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Minimalism versus Contextualism in Semantics*
Abstract

In Insensitive Semantics, Herman Cappelen and Ernie Lepore argue for a minimalist approach to semantics and against the currently more popular contextualist stance. I agree with this overall outlook, but will suggest in this chapter that their way of framing the debate between these two semantic programmes actually serves to obscure some key issues. Specifically, I will argue that the version of radical contextualism they give is not radical enough, while their version of semantic minimalism is not minimal enough.
I think it is fair to say that not so long ago in philosophy of language formal semantic theories occupied the central ground: not everyone pursued a formal approach to theories of meaning, but lots of people did.
 These days, the natural descendent of the formal approach, known as minimalism, has been consigned to the margins: not everyone rejects minimalism, but lots of people do. Minimalism is rejected in favour of contextualism: roughly, the idea that pragmatic effects are endemic throughout truth-evaluable semantic content. In Insensitive Semantics (henceforth IS) Herman Cappelen and Ernie Lepore (henceforth C&L) try to redress this balance by presenting a robust defence of minimalism. I agree with lots of what they write: I too would like to defend minimalism against the contextualist hoard and I think, as do C&L, that the way to do it is to reject things like the contextualist’s context-shifting arguments. Furthermore, I think the reasons for rejection are, broadly speaking, the reasons C&L give. So, it might seem that there is little for me to say in this chapter. Unfortunately, however, even though advocates of minimalism are thin on the ground and even though I believe we ought to present a united front to the opposition, I do have some concerns about the way in which C&L frame the debate.
 So, in this paper I’m going to suggest that C&L fail to locate the core of the debate between the two semantic programmes and that, as a result, the kind of minimalism they end up advocating concedes too much to the contextualist camp. However, despite the negative aims of this paper, it should be remembered that, overall, I believe C&L are on the right side in semantics.
The structure of the paper is as follows: in the next section I’ll introduce the players in the debate a little further, outlining the minimalist and contextualist positions and sketching the contextualist arguments against minimalism. Then, in §2, I’ll explore the nature of contextualism in more detail, looking in particular at C&L’s use of the terms ‘radical contextualism’ and ‘moderate contextualism’ and seeing who falls under which label. I will argue that the definitions they give for their own terms fails to capture the true divide in the contextualist camp and suggest an alternative reading which partitions the figures in the way that they want. Then, in §3, I’ll turn to the nature of minimalism and consider a number of properties which could be taken to be constitutive of the minimalist approach. I will suggest that it is one of these properties, formalism, which is essential but that, given this feature, the kind of minimalism C&L ultimately advocate turns out not to be minimal enough. 
§1)
The Debate Between Minimalism and Contextualism

As noted above, contextualists want to claim that pragmatic effects are endemic throughout the literal truth-evaluable content expressed by sentences. Depending on the way in which we understand various technical terms, we might say that the contextualist is committed to rich pragmatic effects throughout what is said by a sentence, or throughout the proposition expressed, or throughout semantic content. In what follows, I’ll use this last terminology, taking contextualists to claim that pragmatics infects semantic content in a substantial way.
 Contextualism is the natural descendent of speech act theories of meaning, a school of thought embracing the later Wittgenstein, Austin, Sellars and many others. Exactly who counts as a contextualist in the current arena is a question we will return to below, but we might think of Travis, Searle, Recanati, and the relevance theorists (Sperber and Wilson, Carston, and many others) as the seminal figures here. The natural enemy of the contextualist, then, is the minimalist. According to minimalists there are minimal propositions (or minimal truth conditions, or minimal-whatever-else-a-semantic-theory-might-run-on) which are the result of little or no pragmatic processing and which are available to provide the literal meaning of sentences. These minimal propositions are not equivalent to what people uttering sentences normally communicate, but that, the minimalist claims, is no objection to minimal propositions as providers of semantic content. Minimalists are the descendents of those who advocated formal approaches to meaning, a school of thought with a long history, embracing theorists like Frege, the early Wittgenstein, and Carnap. Exactly who counts as a minimalist is a question we will return to in §3.
Contextualists run a number of arguments against the minimalist view that pragmatic effects play only a very limited role in semantic content, as follows:

i) Context Shifting:

Imagine that Jill is five years old and five feet tall. Intuitively, relative to a context of utterance in which five year olds are being discussed, the proposition literally expressed by an utterance of ‘Jill is tall’ is true since Jill is tall for a five year old. However, relative to a context in which basketball players are being discussed the proposition expressed is false, since Jill is not tall for a basketball player. A change in truth value for the proposition literally expressed by the utterance of a sentence, without any change in the relevant facts (i.e. Jill does not grow or shrink between contexts), entails that the sentence is in some way context sensitive. It expresses different propositions in different contexts of utterance. Thus, although the sentence ‘Jill is tall’ doesn’t (obviously) contain any of the usual suspects for context sensitivity (such as an indexical or a demonstrative), it seems that the sentence is context sensitive anyway.

ii) Incompleteness:

Some sentences on their own fail to express complete propositions so there is no ‘minimal proposition’ for these sentences to express. For instance, there is no proposition expressed by the sentences ‘Steel isn’t strong enough’ or ‘Jill is ready’. We only reach the level of a proposition once we find out from a context of utterance what steel isn’t strong enough for or what Jill is ready to do. Thus although these sentences don’t (obviously) contain any of the usual suspects for context sensitivity, it seems they are context sensitive anyway.
iii) Inappropriateness:

Some sentences express complete propositions without contextual enrichment, but these propositions are not the ones speakers express by uttering those sentences. For instance, we could specify a minimal proposition, free from contextual enrichment, for sentences like ‘There is nothing to eat’, or ‘Mending the bridge will take some time’, or ‘Jack has had breakfast’, but what speaker’s who produce these sentences actually assert are enriched propositions such as There is nothing to eat in the house, Mending the bridge will take a significant amount of time, and Jack has had breakfast today. Thus although the sentences don’t (obviously) contain any of the usual suspects for context sensitivity, it seems that they are context sensitive anyway.
iv) Indeterminacy:

One might argue that, at the level of thought, content is indeterminate unless one specifies a context of thinking. If this is right, then there could be no source for the determinacy of linguistic content outside a context of use. This line of argument against the kind of determinate linguistic content supposed by the minimalist seems to be endorsed by Charles Travis.

In IS, C&L concentrate on arguments (i) and (ii). In fact, they claim that these are the only arguments adduced in favour of contextualism in the literature (IS: 9-10). However, while (i) and (ii) are the main arguments given in favour of the contextualist view, it does seem that at least some advocates of contextualism also appeal to arguments like (iii) and (iv). With this in mind, let’s turn now to consider the nature of contextualism in a little more detail.

§2)
Versions of Contextualism:

In their initial description of the opponents of minimalism, C&L draw a fundamental divide between what they call ‘radical’ and ‘moderate’ contextualists:

Radical contextualists: claim that every expression of a natural language is context sensitive (IS: 5-6).
Moderate contextualists: claim that some expressions of a natural language, which are not obviously context sensitive, are in fact context sensitive (IS: 7).

For C&L, radical contextualists include Travis, Searle, Recanati and the relevance theorists, while moderate contextualists include those who argue for the context sensitivity of quantified phrases (e.g. Stanley and Szabo), belief statements (e.g. Richard and Perry) and epistemic claims (e.g. DeRose). C&L then have two main aims: first they aim to show that moderate contextualism is doomed to collapse into radical contextualism. Second, they aim to show that radical contextualism is fatally flawed.
However, as far as I can see, few (if any) of the theorists C&L classify as radical contextualists actually fit the definition they give for this position. The problem is that many of these theorists run inappropriateness arguments against minimalism (given as (iii) in the previous section). For instance, in Robyn Carston’s 2002 defence of relevance theory she explicitly distinguishes between incompleteness arguments against minimalism (where appeals to pragmatic processes are necessary to yield a complete proposition since the linguistic content of a sentence alone fails to do so) and cases where appeals to pragmatic processes are necessary to yield the proposition expressed even though the sentence itself is capable of yielding a proposition without such contextual input. Thus she writes:

There is a second set of cases for which a pragmatic process is required to arrive at the proposition intended by the speaker, even though the representation recovered without this process is fully propositional and could, therefore, be argued to constitute what is said by the utterance.

The examples she gives for this second class include ‘Something has happened’ and ‘I haven’t eaten lunch’. In each case the suggestion is that the sentence itself, prior to pragmatic processing, can yield a complete proposition, though not the one the speaker intended to convey. Furthermore, Carston is not alone in utilising this form of argument; for instance, it is also explicitly appealed to in Recanati 2004: 23.
Now minimalists, including C&L, will obviously seek to reject the claim that these cases support contextualism and they will do so by driving a wedge between semantic content and speech act content. However, the point at issue here is whether someone like Carston is even entitled to run the argument that she does. For endorsing an inappropriateness argument entails the denial of the claim that every expression of a natural language is context sensitive (since some sentences are assumed to deliver complete propositions prior to pragmatic input). Thus an inappropriateness argument should not be available to any radical contextualist. Two thoughts suggest themselves here: perhaps C&L were simply wrong to class relevance theorists as radical contextualists, rather they should be seen as lying on the moderate side of the divide, claiming that most but not all expressions are context-sensitive. However, this way of carving things up seems somewhat odd, since relevance theory is usually taken as an archetypal instance of the strongest variety of contextualism. On the other hand, then, perhaps C&L should not have characterised radical and moderate contextualists in the way they did. Perhaps the real division does come between theorists like Sperber and Wilson, Carston, Recanati and Travis on the one side and moderate contextualists (theorists like Stanley and Szabo) on the other, but not for the reason that C&L give.
 It is this latter possibility that I want to explore now.

As noted, C&L divide radical and moderate contextualists in terms of the number or range of expressions they treat as context sensitive (all expressions being context sensitive makes you a radical contextualist, less than all a moderate one). I’ve suggested that under this definition not everyone they call a radical contextualist really is one. However there is another respect in which C&L’s characterisation of their opponents seems debatable, for it seems that the kind of contextualist they really have in their sights is one who wants to extend the basic set of context sensitive terms to include a number of other expressions (perhaps ranging to include all expressions). That is to say, it is someone who argues that, for instance, ‘red’ and ‘man’ and ‘knows’ are just like ‘I’ and ‘now’ and ‘tomorrow’, for all such expressions provide syntactic triggers via
 which features of the context of utterance come to contribute to semantic content. Perhaps the clearest example of a theorist in this mould is the advocate of a ‘surprise indexical’ or a ‘hidden indexical’ approach for some class of terms.
 So for instance we find Stanley and Szabo arguing that every common noun in fact cohabits at the syntactic level with a hidden indexical.
 On this kind of view it is clear what makes a term like ‘man’ context sensitive: it is the presence in the term’s basic syntactic structure of a genuinely indexical element, an element whose function precisely is to take one from a context of utterance to a content. Given this sort of contextualism, C&L seem right to object both that ordinary speakers don’t put ‘man’ on their list of context-sensitive terms and that such expressions fail their three tests for genuine context sensitivity.

However it seems that not all contextualists are proposing a hidden indexical view when they reject the minimalist dictum that contextual inputs to literal content should be maximally constrained. Rather it seems that what they are proposing is that there are forms of context-sensitivity not capturable on the model of the context-sensitivity of the members of the Basic Set. For instance, Travis apparently rejects the idea that the context sensitivity he is concerned with should be treated as simply on a par with that exhibited by indexicals and demonstratives:

There are several respects in which the present phenomena are unlike central cases where the parameters approach seems promising. One difference is this. In the central cases, such as ‘I’ and ‘now’, pointing to given parameters seems to be part of the terms meaning what they do….By contrast, it is not part of what ‘green’ means, so far as we can tell, that speakings of it speak of, or refer to, such-and-such parameters. If its contribution, on a speaking, to what is said is a function of some parameters – say, implausibly, the speaker’s intentions – saying so is not part of what ‘green’ means. The parameter approach does not automatically suggest itself as it did with ‘I’.

More explicitly, Carston 2002 identifies what she calls the ‘Isomorphism Principle’, one formation of which she cites from Fodor and Lepore 1991: 333: If a sentence S expresses the proposition P, then syntactic constituents of S express the constituents of P. Discussing various examples which look prima facie problematic for the Principle, she writes that the approach she supports ‘allows that pragmatic processes can supply constituents to what is said [i.e. to the proposition expressed] without any linguistic pointer, in which case the Isomorphism Principle does not hold’.
 So, it would seem that relevance theory (at least as Carston envisages it) is not simply a variant of the hidden indexical view.
 

What these quotes highlight, I think, is that many contextualists do not think of all context sensitivity as on a par with that displayed by members of the Basic Set. Rather they hold that there are some contextual effects which cannot be traced to any element in the grammatical form of a sentence. Although C&L do recognise the contextualist move to incorporate instances of pragmatic intrusion without syntactic trigger, or what we might call top-down pragmatic effects, in their initial characterisation of contextualism (IS: 9), they treat it entirely on a par with a move to expand the Basic Set. Yet they give no argument to support this equivalence.
 Furthermore, it is not clear that there can be any way of expanding the Basic Set to include an additional grammatical item to accommodate the effects we are interested in, since ex hypothesi these effects are not grammatically triggered. Thus the idea that we can make do with a single model of how context affects content, based on the behaviour of words like ‘I’ and ‘that’, seems problematic. 

It seems to me, then, that the key question to ask in classifying theorists here is not ‘how many expressions do you think are context sensitive?’ but ‘what do you think are the mechanisms of context sensitivity?’ Specifically, we should ask whether a theorist allows the context of utterance to act on semantic content even when such action is not demanded by the syntax of the sentence.’
 Thus we might borrow C&L’s terminology to mark this rather different distinction. From this perspective, we might think of moderate contextualists as those who think all context-sensitivity mirrors that to be found amongst members of the Basic Set. Since they deny the Basic Set assumption we might not count such theorists as minimalists, though they share the minimalist’s key intuition that there is an exclusively syntactic route to semantic content. Radical contextualists on the other hand, deny this last assumption. For them there can be free pragmatic enrichment, not all contextual effects are triggered by elements in the syntax of a sentence. Notice that, although this is certainly not the way in which C&L define their own terms, the mapping of theorists to positions does now seem to match the one they give, since, on the current definition, relevance theorists and Recanati do count as radical contextualists. However, we should also note that redefining things in this way would undermine one of the key arguments of IS: the idea that moderate contextualism is doomed to collapse into radical contextualism. With the positions understood as making claims about the range of context sensitive expressions this prediction of collapse seems potentially plausible, but with the positions understood as making claims about the mechanisms of context sensitivity it seems wrong.
To summarise: an initial, apparently quite minor point concerns C&L’s terminology. Any contextualist who runs an ‘inappropriateness’ line of argument against minimalism cannot be a radical contextualist in C&L’s terms. So it seems to me that they are mistaken to count (at least some) relevance theorists and Recanati in this camp. However, on closer inspection, I think this minor point reveals a rather more substantial worry. C&L seem to treat all forms of contextualism as advocating some kind of extension of the Basic Set; however there is reason to think that the most strident contextualists have a stronger claim than this in mind. For they suggest not merely that there are more context-sensitive terms than the minimalist admits, but that the model of context-sensitivity she offers, in terms of the behaviour of the members of the Basic Set, is inadequate to cope with the vast range of contextual effects on semantic content. Sometimes context gets into the picture without any syntactic trigger – if this is right then it is not merely a question of adding a word or two to the Basic Set but of proffering an entirely different picture of the relationship between semantics and pragmatics. This is a point I’ll return to below, but now let us turn to consider the nature of the opposing minimalist school of thought.
3) The Defining Features of Minimalism

In this section I would like to canvass four features which we might take as definitive of the minimalist approach to semantics. Some are explicitly endorsed by C&L, others are not, but I hope that by exploring this range of features we can see where the argument with contextualism really lies.

i) Propositionalism:

One feature we might envisage minimalism endorsing is ‘propositionalism’. The term is introduced by Kent Bach in his 2006 paper ‘The Excluded Middle’ where he defines it as ‘the conservative dogma that every indexical free declarative sentence expresses a proposition’ (p.XX). Now, prima facie, the question of whether or not sentence content makes it to the propositional level (or is truth-conditional) might not seem to be of much interest or importance. However on closer inspection this matter seems to go right back to the fundamental schism in philosophy of language between those who think that sentences (relativised to contexts of utterance) possess genuine, truth-evaluable content in their own right (and who go on to endorse some kind of formal approach to semantics) and those who think that it is only at the level of the utterance that it makes sense to talk about real meaning or to ask for truth-evaluable content (and who thus advocate a speech act approach to semantics). Contextualists follow the latter school of thought and argue that in a wide range of cases there are good reasons for thinking that no proposition is expressed prior to rich contextual input. The minimalist follows the former school of thought and rejects the contextualists arguments, claiming instead that there are no good reasons to deny propositionality to the contents expressed by (indexical free) sentences, independent of any contextual input.
 

One point we should note at this juncture, however, is that Kent Bach in the same paper in which he introduces the term ‘propositionalism’ also denies that it is an essential feature of a minimalist programme. More specifically, he argues for a position he terms ‘radical minimalism’ which ‘in rejecting Propositionalism…is more radical, indeed, more minimalist than [C&L’s] version of Semantic Minimalism. It does not imagine that sentences that intuitively seem not to express propositions at least express “minimal propositions”. Radical Semantic Minimalism, or simply Radicalism, says that the sentences in question are semantically incomplete – their semantic contents are not propositions but merely “propositional radicals”.’
 Thus, according to Bach at least, it is clearly not definitive of minimalism that it embrace propositionalism. According to Bach, there is a clear division to be drawn between sentences which are incomplete (i.e. fail to express propositions) and those which are not. In the former case, these sentences should not be viewed as context-sensitive – there is no element in the sentence which appeals to the context of utterance – rather they are simply incomplete, expressing propositional radicals not propositions. Since he claims incomplete sentences are not context sensitive (unless they also contain members of the Basic Set), Bach argues that this is a form of minimalism, not contextualism.

However, although I don’t have the space to pursue this point fully, it seems to me that Bach’s radical minimalism risks a potential slide into contextualism.
 For instance, relevance theorists are explicit in claiming that linguistic semantics (the theory dealing with word meaning and rules of composition) fails (at least in many cases) to deliver a proposition:

What are the meanings of sentences? Sentence meanings are sets of semantic representations, as many semantic representations as there are ways in which the sentence is ambiguous. Semantic representations are incomplete logical forms, i.e. at best fragmentary representations of thoughts.

This is not, for them, to say that linguistic semantics is improper or impossible, but simply to note that it deals (in at least some cases) with sub-propositional items. If we want propositional content, according to Sperber and Wilson, then in many cases we need to concentrate on speech acts, just as Bach’s radical minimalism contends.
 Furthermore, it would seem that the fundamental distinction Bach draws in other work between impliciture and implicature (where the former diverges from semantic content only by making explicit material implicit in the utterance, rather than giving further pragmatically conveyed propositions in the sense of Gricean implicatures) might fit well within something like the relevance theoretic framework. For they too are keen to draw a distinction between a pragmatically enhanced proposition which makes explicit material which is implicit in the utterance (their notion of an explicature) and a pragmatically enhanced proposition which spells out further things the speaker might convey by her utterance (implicatures). Thus, although Bach disagrees with any classification of his position as contextualist, still it seems that there are some reasons to view his position alongside that of theorists like Sperber and Wilson. Given these similarities between Bach’s radical minimalism (with its rejection of propositionalism) and at least some contextualist approaches, it seems to me that there remains a good reason to treat propositionalism as a defining feature of minimalism.
 

As an aside here, we might ask why a minimalist should adhere to propositionalism in the first place – is there any reason beyond the negative one that she thinks the contextualist arguments against propositionalism are flawed? Well, one first point to notice is how powerful this negative reason might be thought to be. Since we don’t possess an independent, objective account of exactly what propositions there are in the world, or how to individuate or otherwise characterise these propositions, it seems that the onus of proof lies with the contextualist in showing that the representational content possessed by sentences cannot count as propositional. If she lacks good arguments to this end, and given that ordinary speakers are happy to treat many sentences as expressing propositional content (or as being truth-evaluable – witness the ubiquity of truth-evaluation tests in linguistics), it might well seem that there is simply no reason for the minimalist to refrain from assigning propositional status to all such contents. An additional motivation, however, is suggested by C&L who contend that minimal propositions are required since they play a unique role in communication. As we will see below (§3.iii), I think there are problems with this view. Instead, I would suggest that propositionalism acquires additional motivation from other areas. For instance, I would suggest that propositionalism seems required to underpin our notion of validity. An argument is valid if there is no possible situation in which the premises are true and the negation of the conclusion is also true. However, if sentences express only propositional fragments – a kind of content which is not truth-evaluable – this notion of validity seems destined to collapse. If neither premises nor conclusion are truth-evaluable as they stand how can we consider situations in which they are all true together? I believe it is from areas like this, outside the immediate domain of communication, that minimalism should draw additional support for propositionalism.
This chapter, however, is concerned with an elucidation of minimalism rather than a defence of it, so let’s leave the motivation for propositionalism to one side for now, noting only that the assumption that indexical-free declarative sentences do express complete propositions without pragmatic enrichment may well be thought to be a defining property of minimalism as against contextualism. Yet since C&L don’t explicitly sign up to propositionalism there are obviously further defining features of minimalism which are important to them, so let’s turn to these now. 
ii) The Basic Set Assumption:
As C&L note, ordinary speakers have strong intuitions about which are the context sensitive expressions in their language. If you point out to an English speaker that ‘I’ has the rather odd property of depending for at least part of its meaning on the context in which it is uttered and then ask our subject to list other words ‘like “I” in this respect’ you can expect to be given terms like ‘this’ and ‘that’ and ‘today’, not expressions like ‘man’ and ‘red’ and ‘thirteen’. Minimalists seek to preserve this intuition by admitting only the obviously context sensitive expressions as genuine syntactic triggers for contextual input (C&L thus claim that the class of context sensitive terms is exhausted by those Kaplan listed plus or minus a bit).
 I think C&L are right to treat the Basic Set Assumption as a defining feature of minimalism, but we should be clear about exactly what this assumption commits us to. Specifically, we need to hold apart surprise and hidden indexical views of the kind sketched in §2, which flout the Basic Set assumption, and hidden argument place views, which do not. 
Hidden indexical views are versions of hidden argument place views, but one clearly could advocate hidden argument places where these places are filled by existentially quantified variables rather than by indexicals. C&L recognise that it is only the former view which is actually incompatible with their version of minimalism, however they still reject the hidden argument approach (IS: 97). They don’t discuss their reasons for this rejection in any detail, so it is hard to know why they dislike hidden argument place views so much. Yet I would suggest that, in certain cases at least, such an approach provides a more credible version of minimalism than the one to which C&L are committed.
 For such a view can preserve something like a law of non-contradiction – the idea that a sentence and its negation cannot both be true in the same situation. For instance, consider the sentence ‘Jill is ready’: according to C&L this expresses the minimal proposition that Jill is ready and presumably the sentence expresses something true in any situation in which Jill is ready. On the other hand, the sentence ‘Jill is not ready’ expresses the minimal proposition that Jill is not ready and this presumably expresses something true in any situation in which Jill is not ready. Obviously however there will be innumerable situations in which both sentences are true together (for instance, where Jill is ready to go to the party but not ready to take the exam). Yet, since, for C&L, the second sentence is just the negation of the first, this looks problematic. 

This is a worry which the hidden argument place version of minimalism can avoid. If the underlying form of ‘Jill is ready’ is taken to be of the more complex form [(x Rjx] (where ‘R’ stands for the relationship of being ready) then it is clear how ‘Jill is ready’ and ‘Jill is not ready’ can both be true at the same time, given a narrow scope reading of the negation in the second sentence. Furthermore, I would suggest that this form of minimalism does not turn on suspect intuitions about changes in truth value across contexts (i.e. the ‘context shifting arguments’ outlined in §1). Instead it rests on a concern for non-contradiction and on empirical evidence about the correct lexical entry for our expressions (which will include any available syntactic evidence). So, although C&L reject both hidden indexical and hidden argument place moves, I think minimalism may be a more credible theory if it is allowed to appeal to existentially marked argument places, at least where syntactic evidence for such items is forthcoming.

iii) Semantic content is not speech act content
It is a common move amongst minimalists to deny that semantic content is speech act content. Minimalists have to deny this equivalence since, even if there are such things as minimal propositions, it is clear that they are not what we take to be conveyed in most ordinary communicative exchanges. However, C&L go further than simply denying that semantic content is speech act content, instead they make the stronger claim that semantic content is a proper part of speech act content.
 They suggest that a speaker uttering a given sentence may express any number of propositions (hence they label their position ‘speech act pluralism’) and stress that often the proposition (or propositions) hearers are interested in will not be the minimal one. Nevertheless the semantic content of the sentence will always form part of this larger speech act content. C&L make this move since they wish to avoid the claim that minimal propositions are redundant in an account of communication; instead minimal propositions are taken to have a unique role as ‘fall back’ content in cases of ignorance or mistake, etc. Where one knows next to nothing about the speaker and their context one can still know that they asserted the proposition expressed by the sentence uttered.
However it is not obvious to me that minimalists should embrace the view that the semantic content of a sentence is the content common to all speech acts involving that sentence. For, first, there is reason to think that speakers in general do not assert such propositions, and that hearers in general don’t grasp them. While, second, it seems that semantic content might play the kind of fall back role envisaged without it being part of speech act content. On the first point: it seems that we would normally expect the content of an assertion to be determined at least in part by the contents of the speaker’s mind; what does the person uttering S intend to assert? However, according to Speech Act Pluralism, the mind of the speaker is little or no guide to the content of an assertion, since speakers may well be entirely oblivious to the minimal propositions their sentences express.
 It is likely that the speaker who looks in the fridge and says ‘There is nothing to eat’ would be surprised to learn that they had asserted the quite general proposition that there is nothing to eat (in the universe). Nor will the speaker who utters ‘I’ve eaten’, in response to an invitation to lunch, be aware that they are asserting the general proposition that I’ve eaten (at some point in my past). Furthermore, on at least some occasions, speakers may be aware of the literal meanings of their sentences but explicitly intend not to assert these meanings. So, for instance, a speaker who says ironically, of Jill, ‘She was nice’ absolutely does not want to assert the proposition that Jill was nice.
 Yet, prima facie at least, if a speaker doesn’t think they’ve asserted p this is a reason to treat them as not having asserted p.
 
A second point to note here is that there is also experimental evidence to show that minimal propositions need not play a part in hearers comprehension of communicative exchanges, since hearers sometimes progress to pragmatic interpretation at a local, rather than a sentential, level. So, for instance, there is evidence to suggest that a hearer may recognise the need to assign a metaphorical interpretation to a word or sub-sentential item without first processing the entire sentence in which the word occurs to recover the proposition literally expressed (Gibbs 2002 terms this the ‘direct access’ view). Or again, consider scalar terms: on at least some occasions hearer’s pragmatically enrich scalar terms, e.g. interpreting ‘some’ as containing an upper bound as well as a lower one. Thus an utterance of ‘Some students passed’ may be interpreted as conveying the pragmatically enriched proposition at least one but not all students passed (rather than the weaker proposition yielded by the lexical entry for ‘some’: at least one student passed). Yet there is evidence to suggest that sometimes this pragmatic strengthening takes place at a local level. That is to say, for instance, hearers do not wait for the entire sentence to be processed for literal meaning before strengthening ‘some’ to some but not all.
 Yet, it seems, if communication can be shown to proceed without hearers processing the literal meaning of the sentence, i.e. without grasping minimal propositions, then it seems the claim that minimal propositions have a unique role to play in actual communicative exchanges is undermined.
Finally, we might note that even if minimal propositions do not constitute a proper part of speech act content, and thus that both speakers and hearers can be unaware of them in communicative exchanges, they might still be available to play the kind of fall back role C&L envisage.
 The thought would be that, in cases of ignorance or mistake, where one knows one is not in a position to offer a full (i.e. context-affected) account of what the speaker said when she uttered U in her original context of utterance, one can retreat to the literal meaning of the sentence produced. This is not because there is a guarantee that the speaker did in fact assert the minimal proposition (i.e. not because minimal propositions are a proper part of speech act content), but simply because minimal propositions are (and are known to be) the content any competent language user is guaranteed to be able to recover merely through exposure to the sentence uttered. It is this fact, together with a general feature of communication (namely, that indirect speech acts involving content sentences which share a literal meaning with the speaker’s original utterance are typically judged correct), which guarantees the role of minimal propositions as the content deferred to when information about the context of utterance is insufficient, unreliable or in some way unstable. So, if I know that you said ‘Jill is tall’ but I don’t know what comparison class you had in mind, I can nevertheless report you as having said that Jill is tall (i.e. I can report you using the minimal proposition expressed by your sentence). I can do so because, even if I don’t know much about the context, I know what your words meant. Furthermore, in this case, my report counts as accurate since you would be willing to accept this way of reporting you. On the other hand, if I hear you say ‘She was nice’, referring to Jill who has just left the room, but I don’t realise that you were being ironic, my later report of you as having asserted that Jill was nice may turn out to be inaccurate, since in this case you are unlikely to accept this way of being reported.
 In this situation, I’ve done the best job I could: I’ve accurately reported the literal meaning of your sentence, even though on this occasion that is not what you meant. 

So far, then, I’ve suggested that minimalism is defined by its acceptance of (i) propositionalism and (ii) the Basic Set assumption, just as C&L suggest. I’ve also suggested that all minimalists must envisage a divide between semantic content and speech act content (iii), even though I’ve also argued that the precise formulation of this divide which C&L adopt (whereby semantic content is always a part of speech act content) is an unnecessary development of the strict commitments of minimalism. Now we come to the final feature which I take to be definitive of minimalism: the commitment to formalism. This is a feature which, again, C&L appear to tacitly endorse. However, I want to suggest that a full appreciation of the constraints which formalism places on a theory may serve to show that minimalism is a much more extreme position than C&L envisage.

iv)
Formalism:

As noted at the outset of this chapter, minimalism appears to be the natural descendent of formal theories of meaning. The aim, just as it was for previous formal theories, is to deliver a perfectly general, systematic theory of literal meaning. As C&L note:

Semanticists disagree on what the central semantic features are (truth conditions, intensions, extensions, prototypes, functions from worlds to truth values, stereotypes, situations, or whatever), but they do tend to agree that semantics is a discipline that aims to characterize systematically certain features of linguistic expressions and to do so in a way that captures general truths about languages, and not just truths about particular speakers in specific contexts.

What I take this striving towards systematicity and generality to amount to is a commitment to formalism – the idea that there is an entirely formal (i.e. syntactic) route to semantic content.
 
However, as it stands, this commitment is somewhat vague, for it seems that we might understand it in one of two ways:
a) Every contextual contribution to semantic content is syntactically triggered.

b) Every contextual contribution to semantic content is formally tractable.

C&L are explicit in endorsing (a), indeed it forms the second condition of their initial statement of minimalism: ‘all semantic context sensitivity is grammatically (i.e. syntactically or morphologically) triggered’.
 Notice, however, that, by their definition, it looks as if all contextualists also agree on this condition, since C&L construe contextualists as arguing that some (or in the limit case of the radical contextualist, all) expressions are context-sensitive, in which case context sensitivity remains something which is grammatically coded for. As noted in §2, I disagree with C&L over their definition of moderate and radical contextualists; thus I would argue that while surprise or hidden indexical theorists (those I would classify as moderate contextualists) agree with the minimalist in endorsing (a), the true radical contextualists (Travis, Searle, Recanati and the relevance theorists) actually reject (a). This was the argument of §2; however, the commitment to formalism which I want to concentrate on now is (b).
C&L (along with all contextualists of whatever stripe) reject (b), for they hold that speaker intentions play a role in determining semantic content. For C&L speaker intentions figure at the semantic level to disambiguate ambiguous or polysemous expressions, to precisify vague expressions, and to determine reference assignments for indexicals and demonstratives.
 Yet it seems that speaker intentions must constitute a non-formal aspect of a context of utterance. The argument for this claim emerges from what is known in AI circles as the Frame Problem.

The worry is that, in principle, any piece of information may turn out to be relevant in assigning an intentional state to an agent. So, imagine that you hear Jack say ‘I would like that’ while pointing at a cake. It might seem natural to assign him the intentional state of intending to refer to that cake. However, imagine that you also know that Jack is an avid collector of cake plates, then it might seem more natural to interpret him as intending to refer to the plate the cake is on. Or imagine that you know that Jack and Jill are playing a game in which various foodstuffs stand for various toys, then Jack’s utterance of ‘that’ might be meant to refer to their toy truck. The point here is that assigning intentional states is a defeasible matter: no matter how good an intentional explanation looks to be it can always be defeated by the introduction of new evidence which would account for the agent’s behaviour in some other way.
 Thus there is simply no limit on the amount of contextual evidence which could turn out to be relevant in assigning an intentional state to another. On the other hand, however, it is clear that in practice, there is a limit on the amount of information we take to be relevant in determining the intentional state of another. We don’t laboriously check through everything we know when trying to work out to what Jack might be referring, rather we somehow settle on a tiny fraction of the relevant beliefs and proceed from there. Yet this kind of reasoning process (one which is potentially sensitive to anything one believes, but which in practice looks only to a tiny subset of those beliefs) is clearly a form of inference to the best explanation: it is driven by a consideration of the content of beliefs and representations, not by the syntax of those representations.
 Assigning intentional states to others then is a matter of more than mere syntax. It is not a general computational process but one which is itself highly context sensitive. It thus seems that appealing to current speaker intentions as an integral part of determining semantic content runs counter to the general, systematic and computational aims of semantic theorising.
At times, C&L seem to agree with this point. For instance, as we saw in the last section, a key argument of minimalism is that intuitions about correct indirect speech reports are irrelevant (or at least, are not directly relevant) to semantic theorising. In support of this claim C&L write:
[R]eporters are interested neither in systematicity nor in generality; they aim to convey something about a particular act in a particular context…Reporters draw on information about the specific intentions of, knowledge about, and the history of, a reported speaker…These are features one does not want to solicit when the aim is systematic and general.

However, when Recanati raises the objection that incorporating speaker intentions in a minimalist theory of meaning is a form of cheating, they write that: ‘We find this remark about “cheating” baffling. Why is it cheating?’ (IS: 149). The suggestion of this section is that Recanati is right to view it as a kind of cheating because, if one has in one’s background motivation for minimalism an idea that a semantic theory will provide a general, systematic and syntax-driven account of sentential content, then one cannot appeal to any formally intractable aspects of the context of utterance as an integral part of the determination of that content. This is why the division between what Bach has termed ‘wide’ and ‘narrow’ features of the context is more than a merely terminological matter (IS: 147): incorporating wide features, i.e. speaker intentions, at the semantic level is, if the argument of this section is correct, beyond the scope of the kind of formal, syntax driven approach to meaning the semantic minimalist aims to deliver.
 It seems to me then that a semantic minimalist who remains true to minimalist principles all the way down must eschew current speaker intentions as not semantically relevant. If this is right, then the true test for minimalism is (as it perhaps was all along) how it deals with the existence of those expressions for which it seems uncontroversial that their content is bound up with current speaker intentions. That is to say, the true test of minimalism is how it deals with overtly context sensitive expressions like demonstratives and indexicals.
§4
Conclusion

It seems to me that C&L are wrong to frame the debate between minimalists and contextualists in terms of the range of context sensitive items each one posits, rather I think it should be seen as a debate about the mechanisms which operate within a semantic theory. According to the radical contextualist (as I construe her) pragmatic processes are endemic throughout semantic content, both when grammatically triggered and when only contextually triggered. Furthermore, the aspects of context which intrude on semantic content for the contextualist may take any form, they may include objective features (like who is speaking and when) and they may include features the hearer can only determine abductively (like speaker intentions). On the other hand, according to the minimalist (as I construe her) there is an entirely formal route to meaning. This means not only that every contextual contribution to semantic content must be grammatically marked but also that those features contributed by the context must themselves be formally tractable. This is a much more austere form of minimalism than that recommended by C&L and it remains, of course, a moot point whether a theory with such a restricted base can really do the things required of it. Yet it seems to me that it is this austere theory which really carries the minimalist convictions to their proper conclusion. 
Despite it’s many persuasive arguments against contextualism, then, I see IS as presenting a version of radical contextualism which is not radical enough and a version of minimalism which is not minimal enough. Even if this is right, Insensitive Semantics remains a very important book because it helps us to see that, for instance, contextualist arguments about the context sensitivity of ‘red’ are no more than red herrings, but it does not perhaps constitute the ultimate defence of minimalism it aims to provide.
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� Of course, exactly what constitutes a formal approach to semantics is something which is itself open to question, but it’s not a question I’ll address here.


� C&L recognise that the way they present the debate is somewhat idiosyncratic but argue that it helps to present things as they do because it makes explicit the shared assumptions in the area (IS: 11-14). The present chapter can be seen as raising a worry for this latter claim.


� There is disagreement about the way in which the term ‘semantics’ is deployed in this area. Sperber and Wilson, for instance, use ‘linguistic semantics’ to talk just about that portion of meaning which is recoverable from lexical and compositional knowledge alone, allowing that this item may well be sub-propositional. Bach also uses the term ‘semantics’ in a similar way. However, I will use the term to refer to the proposition which gives the literal or truth-conditional content of the sentence as uttered on a given occasion. On this understanding, if it turns out that lexical and combinatorial knowledge fails to determine such a proposition (with this being delivered only once rich contextual effects have been taken into account) then it will turn out that pragmatics infects semantics. Nothing hangs on this terminological point, so feel free to recast what follows in terms of ‘propositions expressed’ or ‘literal meaning’ or whatever you’d prefer.


� For ease of presentation, I will ignore the issue of tense here and below.


� See Travis 1997.


� Carston 2002: 26


� Certainly, as C&L note, theorists like Stanley and Szabo have taken themselves to be opposed to theorists like Sperber and Wilson, so this might suggest any dividing line should, at least initially, cleave between such theorists.


� C&L (IS: 8-9) give three strategies employed by their moderate contextualists. The ‘Surprise Indexical’ and the ‘Hidden Indexical’ moves involve treating the expression in question as genuinely on a par with members of the Basic Set (the incontrovertibly context-sensitive expressions; see IS: 2 and §3.ii below), either because it is an indexical in its own right (the surprise move) or because it contains hidden indexical elements. I’ll concentrate on the hidden indexical view in what follows, but the points carry over directly to the surprise indexical view. The third strategy which C&L give – the unarticulated constituent move – seems prima facie very different. On this view, certain sentences are held to be context-sensitive but this is not due to any pronounced or unpronounced element in the sentence. The thrust of the argument to follow is that it is a mistake to treat this kind of free pragmatic enrichment as being equivalent to an expansion of the members of the Basic Set.


� Stanley & Szabo 2000. Their position in this paper is actually somewhat more complicated, positing two such hidden indexicals for each noun (and Stanley 2005a has since somewhat revised the position), but the details of their account are not essential here.


� IS: ch.7.


� Travis 1997: 93.


� Carston 2002: 23


� See also Recanati 2002: 316. Passages such as this one also shed doubt on C&L’s classification of Recanati as one of their radical contextualists. In the passage he offers a definition of unarticulated constituents as elements provided by the context which are not required by anything in the syntax of the sentence. However, if, as C&L suppose, Recanati held all expressions to be context sensitive, it would seem that all pragmatic effects would turn out to be mandatory (i.e. syntactically required), hence, on this interpretation, his category of optional unarticulated constituents would seem doomed to be empty.


� Perhaps this is too strong, for one could imagine C&L responding that they do have an argument to support their equivalence claim, namely the fact that sentences which don’t contain overt context-sensitive items fail their tests for genuine context-sensitivity (see Ch.7) and thus must be non-context-sensitive, however we understand context sensitivity. The tests for genuine context sensitivity turn on how speakers can be reported, e.g. if you uttered S in a previous context, can I now use exactly the same sentence in this context to report you? If so, the suggestion is, S is not context sensitive. There are two points to note here: first, there might be scope for maintaining a difference between the way that members of the Basic Set interact with reporting and the way in which elements introduced only by the context of utterance interact with reporting (a point noted by Bezuidenhout 2006). Secondly, there may be questions to be raised about the accuracy of the tests C&L rely on here; see Gross 2006.


� King and Stanley 2005 also take this point to be crucial, marking a distinction between what they term ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ contextual effects. See also Borg 2004b.


� In conversation, Herman Cappelen stressed that this is all IS is committed to – the claim that contextualists arguments against propositionalism are flawed. C&L thus wish to remain agnostic on the truth of propositionalism (though since they are happy to allow that sentences like ‘Jill is ready’ express propositions, it is not immediately obvious what an example of a well-formed sentence which fails to express a proposition could look like for them). The minimalism advocated in Borg 2004a thus goes further than C&L: it holds as a default assumption that all well-formed sentences express propositions and argues that, since contextualist arguments are flawed, propositionalism should be retained. 


� Bach 2006: XX.	


� The similarities between Bach’s position and that of certain contextualists is discussed at greater length in Carston 2005; the point is also made by Jason Stanley in his 2005b review of Recanati’s Literal Meaning.


� Sperber and Wilson 1986: 193. We might note that this passage lends some credence to C&L’s categorisation of S&W as their kind of radical contextualist.


� One point of difference between Bach and Sperber and Wilson concerns the number of sentences treated as semantically incomplete, with Bach claiming incompleteness for far fewer sentences. However, as C&L object in IS, it is not clear what criterion, other than brute intuition, can be in play to determine this limited set of incomplete sentences.


� Other parties to the debate seem to agree with this; for instance Recanati 2003: 90 uses a denial of propositionalism in his initial definition of contextualism.


� IS: 2


� The hidden argument view, with respect to certain terms, is endorsed in Borg 2004a: 230. The claim that it provides a more appealing version of minimalism has been queried, in conversation, by Tim Williamson. He suggested that since, in general, minimalism is not designed to answer to our intuitions about truth-conditions, it was unclear that complicating one’s syntax at this point actually bought one more explanatory power than the simpler C&L account. 


� In Borg 2004a I advocated the weaker view that semantic content is simply distinct from speech act content. Speech act pluralism, on the other hand, is also endorsed by Soames 2002. We might also note here Sperber and Wilson’s 1989: 9 suggestion that: ‘The semantic representation of a sentence deals with a sort of common core meaning shared by every utterance of it’.


� The worry discussed in this paragraph follows the ‘meaning-intention’ problem for hidden-indexical theories of belief reports as raised by Stephen Schiffer. As Schiffer 1992: 514 writes ‘if the hidden-indexical theory is correct, then [a speaker] has no conscious awareness of what she means, or of what she is saying [in uttering a sentence] and this is a prima facie reason to deny that she means what the theory is committed to saying she means’.


� The same worry might hold for metaphorical utterances or for conditional assertions (the speaker who says ‘If pigs can fly, I’ll come to the seminar’ would not want to be taken to be asserting that pigs can fly).


� We should note that C&L are entirely aware of this point (IS: 200-2) but they argue that the nature of reporting shows that it cannot be the case that speakers have the final say on what they assert. However, as Gross 2006 argues, we might question C&L’s motivation for this claim.


� See the eye-tracking experiments of Storto & Tanenhaus 2004. 


� For a range of cases in which the fall back to the minimal proposition is useful, see Horn 2006. For further argument that C&L are wrong to require semantic content to form a proper part of speech act content, see Elugardo (this volume). Note also, however, that the view to be defended above runs counter to the traditional Gricean model, whereby the content recovered via syntactic content plus disambiguation and reference determination (i.e. the Gricean notion of ‘what is said’) is required to be part of what was meant (asserted) by the speaker. 


� Herman Cappelen has noted that, even in ironic cases, it is sometimes correct to report a speaker using the minimal proposition expressed by the sentence originally uttered. Thus it seems correct to say ‘A said that Jill was nice, but she was being ironic’. Note, however, that the current view, which holds that reports utilising such minimal propositions will typically count as correct, can accommodate this fact. What C&L need to show is the stronger claim that in cases of irony (and elsewhere) all such reports utilising minimal propositions are in fact correct.


(essentially) the same sentence as originally uttered (i.e. a sentence which merely corrects for members of the Basic Set). Thus it seems correct to say ‘A said that Jill was nice, but she was being ironic’. Note, however, that while both C&L’s account and the current approach can allow that some such reports of ironic utterance are correct, C&L are committed to the stronger claim that all such instances are in fact correct.


� IS: 58.


� One motivation for the search for a systematic theory is that we might think that it alone could account for the compositionality of natural language, which in turn is required to account for the productivity and systematicity of linguistic comprehension.


� IS: 2. Note that they claim that this condition follows from the Basic Set assumption. I would suggest this is only the case given the additional assumption that the kind of context dependency shown by members of the Basic Set is the only kind of context sensitivity there is. Specifically, then, only if there are no top-down pragmatic effects on semantic content.


� IS: 145.


� See Recanati 2004: 54.


� See Fodor 2000: 31-7. The argument that current speaker intentions lie beyond the grasp of formal semantics is spelt out at greater length in Borg 2004b.


� IS: 58.


� One response I can envisage here is: ‘what is wrong with a position (call it ‘minimalism’ or whatever you like) which endorses (a) but rejects (b)? Sure it wouldn’t be an entirely systematic, general theory of meaning, but what is wrong with that?’ Two worries present themselves here: if, like me, you have any background ideas about linguistic comprehension being underpinned by a computational cognitive module, then you need semantic content to be entirely computationally determined. Secondly, and more importantly, once you allow that current speaker intentions are relevant in at least some cases, it’s not clear to me why they shouldn’t be allowed to operate more generally. The semantic theorist who claims that speaker intentions are relevant to content only for obviously context sensitive terms is committed to driving a massive wedge between semantic content and speech act content; what we say is (almost) never what our sentences mean. This is a pretty big bullet to bite. Once the door has been opened to speaker intentions at one point, and we assume that a semantic theory has the wherewithal to recover what a speaker has in mind, why not allow speaker intentions to influence content elsewhere and allow semantic content to cleave more closely to our intuitions about the content of utterances? 
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