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Abstract:

The pragmatic determinants of what is said are those elements drawn from the context of utterance which contribute to the literal meaning, sometimes called the ‘semantic content’, of linguistic utterances. These contributions come in two varieties: those which are triggered by something in the syntax of the sentence (e.g. the referent for an indexical or demonstrative) and those which are not. It is the latter kind of pragmatic determinants, often known as ‘unarticulated constituents’, which have become the focus of much recent discussion as they appear problematic for a key claim of formal semantics, namely that the route to meaning runs along exhaustively syntactic trails.

Main Text:

Imagine that Jack, pointing at a book on the table, utters the sentence ‘That is better than Jill’s book’. What, we might ask, is said by his utterance? Well, since the sentence contains a context-sensitive expression – the demonstrative ‘that’ – we know that determining what is said will require an appeal to the context of utterance to provide a referent [see entry on Indexicality]. Thus this is one kind of pragmatic determinant of what is said by Jack’s utterance. The sentence is also context-sensitive in another, slightly less obvious, way: it is in the present tense, so an appeal to the context of utterance will also be needed to fix a time for Jack’s claim. Finally, many theorists recently have argued that the sentence is also context-sensitive in a third, much less obvious, way: for to grasp what is said by Jack it seems that we also need to know what kind of relationship he envisages between Jill and her book. Does Jack intend to say that the book he is demonstrating is better than the book Jill wrote, better than the book Jill owns, the book Jill is reading, etc? And what does he mean by ‘better’ here – better written, better researched, better for standing on to reach a high shelf? Surely Jack says more than merely that the book he is demonstrating is better in some respect or other than a book bearing some relationship or other to Jill, but, if so, then any such additional information can only come from consideration of the context of utterance.

Furthermore – and this is where the current case differs from that of demonstratives and tense – it’s not obvious that this last type of pragmatic determinant of what is said is traceable to any overt (i.e. syntactically represented) context-sensitive element. Jack’s utterance does contain the syntactically marked possessive, but apostrophe ‘s’ certainly doesn’t appear on the list of usual suspects for context-sensitive expressions. And in many cases even this degree of syntactic representation is missing. Consider an utterance of  ‘It’s raining’ where what is said is that it is raining at l, or ‘You won’t die’ saying that you won’t die from that cut, or ‘Nietzsche is nicer’ meaning that Nietzsche is nicer than Heidegger. Or again, consider the speaker who produces a non-sentential utterance, e.g. pointing at a child and saying ‘George’s brother’, thereby conveying that he is George’s brother. In all these cases we have additional information contributed by the context of utterance yet which seems unmarked at the syntactic level.

These types of pragmatic determinant of what is said (i.e. contextually supplied information which is semantically relevant but syntactically unmarked) have come to be known as ‘unarticulated constituents’ (UCs). Such elements are extremely interesting to philosophers of language since they seem to show that there are problems with a quite standard conception of formal semantics, according to which the route to meaning runs along exclusively syntactic trails. 

Now, as noted above, even in formal theories of meaning, like truth-conditional accounts [see entry on Truth-conditions and meaning], some appeal to a context of utterance must be made in order to cope with overtly context-sensitive expressions. However, the thought has been that this need not contravene the essentially formal nature of our theory, since the contextual instructions can be syntactically triggered in this case (crudely, the word ‘that’ tells us to find a demonstrated object from the context of utterance). Much more problematic, then, are pragmatic determinants of what is said which apparently lack any syntactic basis, for they show that context can come to figure at the semantic level regardless of whether it is syntactically called for (thus there will be no purely syntactic route to meaning). 

In response to the challenge posed by UCs, advocates of formal semantics have sought to reject the idea that there are any such things as syntactically unrepresented but semantically relevant elements, claiming either that:

(i)
every contextual element of what is said really is syntactically represented, even though this fact may not be obvious from the surface syntax of a sentence (i.e. there is more to our syntax than initially supposed)

or that:

(ii) any contextual contributions which are not syntactically marked are not semantically relevant (i.e. there is less to our semantics than initially supposed).

The first of these moves is pursued by a number of theorists who argue that, if one pays proper attention to all the information given at the syntactic level, one will find that many cases of supposedly syntax-independent semantic contribution are, in fact, syntactically required (see Stanley 2000, Stanley and Szabo 2000, Taylor 2001, Recanati 2002). Now, that there is some discrepancy between surface form and underlying syntax is a well-rehearsed point. For instance, Russell’s theory of descriptions invokes a clear distinction between surface form and logical form. Furthermore cases of so-called syntactic ellipsis (like the contraction in ‘Jack likes dogs and so does Jill’, where the second sentence is held to have the underlying syntactic form ‘Jill likes dogs’ despite its reduced verbal form) show that surface constituents may be poor indicators of syntactic elements. If this is correct, then the principle that there is more to our syntax than is apparent at first glance is independently well-motivated. 

Given this, there certainly seem to be cases in which (i) is an appealing response to putative examples of UCs. To give an example: someone might claim that, because an utterance of ‘Jack plays’ can be used in one context to say that Jack plays the trombone and in another to say that Jack plays football, there must be a syntactically unmarked, contextual contribution to the semantic content of an utterance of this kind. However, closer inspection of the syntax shows this conclusion is dubious: ‘plays’ is a transitive verb requiring a subject and an object and, although the argument place for an object can be left unfilled at the surface level without this making the sentence ill-formed, it might be argued that the additional argument place is marked in the underlying syntax of the verb. Since ‘plays’ is a transitive verb the competent interlocutor will, on hearing ‘Jack plays’, expect to look to a context of utterance to discover what Jack plays, but this is precisely because she is sensitive to the syntactic structure of English in this case. Thus sometimes an appeal to an enriched syntax seems the best way to cope with putative UCs. However, there are also cases where (i) seems less compelling. For instance, in certain contexts, it seems that Jack can use an utterance of ‘The apple is red’ to convey the proposition that the apple is red to degree n on its skin. Yet it is far from clear that the correct syntactic structure for colour terms includes argument places for the shade, or precise manner of instantiation, of the colour. Furthermore, the idea that syntactic structure can outstrip surface form at all (or at least in the ways required by (i)) has been rejected by some. 

So, the opponent of UCs might seek to supplement (i) with (ii), allowing that some contextually supplied information is not marked at the syntactic level but denying that such information is semantically relevant. The advocate of this kind of response wants to accept that, at an intuitive level, the speaker who utters ‘The apple is red’ (or ‘You won’t die’, etc) clearly does convey the contextually enriched proposition (i.e. that the apple is red on the inside, or that you won’t die from that cut) but that this is an instance of speaker meaning rather than semantic content. [See entry on the semantics/pragmatics boundary]. Now, whether this move is warranted in all cases is again something of a moot point. One objection might be that it is a mistake to seek to separate speaker intuitions about what is said and claims of semantic content to the radical degree predicted by this kind of move. So, for instance, it seems that the message recovered from an utterance of ‘That banana is green’ will always be that that banana is green in some salient respect, but if this is the kind of proposition competent speakers can and do recover in communicative exchanges, shouldn’t this be what semantics seeks to capture? What role could there be for a more minimal kind of semantic content (e.g. which treats semantic content as exhausted by the proposition that that banana is green simpliciter)? (See Borg 2004, Cappelen and Lepore forthcoming, for attempts to answer this question.) A second worry for the formal semanticist who pursues (ii) is that it may undermine her claim that semantics deals with complete propositions or truth-evaluable items. For instance, take the situation where the book Jack demonstrates is better than the book Jill is reading, but worse than the book she wrote. To assess Jack’s opening utterance as true or false in this situation, it might seem that we need first to determine what relationship Jack intended by his utterance of ‘Jill’s book’. Without this pragmatically determined aspect of what is said, it is argued, the sentence Jack produces is simply not truth-evaluable, it doesn’t express a complete proposition (cf. Recanati 2003).

Clearly, then, although the formal semanticist can respond to the challenge of UCs with moves like (i) and (ii) it is not at all obvious that these responses are sufficient. However, we should also be aware that there are problems to be faced on the other side, by the proponent of UCs, as well. One major worry is how to preserve our intuitive distinction between semantically relevant elements and elements which are only pragmatically relevant. Given the traditional conception of formal semantics, the answer to this question was clear: something is semantically relevant if it can be traced to the syntax of the sentence, it is pragmatically relevant otherwise. Once we admit of semantically relevant but syntactically unmarked elements, however, this way of characterising the distinction is clearly unavailable, so the proponent of UCs owes us some other account. If Jack utters ‘I’ve eaten’ then it might seem plausible to claim that the semantic content of this utterance is I’ve eaten breakfast today, but he might also succeed in conveying the messages that I’ve eaten a cooked breakfast within the last hour, or that I am not hungry, or any number of further propositions. How do we decide which elements come to figure in the supposed semantic content of the utterance, and on what basis do we rule some conveyed messages as merely pragmatic?

A further worry seems to be that, for each additional contextual contribution we introduce, this contribution is itself open to further qualification: an utterance of ‘That banana is green’ might intuitively be contextually enriched to that banana is green on its skin, but why stop here? Does the speaker mean to say that that banana is green all over its skin, that that banana is mostly green on a particular patch of skin, or that that banana is a bit green on this bit of surface skin and to a depth of degree n through the skin? The problem is that, for any piece of contextual information we introduce via a UC, this piece of information is itself likely to allow for a number of different contextual qualifications or sharpenings, and we seem to lack any principled reason to disallow these further sharpenings from appearing as part of the semantic content of the utterance. Yet, without such a reason, we run the risk of being launched on a slippery slope whereby the meaning of every utterance turns out to be a proposition which is somehow ‘complete’ in every respect. Yet no such conclusion seems palatable: it undermines notions of systematicity for meaning and makes it completely unclear how we ever come to learn and use a language given our finite cognitive resources [see entries on Compositionality/Systematicity]. 

So, it seems there are problems on both sides of the debate here and the question of how to handle pragmatic determinants of what is said remains a vexed one. The advocate of formal semantics needs to deliver an account both of overtly context-sensitive expressions – the indexicals, demonstratives and tense markers of a natural language – and of the more covert kinds of context-sensitivity discussed here. Reflecting on the multitude of ways in which a context of utterance can apparently affect issues of linguistic meaning certainly seems to show that the formal semanticist runs the risk of undervaluing the role played by pragmatic determinants in what is said. Yet it remains to be seen whether this constitutes merely a potential oversight on her behalf (cf. Stanley 2000, Stanley and Szabo 2000, Borg 2004) or a fundamental failing of the whole approach (cf. Sperber and Wilson 1986, Carston 2002).
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