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Semantic minimalism is an attempt to answer two questions: ‘what counts as semantic content?’ and ‘what work does semantic content do?’. The answer the theory gives to both these questions is minimal (hence the name): first, semantic content is exhausted by the contributions made by the syntactic constituents of a sentence together with their mode of composition. Second the role played by this kind of content is much more constrained than is often supposed. With respect to the first question, semantic minimalism holds that content is entirely determined by syntax – there is nothing to be had ‘for free’, as it were, at the semantic level. Specifically, minimalism holds that it is not possible for features of the context of utterance to permeate semantic content unless their presence is demanded by something at the syntactic level. Furthermore, the syntactic elements which can trigger pragmatic intrusion are themselves limited to unarguably context-sensitive elements, such as words like ‘here’ and ‘now’. (Thus minimalism is not the thesis that semantic content is context-invariant, but that contextual infiltration of semantics is very limited.) So take utterances of the following sentences:

1. She took out her key and opened the door.

2. Jack is tall.

3. The bridge will hold.

The semantic minimalist allows that context does contribute an element to the semantic content in each of these cases: context is needed to determine a value for the tense markers in the sentences, to provide a referent for ‘she’ in (1) and (possibly) to provide the salient Jack in (2). However, there are also a number of other ways in which we might think context contributes in these cases; for instance, the message conveyed by (1) will contain the so-called ‘bridging inference’ that the door was opened with the key. (2) will convey that Jack is tall for some salient comparison class, say tall for a four year old or tall for a Frenchman, and (3) will convey a richer message concerning the conditions the speaker takes to be relevant, perhaps that the bridge will hold while the troops cross it. Yet the minimalist argues that all of these additional pragmatic effects, which are not triggered by anything obvious in the syntax of the sentence, lie outside the semantic realm, being instead part of a pragmatic speaker-meaning (see Grice). This demonstrates one aspect of the minimalist’s conservative answer to our second question above concerning the work semantic content can do, for as (1-3) show, according to the minimalist it is not the job of semantic content to capture our intuitive judgements of what speakers say when they utter sentences.

Against this position then opponents of minimalism, commonly known as ‘contextualists’ (see work by Atlas, Recanati, Travis, and the relevance theorists Sperber and Wilson, and Carston), run two main arguments:

i) Minimal meanings are not possible: some/many/all sentences in natural language are not truth-evaluable prior to pragmatic enrichment (of the non-syntactically triggered sort). Thus if semantics concerns truth-evaluable entities, then semantic content must be open to rich pragmatic effects. (See Carston 2002, Recanati 2003, also Bach (forthcoming). Bach is an interesting figure here for, although he argues that sentences may express only incomplete propositional radicals, he also rejects contextualism. Instead Bach allows that semantics may deal with non-truth-evaluable entities, with truth-evaluation (often) possible only at the level of the speech-act. However we might think that careful work is needed to maintain a clear distinction between this stance and that of at least some contextualists.)
ii) Minimal meanings are redundant: even where sentences are truth-evaluable without rich pragmatic effects the resulting minimal meanings are (often) theoretically inert – they are not consciously accessible nor do they play a role in explaining communicative success – thus they cannot be the correct subject matter for semantics. (See Carston 2002, Recanati 2003.)
In response minimalists have tried to argue that minimal meanings are possible. Thus they seek to defuse the myriad examples raised by contextualists which purport to show pragmatic influence on semantics, usually by insisting on a rigid distinction between semantic content and pragmatic speech-act content. They also argue that there is a role for minimal meanings to play (Soames 2002 and Cappelen and Lepore 2005 argue for their role in communication, while Borg 2004 tries to locate their use elsewhere) and they dispute the assumption that semantic content need be immediately accessible to speakers in communicative exchanges. Indeed some minimalists have argued that a major ground of support for minimalism comes from the thesis of the modularity of mind, in which case the idea that semantic content does not feed directly to consciousness would not be exceptional (Borg 2004). However the success of these moves is open to question and the debate remains a lively one in the contemporary literature.


Finally, it is worth noting the existence of an intermediary position here. Such a position seeks to retain the minimalist assumption that syntax provides the sole route to semantic content but also to embrace the contextualist contention that there is a wealth of semantically relevant context-sensitivity in natural language. There are various ways in which this position might be realised: for instance, we might seek to complicate the syntax of natural language sentences, positing a range of ‘hidden indexicals’ which provide the syntactic triggers for the additional context-sensitivity demanded by contextualists (Stanley and Szabo 2000, Stanley 2000, 2005; note that Cappelen and Lepore argue that this position is a form of contextualism). Alternatively, we might seek to introduce additional complexity into the way in which sentences map to truth-conditions, holding that the context-sensitivity demanded by contextualists lies within the circumstances of evaluation, not in a truly indexical content for sentences. This sort of position has been labelled ‘non-indexical contextualism’ by some (see McFarlane 2007, Predelli 2005). Or we might perhaps claim (with Rothschild and Segal (forthcoming)) that what the contextualist data shows is that most terms in natural language are themselves indexical and that their semantic axioms are exactly on a par with those for commonly recognised indexicals like ‘this’ and ‘that’.

The debate between minimalism and contextualism is part of a long tradition of disputes about where the boundary between semantics and pragmatics is situated (with minimalism following the path of so-called ‘formal approaches to meaning’, as found in Frege, early Wittgenstein, and Carnap, and contextualists pursuing the ‘speech-act’ school of thought, found in the later Wittgenstein, Austin and Searle) and this boundary dispute is one which doesn’t show any signs of being decisively settled in the near future. Furthermore, at times the debate can seem like a purely terminological squabble. However it is important to note that choices between theories like minimalism and contextualism do have consequences, particularly given the ambition, shared by many of the current participants to the debate, of providing a theory with cognitive reality. For this reason it seems likely that the future of the debate here lies at least in part with advances in experimental techniques which may help reveal the course of language processing in the individual and the structures of the mind (see experimental pragmatics).
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