an utterance. If these are 

instances of genuine surprise or discovery, then they were rzot considered in the initial 

evaluation of the sentence. But frequently the unconsidered possibility in a pun is the 

literal meaning of a metaphorically used word or phrase. Thus not all (nor even 

necessarily the literal) meanings of words are considered in the semantic elements of the 

process of obtaining a proposition from an utterance. 

The existence of puns supports the idea that pragmatic preprocessing is utilized 

when a listener adopts a proposition from an utterance. That is, it shows that listeners 

stop once they have identified a reasonable interpretation, rather than exploring all the 

semantic possibilities. According to Travis, the sheer number of these possibilities 

prevents semantic-first accounts from working, but the operation of puns provides an 

independent reason for believing that pragmatic preprocessing is regularly carried out. 

Many cases of misunderstanding also support the idea in the same way. 

Sometimes when a person fails to understand an utterance they do so by inadvertently 

obtaining a different proposition than the intended one and adopting it as the correct 

interpretation of the utterance. When such mistakes are uncovered, the alternate meaning 

that the receiver failed to consider can appear to be perfectly sensible, even though it 

never occurred to them before. For example, consider the following exchange between 

two people who both happen to know two individuals named Katie: 

Hunter: That Katie sure is something. 

Steve: Yup. 

Hunter: She's always so busy this time of year. 



Steve: You're telling me. 

Hunter: I can't believe her father won't loan her the car. 

Steve: Oh! You mean Katie Albright. Yeah, her father's a jerk. 

Steve's first two replies indicate that he thinks he understands what Hunter is saying even 

though he was mistaken. It is only when he detects a difference between his 

interpretation of those utterances and Hunter's follow up comment that he realizes this 

mistake. But then he quickly and easily changes what he thinks those previous utterances 

mean, still agrees, and has no need to go back to them. If Steve had considered all the 

semantic possibilities of the name "Katie" first, the misunderstanding would not surprise 

him, yet even though this new possibility hadn't occurred to him, he is clearly capable of 

quickly and easily revising multiple previous interpretations in light of the new context. 

I contend that this sort of thing goes on all the time, and that our account of' 

communication ought to accommodate it. By proposing that there is a fixed sequence of 

processes that are involved in communication, mainstream theories of semantics and 

pragmatics mis-describe the fluid mass of supposed interpretations that are carried along 

in communication activity, slowly being confirmed or revised by the ongoing 

conversation. 

Existential Presuppositions 

In Chapter 3 I discussed how Stalnaker's idea of presuppositions might be used to 

resolve the problems outstanding for a Grice-Russell approach to the problem of 

existential presupposition. In the case where the listener already held an appropriate 

belief (ie. "My wife is Sarah."), Stalnaker was able to provide a more natural account of 



the interpretive process than the Russellian interpretation. This success broke down, 

however, in two cases - when the listener lacks the appropriate belief and when the 

listener has multiple seemingly appropriate beliefs that contradict. 

As an example of the case where a listener lacks an appropriate belief, consider 

"The present king of Uzbekistan is bald." Suppose a listener receives this utterance and 

that they have no view at all as to whether or not therc is a present king of Uzbekistan. 

According to a strict reading of Stalnaker, the listener is unable to form a proposition 

from this utterance because they lack the necessary presupposition. But, as I observed in 

Chapter 3, some presuppositions seem to spring into being throueh the process of 

attempting to form a proposition. A listener may perfectly well understand utterances for 

which they lack the appropriate presupposition. How is such understanding achieved? 

Quite simply, the listener guesses. That is, they consider what sort of belief is 

required to obtain a proposition from the utterance and adopt one that suffices. In the 

current example, a listener adopts the belief that there is a present king of Uzbekistan in 

order to obtain a proposition from the utterance. This may turn out to be a mistake. The 

speaker may be mistaken about the existence of said monarch, or it could even be the 

case that the speaker was referring to the actor who is currently playing the role of king 

of Uzbekistan in a musical. Regardless, listeners frequently do adopt a suggested 

presupposition if, in the context, it seems reasonable to do so. 

In "Scorekeeping in a Language Game", David Lewis describes this sort of 

activity as following the "rule of accommodation for presupposition": 
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If at time t something is said that requires a presupposition P to be acceptable, 

and if P is not presupposed just before t, then - ceteris paribr~s and within 

certain limits - presupposition P comes into existence at t. 

Lewis points out that as a conversation progresses, both conversants are responsible to 

participate in the shaping of a shared set of presuppositions that will inform further 

conversation. One example of this practice is the feature of pragmatic preprocessing I 

described earlier. When an individual is understanding a series of utterances, they may 

assume that pronouns will relate to the most relevant subject from previous discussion - 

"Jack is a funny guy. He can pilot an aircraft." demonstrates this property. There is no 

feature of the second utterance that indicates a connection between the two (are pilots 

funny?) except the conversational presupposition that Jack is the ongoing subject. 

Lewis notes that a similar effect justifies assigning "the cat" to the most salient cat 

in the vicinity of the conversation, even if no previous mention of the cat has been made. 

If I ask a houseguest, "Is the cat outside?" they can correctly presuppose I am referring to 

the cat that lives in my house and not any other cat. Furthermore, presuppositions can be 

cancelled by conversational acts, and when they are they remain cancelled throughout the 

conversation. We may begin a conversation talking about my cat, then turn to my 

grandmother's pets - "All my grandmother's pets were crazy. The cat used to attack 

anyone wearing wool." In this example, "the cat" no longer refers to the cat living in my 

house because the conversation has created a more salient subject for presupposition. 

When trying to integrate these observations into my account, I compare Lewis' 

"rule", with its various hedges and limitations, to the Gricean maxims of conversation. 

Both provide guidelines as to how contextual elements can be incorporated into the 



signification of an utterance. Both are cancelable, and apply only under certain 

conditions. Conversational maxims describe activity post-propositionally - under the 

assumption that a speaker is being cooperative you may expect utterances to conform to 

certain guidelines. The rule of accommodation of presupposition can be treated as the 

pre-propositional equivalent. It suggests that, given the cooperation of speakers, you may 

assume they won't speak in ways that cannot be understood at all. By relaxing 

Stalnaker's requirement that presuppositions exist beforehand in the mind of the receiver, 

we can combine his general approach with Lewis' principle to create a powerful new 

contender for the role that the Grice-Russell approach sought to fill. 

When a listener receives an utterance that requires a presupposition that they do, 

in fact, believe, they utilize it in the way that Stalnaker suggests. When they encounter a 

gap in their beliefs at the appropriate point, they fill that gap with a guess guided by 

certain pragmatic maxims. The first of these maxims we have discovered is an 

instruction to assume a presupposition when there are no grounds to refuse it. 

What about cases where the receiver must grapple with multiple viable 

presuppositions? The example I suggested in Chapter 3 was "Give these flowers to your 

brother." uttered to a listener with two brothers. In approaching this situation, a listener 

has two main responses. They may reject the necessity of adopting a presupposition by 

asking for clarification ("Which one?"). Or, they may guess which presupposition is 

most appropriate for the situation - in this case, in terms of which brother is most salient 

in some way. Perhaps the boss has only ever met one brother. Or perhaps one of the two 

brothers is ill or is otherwise more appropriately the recipient of the gift (is the only one 

on the continent, is the one the boss is known to be in love with, etc.). In each case the 
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listener adopts a particular presupposition, obtains a first guess proposition, and 

proceeds to evaluate it. So a second presuppositional maxim seems to be: where 

possible, choose the most relevant presupposition. 

Keep in mind that, under my approach, a listener may well form a proposition on 

the basis of one presupposition without ever considering the other possibility. If "Give 

these flowers to your brother." is the final statement at the end of a long conversation 

regarding the health of one of two brothers, i t  may never occur to the listener to consider 

the second presuppositional possibility. Nor need it. There is a clear sense in which the 

two conversants are participating in a joint process of establishing the presuppositional 

context for upcoming utterances. If neither speaker has yet mentioned the second 

brother, there is no compelling reason to suddenly suspect his involvement. 

What about cases like "The present King of France is bald." where there are good 

grounds to refuse the presupposition, namely a pre-existing belief that there is no present 

king of France? Under my account there are two conceivable alternatives. 

In one case, a listener may decide that their own pre-existing belief is incorrect. If 

they do, they may simply adopt the presupposition suggested by the utterance and 

proceed as they would in the Uzbekistan case above. Although such an approach seems 

unlikely in the case of "The present King of France is bald." it might well occur in other 

cases. 

The second, more important, case is that in which the listener does not reject their 

own belief on the subject. When this occurs, the listener adopts a different sort of belief 

- something like "The speaker believes that there is a present king of France" - and 

understands what has been said in a hypothetical way. Such instances of understanding 



do not result in the listener believing what the speaker has said is true or false. 

Consider the following exchange: 

Hunter: The present king of France is bald. Since kings should always 

maintain their dignity, he should not wear a wig. 

Steve: Don't you mean, he shorild wear a wig? 

Hunter: No. If he wore a wig, he would be admitting that he was less than 

perfect, which would be contrary to the dignity of the throne. 

Steve: That's one way of looking at it. Oh, by the way, you've heard of 

democracy right? 

Hunter: What? 

Steve's first response shows how listeners may respond to existential presuppositions 

when they hold contrary beliefs. He adopts a hypothetical framework and evaluates 

Hunter's utterance on the assumption that there is a present king of France. Since it is 

already the case, under my approach, that interpreted propositions are held as guesses and 

kept separate from the central core of the receiver's beliefs, there is no inherent 

contradiction in understanding someone while believing what they have uttered to be 

false or, as in this case, impossible. In hypothetical situations, we evaluate a speaker's 

utterances in terms of consistent or contradictory, rather than true or false. 

The creation of a hypothetical assumption need not prevent the speaker's 

utterance from bearing on the real world, however - a fact which allows my approach to 

make sense of what goes on in a certain problem raised by ~onnel lan '~ .  Suppose at a 

party someone asks you, "Who is the man drinking the martini?" Looking around the 

7Y Donnellan, Keith "Reference and Definite Descriptions" Philosophical Review, vol 75, 1966 



room you see nobody drinking a martini, but your neighbor Eric does happen to be 

drinking water from a martini glass - you know this because you poured it for him. You 

may safely presuppose that the speaker believes the drink to be a martini. Therefore, you 

may correctly understand the speaker as requesting Eric's name. The fact that you know 

the speaker is mistaken in no way prevents you from understanding them. 

Sometimes even the speaker may not hold the belief presupposed by the 

utterance! Consider Grice's difficult case, "Make sure your next wife treats you 

properly." This speaker may not believe that the listener will cver get married again. 

What the speaker has done, however, is set a hypothetical framework for both 

conversants. All utterances at this point must either continue to maintain the framework 

- "She'll have to like comic books for one thing." - or explicitly change it - "I doubt 1'11 

ever date again, let alone marry." 

By adopting a Lewis-Stalnaker approach to existential presuppositions, I have 

been able to give an account of the problem cases for the Grice-Russell approach without 

suffering from Stalnaker's inability to address the central cases. To return, finally, to the 

problem that launched this discussion in Chapter 1, notice that this new account can 

provide an answer to the apparent dilemma created by "The present king of France is not 

bald." Does this utterance imply the existence of a present king? A listener must either 

believe in the existence, or else hypothesize it for the purposes of understanding. If they 

believe it, then they will find the statement "The present king of France is bald." to be 

true or false, in opposition to what they believed of the first utterance. If they only 

hypothesized it they can notice that the two expressions are contradictory without 



assigning either a value of true or false. These pragmatic decisions are, of course, 

guided by certain maxims not unlike the conversational maxims proposed by Grice. 

Understanding Fiction and the Domain of Understanding 

On a larger scale, the maxims that guide the creation of hypothetical frameworks 

for conversation provide an explanation for how we deal with fiction. It is easily 

observed that we can understand a story even though we believc none of the asserted 

propositions. In fact, we can even reject or accept interpreted propositions in tcrms of 

their truth (or rather consistency) inside that fictional context - we have the ability to 

know if we have misread a sentence in a fairy tale. It seems that the assumptions used in 

the process of understanding may be significantly distinct from our beliefs about the 

world. Furthermore, this capacity is not limited to a single proposition at a time, but 

rather, must be able to span a significant number of propositions. For example, if a 

person listens to a long argument, it is likely that they store up all their interpreted 

propositions until the end of the argument, adopting them as true or refuting them as falsc 

en masse. 

Given this is the case, we can further identify and explain the capacity that 

humans have to mean some proposition which is not expressed by any particular 

expression, but is implied by the combination of sevcral utterances. A speech that never 

includes the explicit suggestion that one ought to join the army might nevertheless be 

correctly understood to have been intended by the speaker to mean just that. At its 

furthest reach, this same principle can be used to explain how books, movies, and the like 

may have a meaning or message independent of the chronology of events that take place 



within them. In fact, even though we don't believe any of the particular statements 

made within a fictional piece, we frequently interpret the author as, on some level, having 

intended the larger meaning that underlies the text. I believe that in order to give a full 

account of understanding, we must abandon the idea that the only domain of the process 

of understanding is those fixed blocks of utterance called sentences and rather accept that 

meaning can be intended through devices that range from a phrase, a word, or even a 

gesture, through assertions, questions, and imperatives, to paragraphs, articles, and books. 

The Problem of Explicit and Implicit Content 

The second theme I would like to return to is the question of how to distinguish 

pragmatic but explicit material from pragmatic and implicit. Recall that this issue arose 

from the work of Carston and Recanati. They noticed that semantics alone was 

significantly insufficient to obtain a proposition from an utterance. Carston in particular 

set out disambiguation, reference assignment, and recovery of ellipsed material as 

pragmatic elements of what is said. She observed that without these the literal 

interpretation would be empty, there would be no content to utterances at all. 

Propositions could not be formed without the additional material. 

In my account of understanding, I have divided the efforts of the mind into two 

categories, those that occur prior to obtaining a proposition and those that come 

afterward. I contend that the first of these categories is well described as the explicit 

content of the utterance and the second as the implicit. It must be noted, of course, that 

since the proposition obtained by the first process is a guess, the "explicit meaning" of an 

utterance under my account is something contained entirely in the mind of the receiver. 
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That is, it is not (as Grice's account of explicit would have demanded) the meaning 

that crosses contexts, or is listener-neutral, or even is what the speaker might have 

thought of as the explicit content of their utterance. 

Why is i t  useful to retain the categories of explicit and implicit'? First, it serves 

the useful purpose of giving names to the two elements of my account. Second, since the 

process of obtaining implicatures occurs exclusively in the second phase, and is 

dependent on the results of the first phase combined with certain maxims of conversation, 

the two processes are descriptively similar to Grice's explicit and implicit. Third, as I 

will argue later in this chapter, there may be reason to think that "getting it right" for an 

interpretation would involve not only obtaining an appropriate proposition, but doing so 

by an appropriate method. One failure of method would involve a mistake regarding 

explicit versus implicit approaches. Finally, I believe that this difl'erence maps nicely 

onto our more regular use of explicit and implicit such as when someone asks you, "Did 

Bob say he was coming, or merely imply it?" 

Given that mapping of terms, the question of how to distinguish between explicit 

and implicit material in the process of understanding can be answered relatively simply. 

One merely needs to determine the sorts of mental effort required to obtain the content in 

question. If it was a direct guess at the meaning from the context and meanings of the 

words - if the pragmatic element was necessary for the adoption of a proposition at all - 

then it was explicit. If further calculation was required in terms of the implications or 

consequences of the proposed interpretation - if a proposition was required to complete 

the evaluation - then it is implicit. 
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But does this resolve the problem that was faced by Carston and Recanati? 

There are two components of the issue that ought to be addressed by any purported 

answer. The first would be to show how the answer deals with (at least) the critical cases 

of disambiguation, reference assignment, and recovery of ellipsed material. The second 

would be to explain the principle that guides the account and makes it more satisfying 

than Carston's Independence principle, or Recanati's Availability or Scope principles. 

My account answers the first question with the use of presuppositions, and the second 

with a cognitive (as opposed to logical) kind of functional independence. 

Disambiguation, Reference Assignment. and Recovery of Ellipsed Material 

Let me consider each of the critical cases in turn, with the objective in each case 

of showing how presuppositions are involved. If presupposition can explain these 

processes, the explicit pragmatics of Carston and Recanati can be shown to mesh with the 

presuppositions of Stalnaker, providing the process of obtaining a proposition with a then 

justified unity. 

The first problem to consider is disambiguation. Carston barely scratches the 

surface of the problem of disambiguation. Travis explodes this issue into an argument 

that there is no semantic content at all apart from context. Let us consider a simple word 

with multiple senses and observe how one might disambiguate in a particular case. 

The word for this example will be "litter". Here's how Webster's New Collegiate 

Dictionary defines it8': 

XO Webster's New Colle~iate Dictionary, Woolf, Henry Bosley (editor in chief), G. & C. Merriarn Co., 198 1 

p666 



Litter la: a covered and curtained couch provided with shafts and used for 

carrying a single passenger b: a device (as a stretcher) for carrying a sick 

or injured person 2a: material used as bedding for animals b: the 

uppermost slightly decayed layer of organic matter on the forest floor 3: 

the offspring at one birth of a multiparous animal 4a: trash, wastepaper, 

or garbage lying scattered about b: an untidy accumulation of objects 

Clearly none of the senses of litter above is so dominant that it must be considered the 

literal sense of the word from which all others can only be implied. Modified Occam's 

Razor cannot eliminate at least the four major senses. 

Now suppose a listener is confronted with the following expression: "Please pick 

up the litter." Suppose further that they wish to comply with this request. Clearly the 

meaning depends on the context. 

What does it mean to say that the meaning of "litter" is context dependent? 

Suppose the listener is standing beside a device with two shafts that might carry an 

injured person. They will identify the strctchcr-littcr to be the object referred to by the 

utterance. Notice that this could be a mistake. Perhaps they are looking at the stretcher 

while behind them lies a large scattering of garbage. It is possible that the utterance 

refers to the garbage-litter instead. 

When a person disambiguates multiple meanings of a word they must guess 

which of the senses is involved. How do they make this guess? One factor is the 

semantic process of identifying possible meanings. The second is the pragmatic process 

of identifying salient subjects. Likely the listener will only consider possible meanings to 

be things that are around them (other meanings might not even occur to them - unless a 
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bunch of kittens stroll up they are unlikely to search for such behind the stretcher). In 

most cases it wouldn't even occur to a listener that the speaker might have meant kittens. 

Why not? Because the listener has a belief about what is appropriate communicative 

behavior for someone asking for assistance, guided by presuppositional maxims like 

those suggested by Lewis. When a person makes a request, they want you to be able to 

understand it so they will probably make that request clear. Thus it is a good guess that if 

there is an immediately apparent instance of one sense of a multiple sense word and none 

of the others, then the speaker probably meant the apparent sense. That is, the listener 

presupposes that the speaker is being obvious in order to obtain a particular first guess 

proposition regarding the meaning of the utterance. In a case where multiple senses of 

the word seem equally apparent, our belief that the speaker is trying to be helpful is no 

use, and we cannot adequately judge what they mean. 

In other cases of multiple senses, we are forced to utilize beliefs not about nouns 

but verbs or adjectives ("Can you run to the store?" or "The leaves are green."). In each 

case, we use a belief about what the most appropriate sense of the word would be in the 

current context to inform our choice. Thus disambiguation, as part of the process of 

understanding, may be explained using presupposition. 

A similar process is involved in cases of reference assignment. Frequently, the 

pragmatic quality of salience will be the determining factor. Earlier, I discussed at the 

importance of making presuppositions regarding the subject of forthcoming sentences on 

the basis of the current topic of conversation. "Jack is funny. He can pilot an airplane." 

Since I believe the speaker wants me to understand, they must mean that Jack can pilot an 

airplane. Examples of reference assignment rely on beliefs similar to disambiguation - 
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such as observing the nearest "Joe" or the most topically relevant "Joe's book". 

Again they may rely on features of the world and situation rather than conversational 

momentum. It is worth noting that these beliefs can be false and when they are the 

processes of disambiguation and reference assignment break down and communication 

fails. In fact. the success of this explanation for why these processes can and do Sail is 

part of its appeal. 

The recovery of ellipsed material is perhaps the most interesting of the three, 

although the beliefs involved are quite similar. For example, in understanding the reply 

"On the table." to the question "Have you seen my book?" we utilize the belief that the 

reply is given as a reply and this assumption of usefulness allows interpretation. 

Interestingly, a variety of meanings could be communicated depending on the tone of the 

reply. A variety of levels of certainty ranging from "The book is definitely on the table." 

to "The book might possibly be on the table." can all be communicated with the same 

words and subtle variations in expression and tone. Still other tones could convey that 

the correct proposition to guess is "The book is probably on the table," but that a further 

implicated meaning is "The book is probably on the table and please stop pestering me." 

The recovery of ellipsed materials, along with reference assignment and, to a 

lesser extent, disambiguation, rely on presuppositional maxims that are very similar to the 

conversational maxims used to generate implicatures. They all assume some level of 

cooperativeness in the speaker. Ellipsed material in particular resembles implicatures 

because it adds meaning that bears no semantic relation to the words uttered." But since 

'' In this example, none of the words "on", "the", or "table" have any semantic possibility of representing 

"book". Yet the concept of book is vitally connected to the proposition obtained. 



these processes are required to obtain a proposition at all, and since implicatures can 

be then generated from utterances that required ellipsed material recovery, we can see 

that the two functions are distinct within the overall process of understanding. 

What is special about these three cases - disambiguation, reference assignment, 

and recovery of ellipsed material - is that they seem to rely on the same sorts of beliefs 

that are invoked in the process of discovering implicatures. Not all presuppositions fall 

into this description, but many do. Other types of beliefs that may be presupposed 

include appropriate domains for terms like "all" or "somc", or the level of sophistication 

of the context, such as the difference of meaning that "being" may adopt in academic and 

casual contexts. Carston's three cases do not encompass all of presupposition, but they 

are contained by it. Considering their origin, it is unsurprising that they are the ones most 

closely related to Gricean implicature, and apparent why they were so important in 

breaking down the barrier between pragmatics and explicit content. Disambiguation, 

reference assignment, and recovery of ellipsed material are conducted by the interaction 

of the semantic skeletal form evolving as an utterance is heard with beliefs about the 

motivations and intentions of the speaker. 

Given these specific treatments, a certain consequence of my overall account can 

be observed: The process of converting sensory data to understanding involves two 

elements - rules and beliefs. Beliefs that are used prior to obtaining a proposition are 

called presuppositions. Others are not. But regardless of how they are classified, these 

are the two elements involved. Furthermore since all rules a person knows are, in a 

sense, beliefs of a sophisticated (and sometimes unconscious) kind, understanding 

involves the interaction of sensory perceptions with beliefs. A philosophical and 
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physiological account of beliefs would thus appear to be a useful project outstanding 

in the community. 

The Principle of Functional Independence 

I have neither the expertise nor the bravado to make major claims about how the 

brain actually carries out the processes I have described in this thesis. I can only argue 

that it must carry them out in some fashion in order for our ability to understand to be 

itself understood. In particular, since propositions are necessary as the explanatory force 

behind our ability to deal with truth values relative to the world, I have had to assume that 

our mind utilizes propositions, and that it does this at neither the start nor the termination 

of the understanding process but somewhere in the middle. I have written of the mind's 

ability to understand an expression without believing it to be true, and this ability seems 

to necessitate the existence of a faculty in the mind for holding propositions separate 

from the propositions more generally believed by it. I have proposed two separate tasks 

for the mind to undertake in the business of understanding the influx of messages it 

constantly receives. On the one hand it must be an incredibly powerful and efficient 

generator of propositions, and on the other it must also be an incredibly flexible and 

subtle evaluator of those propositions. 

Robyn Carston proposed that the means of distinguishing an explicature from an 

implicature was on the standard of functional independence. Recanati pointed that her 

actual approach would more accurately be called logical independence, and suggested 

that this sort of principle was doomed to failure. Yet his own accounts failed to be 

principled in the right sort of way. 



My account of the operations of the mind provides a different but still 

principled way of explaining "functional independence". Since I have proposed two 

distinct tasks (or functions) for the comprehension faculty of the mind, I can state a 

principle that may be appealed to in order to distinguish an explicature from an 

implicature. This is a new Principle of Functional Independence, where that principle is 

of a cognitive independence rather than a logical one. 

The Principle of (Cognitive) Functional Independence states that we can 

distinguish between explicit and implicit elements of the total signification of an 

utterance because these elements occur exclusively before and after the discovery of a 

proposition based on the utterance respectively, and that there can be no satisfying 

account of how understanding progresses which does not contain propositions as well as 

cognitive functions on both sides of those entities. In some cases we can simply 

assemble the appropriate meaning of an utterance, in others we need a first guess 

proposition to give us a stepping-stone to the full understanding. 

While I defer the psychological or neurological task of explaining these processes, 

I believe that the proposition can provide a clear dividing line between explicit and 

implicit content. However, it is worth remembering that in my account, propositions 

obtained from utterances are guesses that might well vary from listener to listener. The 

explanatory power provided by the Principle of (Cognitive) Functional Independence is 

in allowing us to give an account of what occurred in a particular listener in a 

theoretically complete way. The fact that these propositions are not determined from an 

outside standpoint, however, gives rise to the first of two problems that my account must 

face. 



Is it Possible to Understand Correctly'? 

If every proposition obtained from a received utterance is, in some fashion, a 

guess, and if the processes involved in confirming our interpretations are themselves 

partial and uncertain, then how can a receiver ever be right about their interpretation of an 

utterance'? 

It is important at this point to distinguish two distinct issues which might 

otherwise confuse the objection -being right, and knowing that you're right. Can a 

person ever know that they have interpreted correctly? No. At least, not with absolute 

certainty. In the earlier example of Steve and Hunter's discussion about Katie Albright, 

Steve believes he has correctly revised his interpretations of Hunter's utterances. But, 

even at the end of the conversation, it is possible that Hunter knows a different Katie 

Albright than Steve does, or that Hunter is simply trying to confuse or deceive Steve. As 

long as all communication has a pragmatic element - namely the assumption that the 

speaker is in some sense attempting to be cooperative - there remains the possibility of 

error. Even though it is usually in everybody's interest to conform to certain practices 

with regards to language and communication, humans sometimes act contrary to that 

interest. Of course, if Hunter doesn't further correct Steve in the above example, we 

might say that Steve is well justified in believing his new interpretations are correct. For 

some epistemological accounts this will be sufficient, for others not. What is clear is that 

there is no case where one can be absolutely certain without even the slightest possibility 

of error that one has understood an utterance. 

The deeper issue, however, regards the possibility of being right about an 

interpretation whethcr one is aware of that state or not. Can a proposition be transmitted 
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frum one mind to another? Experience suggests that we are capable of understanding 

one another, so it would be a serious problem for any theory that didn't allow this 

possibility. 

In my account, a listener may be said to have "gotten it right7', or understood 

correctly, if they have interpreted the utterance to mean a proposition intended by the 

speaker. I want to be extremely cautious about this definition, however, because there 

are some cases of getting it right that do not involve obtaining a particular proposition 

that is in the mind of the speaker. For example, suppose that a public speaker is giving an 

address on the dangers of racism. The speaker says, "You all know the sort of behavior 

I'm talking about. How would you like it if people treated you that way?" A particular 

listener in the crowd may interpret the speaker as talking about the sorts of discriminatory 

behavior they conduct in the workplace. They would interpret the second sentence, the 

question, with that context in mind - as a question about how they would feel about being 

discriminated against in the workplace. Another listener may think of a kid that was 

bullied in their neighborhood, and interpret thc sccond question with that context in mind. 

There seems to be good reason to think that both listeners have "gotten it right" even 

though they interpret the speaker somewhat differently. Here it seems that the speaker 

may be speaking without a particular proposition in mind, but rather a class of acceptable 

interpretations to be had. The speaker would not, for example, consider a listener to have 

understood if they thought the utterance meant that one should never speak to people of 

other races. Thus, it is not the case that we can measure the correctness of' an 

interpretation merely by comparing i t  to a proposition that exists in the mind of the 



speaker, but it must be possible to inlerprel ulterances to propositions within an 

acceptable range of the speaker's intention. 

Furthermore, it is important to notice that in everyday contexts we are used to 

dealing with degrees of rightness. That is, in an effort to communicate a point, we often 

determine (on the basis of verbal or other feedback) that a listener has not understood us 

completely, although they were close. Sometimes it takes multiple attempts at expressing 

a certain idea to capture in words the idea one is trying to convey. In other cases, 

however, we might think that a person has interpreted "close enough" to have 

understood. Suppose that two friends are gossiping about a married couple they know. If 

the first implies some infidelity by one of the couple, the other may think they are 

implying this as part of an ongoing trend of behavior. Even though the interpreter may 

have gone too far in this extension, they are certainly closer to a correct interpretation 

than someone who thought that the speaker was trying to imply that the couple were 

embezzling money from each other. One of the reasons that a speaker may choose to be 

less than fully precise in their expression is because it genuinely doesn't matter which of 

a host of related propositions the interpreter obtains, as long as they understand one of 

them. Even if some of the details are misinterpreted, we might say that someone has 

understood well enough. 

What the above examples show is that even though. under my account, it seems 

nearly impossible for a particular proposition to pass from one mind to another by the 

process of communication, this isn't a problem because it is not the standard by which we 

truly measure success in the communicative endeavor. 
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Another problem with the idea that we can measure success by direct 

transmission of propositions comes from the fact that it is simply unclear whether or not 

people consider something an interpretive success regardless of the method that was used 

to obtain it. For example, suppose that I go to my neighbor to convince him to look after 

my house while I'm away for the weekend. I say to him, "I just wanted to let you know 

I'll be away this weekend." Suppose, instead of realizing that I am implying that he 

ought to look out for my house, the neighbor thinks I am attempting to communicate the 

literal fact that I will be away.8' He then reasons that since I'll bc away, he (as a good 

neighbor) ought to keep an eye on my house. In this way a causal account can be made 

from the act of my utterance to the existence in his mind of a proposition that I intended. 

But did my neighbor understand me? Consider this exchange: 

"I just wanted to let you know I'll be away this weekend." 

"If you give me a key I'll come water your plants and check on things." 

"Thanks. 1'11 bring it over tonight." 

Even in this extended conversation I am unaware of the difference between what the 

neighbor interpreted and what I intended. He thinks he's volunteering out of the blue, I 

think he's granting my request. We may never know that this difference occurred. I may 

believe it a successful communication. After all, the motivation behind the attempt was 

satisfied by the outcome. On that standard, as well as the standard of whether or not the 

82 A Gricean implicature account would point to the fact that I chose the more arcane "I just wanted to let 

you know that.. ." as suggestive of the existence of a hidden meaning since it seems to add nothing to the 

literal meaning of the expression, but perhaps my neighbor has missed this subtlety. 
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proposition occurred in his mind, it was a success. But process might also be an 

issue. We may want to say that my neighbor did not understand what I meant. 

Suppose, however, that we grant that there is some, albeit hazy, standard by 

which we can measure whether or not a person has understood correctly, and that this 

standard has something to do with getting close to an intended proposition by some 

reasonable method or methods. Given that no two people have exactly the same 

command of a given language, and given that no two people have exactly the same set of 

beliefs about the world, is it possible for someone to interpret utterances generated by 

another person correctly? I propose that there are some simple cases where under the 

softened standard I have argued for above, it is clearly possible. It is not necessary that 

two communicators share all the same beliefs and semantic possibilities for a language, 

only that they share the relevant ones to the instance. "The cat is under the deck." for 

example ought to be successfully understood by any competent language speaker in the 

vicinity of the utterance who is aware of the salient cat and deck. Examples like Grice's 

"There's a garage around the comer." show that this conclusion extends into at lcast 

some implicatures. Given the sorts of mutual presuppositional activity that two 

conversants can utilize, I propose that the context of normal conversation in familiar 

social settings with people relatively familiar with each other's beliefs and backgrounds 

extends the range of near-certain success to a relatively broad range of complex and 

useful expressions. Unsurprisingly, my account suggests that the more alien the 

situation, the more difficult it will be to communicate rich and complex thoughts. 



The Problem of Language Acquisition in a Non-Compositional Theory 

A second major objection that my account must face is one that has been directed 

against Travis and others who suggest radical context sensitivity in expressions. The 

question here is: How could one ever learn to use such a language? 

Traditional theories have long relied on learnability to support the idea that 

semantics must precede pragmatics in a linear fashion. They argue that what one learns 

first is the semantics and literal meanings of utterances and then only after that 

foundation is laid can one learn pragmatic subtleties like implicatures. Let me approach 

this problem with two more specific issues. The first has to do with children, the second 

with second language learners. 

When does a child understand the meaning of "green"? Put aside the problem of 

the second sense of green - namely young or inexperienced, as in green soldiers - and 

consider a child who can successfully play the "what color is that?'' game. That is, when 

confronted with a green coat or a green chair or a green box, and asked, "What color is 

that?" they reply, "green!" By the standards of most people, the child "understands" 

green. But place the child in an unusual situation: At a picnic an uncle asks the child to 

bring him some green melon. The child goes to the table and sees two types of melon, 

watermelon - which is green on the outside and red on the inside - and honeydew - 

yellow on the outside but green within. The child is confused. They do not know what 

their uncle meant. 

Since the child has failed to understand the utterance, and since that failure relates 

to the meaning of the word green, it might be said that the child does not understand 

"green" after all. But is it fair to say that a child, who can function reasonably well in a 
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wide variety of linguistic situations, understands almost none of the words involved 

in those situations? 

Theories that strongly separate semantic and pragmatic elements have always held 

that their account gives a good answer to questions of language learning. Children must 

first learn the core concept behind a word like green, then learn how context selects 

between subtly different senses. But suppose a child is explained the difference between 

internal green-ness and external green-ness. Does it seem likely that in every instance of 

hearing the word green the child considers both possibilities and then selects between 

them? Or is it more likely that the child will still react just as quickly to green coats as 

they have already learned to, and only exercise caution when they encounter melons? 

What I am suggesting here is that the semantics-prior-to-pragmatics account makes 

understanding a great deal more work for a child than my blended account. Clearly a 

child must begin to identify and manipulate pragmatic elements long before it has 

anything close to a complete understanding of the syntax and grammar of a language as 

broad as English. 

To return to the initial question, when does a child understand "green"? I think 

the appropriate response to this question is to point out the way that it fails to be the 

correct question. Asking that question presupposes the existence of a context 

independent entity "green" to which the child's understanding must progress. The 

correct answer to the problem is then to note that the child understands "green" in some 

contexts but not in others. 

Consider a person on the street, a non-philosopher if you will, and evaluate 

whether or not they understand the word "being". You might think they did, since i t  is a 



139 
simple word. Then present them with a section of Sartre's Being. and Nothingness 

and ask the same question. It might well seem as gibberish to them without a technical 

understanding of the word. And yet they get along perfectly well when a friend describes 

a trip to Paris: "I was inspired just being in the presence of the works of the masters." If 

this is not a conundrum in the case of adults, why should it be so for children? In the 

case of a child understanding green, it is merely that they have had experience with a 

good deal fewer contexts of green than a normal adult has. 

How then does a child learn a deeply pragmatic language? Once context at a 

time. The process invokes Wittgenstein's idea of language games, and families of 

similarity. Lahav puts it this ways3: 

One can figure out that, for example, a red box is red outside by making 

an analogy - and not a trivial one - to red houses and balls, but not to red 

crystals or watermelons.. . [I]t seems reasonable to expect that what makes 

a red box or crystal or watermelon red is something that has to do with a 

network of similarity relationships to paradigmatical cases.. . 

Far from being un-learnable, pragmatic infected approaches seem to be the only learnable 

kind. Semantic first approaches require the learner to memorize vast lists of possible 

senses and apply them across all contexts, while my account would allow a gradual 

accumulation of understanding with a growing familiarity with the many contexts of 

communication. 

Another level suggested for this problem is to question how children could learn 

various idioms that have conventional meanings separate from the meanings of the 

X3 Lahav, Ran p278 



words. This broaches the topic from the other direction, suggesting that there are 

linguistic elements that must be learned purely pragmatically. But somc idioms do seem 

to have a partial relation to the meanings of the words involved. The American Journal 

of Speech - Language Pathology published the following analysis by Nippold, Maron, 

and ~chwartz": 

There is evidence that young people employ a variety of strategies to learn 

different types of idioms (Nippold & Taylor, 1995). This position is 

consistent with the information-processing hypothesis of Burgess and 

Chiarello (1996), who have argued that figurative expressions such as 

idioms are comprehended through a "dynamic interplay" of top-down 

pragmatic and bottom-up semantic processes. Pragmatically, meaning is 

gained by attending to the linguistic context in which the expression 

occurs, which can include information about the speakers' intention in 

using the expression and details concerning the situation. Semantically, 

meaning is gained by attending to the individual words that make up the 

expression, a process that is more profitable with transparent idioms (e.g.. 

keep a straight face). It is likely that, when context clues are limited, the 

learner must rely more heavily on features of the idiom itself, and that 

when the idiom is opaque (e.g., kick the bucket), the context must be 

scrutinized more carefully. Having prior exposure to the idiom may help 

to offset the disadvantages of limited context clues and high opacity. 

X4 Nippold, Marilyn Maron, Catharine Schwarz, Iisa "Idiom Understanding in preadolescents: Synergy in 

action", American Journal of Speech - Language Pathology, Rockville May 200 1 
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Idiom interpretation is therefore seen as a flexible activity that lends itself to a 

variety of strategies that can be combined in different ways depending on 

the needs of the learner and other circumstances surrounding the 

expression. 

It seems to me that this research is highly suggestive of a dynamic interplay of semantic 

and pragmatic forces throughout the process of idiom (and more generally of language) 

acquisition. 

A second face to this same problem is the question of whether or not second 

language learners can understand the new language. Suppose an adult from another 

country comes to Canada and learns English. They come from a place where 

communicative practices may be much different from English. It is unsurprising that 

these people struggle with idioms, but moderate experience in the language can overcome 

that obstacle. When it comes to implicatures, however, there is a bigger problem - these 

depend on beliefs about what it is appropriate to expect others to know, believe, or 

convcy. The shared cultural stock of all those raised in a linguistic community are not 

available to this new learner. With this problem I choose to bite the bullet. I agree that 

according to my view, foreign language speakers will not be able to fully understand 

native speakers for a long time after they have learned the basic meanings of words and 

sentences. Only a long immersion in and integration into the practices of the new culture 

can break old interpretive habits. 

By the same principle, complete and effective translation from one language to 

another does not seem possible. While it might be possible to translate words and 

expressions, how could one ever "translate" the expectations required for an implication 
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through absence (such as "He has nice handwriting.") to be generated in a culture that 

does not share the same expectations'? These are not attachcd to the words but rather 

underlie the practice of using those words. A determined effort to be literal can help 

minimize these effects but is ultimately limiting in what ideas the speaker is able to utter. 

I should note that questions of language acquisition are still actively being 

researched by developmental psychologists and linguists. If this paper serves no purpose 

other than to open alternative lines of explanation for data that doesn't neatly marry the 

semantics before pragmatics approach, then i t  will have scored a sipificant victory. But 

I believe that the account's ability to resolve other issues, such as existential 

presuppositions and the question of the implicit / explicit divide increascs its valuc from 

interesting speculation to the status of a genuine candidate for the explanation ol'the 

process of understanding. 

In considering the various problems discussed in this chapter, I have endeavored 

to show how my account can provide natural seeming solutions to particular problcms 

while easily inlegating those solutions into the overall picture of communication. This 

broadness is, I hope, one of the most appealing features of the account. Even i f  one 

might disagree with my resolution on a particular issue, perhaps the sheer number of 

difficulties that can be dealt with will be compelling. While there must certainly remain 

some examples and objections that I have not been able to address. I hope that this 

chapter has served to further illuminate the view and face down thc most obvious 

objections. 
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To conclude, I would like to answer as shortly as possible the simple question 

that underlies my project: How is it you can understand what someone means, not what 

they say? 

You can understand what someone means, instead of what they say, because you 

have a broad familiarity with what would be the appropriate meaning of many 

expressions in many different contexts, and you can be well assured that the people 

around you share that familiarity. Once you and they are assured of this familiarity, you 

may all begin to play with these expectations to imply, to short cut, and to greatly 

increase the subtlety of your utterances. 



Epilogue 

Suffice it to say, this thesis is far from the end to the matter as far as the human 

behavior of understanding is concerned. I have tried to lay out a possible alternative to 

the mainstream strategy for dealing with understanding, but I am certain that more 

explanation and discussion would be required before this account could be adequately 

labeled a theory of communication. 

For starters, this account is (at best) half the story of communication. I have not 

made any significant ground on the question of how utterers generate the utterances they 

use to express their ideas. These processes seem at least as complicated as those used to 

understand expressions and questions of how conscious we are of those processes are 

equally of concern. A full theory of communication would need to provide an account of 

both sides of the process. 

Secondly, I feel that scientific research into child development, the successfulness 

of translations, the effects of literacy on the processes of the brain, and the ways in which 

mental malfunction can effect communicative practices will be very important to answer 

these sorts of questions in the long run. An account such as mine is important in the way 

that it provides a possible interpretive framework for results, but it must nonetheless be 

answerable to those results in terms of internal consistency and coherence with the larger 

understanding of the world that science presents to us. 

It may be interesting for the reader to know that the reason I got involved in this 

topic was originally to provide a framework for a later discussion on the meanings of 

texts and sub-texts, on alternative epistemologies that rely on narrative rather than 
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abstraction, and the possibility of communication through meaningful action. I 

sought a way to justify meaning in units separate from sentences (i.e. movies) from an 

initially semantic point of view and in this way perhaps begin to provide an analytic 

account of the subject matter of semiotics. Of course, the task of providing that 

grounding proved to be an entire project of its own, but I hope that my account might be 

useful in bridging the gap between scientific minded philosophers on one hand, and 

narrative epistemologists on the other. Looking back on it, however. it seems quite a 

small bridge for such a very large gap. 
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