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SEMANTICS, PRAGMATICS AND THE THEORY OF MEANING *

JEROEN GROENENDIUK and MARTIN STOKHOF

In this paper arguments are given for rhe thesis vhat an adequate theory of meaning for a
natural language has to consist at least of a recursive specification of the truth conditions
(sernantics) and of a recuisive specification of the correctness conditions (pragmatics) of the
sentences of that language.

The thesis is defended on both theoretical and empirical grounds. The empirical grounds are
that such a theory of mean:ng makes it possible to explain a wide range of phenomena concern-
ing the meaning of various kinds of linguistic expressions and constructions which cannot be
explainec in either syntactic or semantic terms.

The theoretical grounds are that a theory of meaning which consists of both a semantics and
a pragmatics seems a promising way to unify insights from two main streams of contemporary
philosophy of language: logical semantics and speech act theoiv.

Furthermore, some notions and principles of a formal pr:griatic theory are discussed.

0. Introduction

In this paper we will present some arguments for the thesis that an adequate

tireory of meaning for a natural language has to consist oj at least a semantics and a
pragmatics. The arguments which we will present are partly empirical and partly of

a more theoretical nature. The empirical arguments arc th-at suc a theory of mean-
ing can explain a wide range of phenomena concerning various kinds of linguistic
expressions and constructions which neither can nor should be accounted for in

either semantic or syntactic terms.

The more theoretical arguments for adopting the thesis are that a theory of
meaning which consists of both a semantics and a pragmatics seems a promising
way to unify insights from two main streams in contemporary philosophy of
language: logical semantics and speech act theory.

Besides presenting these arguments, we will discuss informally some notions and
principles of a formal pragmatic theery.

i. Terminology
Let us begzin by making sorne rcimarks about the terms figuriing in the thesis just
formulated. To start with the most difficult term, what do we uncerstand by a

* The preparation of this paper was part of the rescarch project ‘Peiformatives and pragmatic s,
supported by the Netherlands Organization for the Advancement of Pure Researcli (Z.W.C.).
We thank Renate Bartsch and Alice ter Meulen for their comments.
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theory of meaning? A rather rough characterization might be: ‘a theory of meaning
is a theory which describes and explains those phenomena concerning expressions
and constructions of a language that according to the intuitions of the users of that
ianguage are related to the meaning of those expressior.s and constructions’.

This means that vhat constitutes a theory of meaning depends on intuitions about
meanings. These intuitions are to be taken as pretheoretical and fundamental in this
sense that they constitute the empirical basis of the theory. To put it differently, a
theory of meaning is a theory concerning those linguistic intuitions that are con-
sidered to be about meaning.

Of course this does not imply that the basis of the theory is subjective and
arbitrary. Which intuitions of a given language community concern meaning and
which do not is objectively given, although there may be some cases in which it is
hard to draw a sharp line aad some cases in which the specific form of the theory
influences the data to a certain extent. The fact remains that the boundaries within
which these variations are allowed are objectively given and that a theory which
leaves out or adds too much will no longer be considered to be a theory of meaning.

The characterization of a theory of meaning just given does not say much about
its content and nothing about its form. The thesis we are arguing for is a little bit
more specific. It states that a theory of meaning has to consist of at least a semantic
theory and a praymatic theory. We will now give a general characterization of
semantics and pragmatics. Later, in section 4, we will be more specific about form
and content of the pragmatic theory.

It will be clear that, contrary to what seems to be usual, in our terminology the
terms ‘theory of meaning’ and ‘;emantics’ are not synonymous. In our view seman-
tics constitutes just a part of a theory of meaning. It is that part that deals with the
relation between language and ceality. It should be noted that this conception of
semantics does not imply that semantic analysis reveals anything about reality as
such it will only reveal reality as it is seen through the eyes of language, so to speak.
And these are, in general, two quite different things. Semantic analysis does not
even necessarily reveal the way in which human beings at present conceptualize
reality. It only reveals those elements of conceptualizations, present and past,
which are in some way reflected in the ways in which language is organized. This
latter fact in particular, explains why sometimes linguistic analysis and philosphi-
cal analysis diverge.

B> this as it may, in cur terminology semantics, as a part of a theory of meaning,
will be a theory of truth, i.e. a theory which gives a recursive specification of the
truth corditions of the sentences of a given language on the basis of the contribution
of the paits of these sentences to these conditions. Based upon such a definition of
truth, semantics defines a relation of logical consequence, and in this way part of the
intuitions concerning the meaning of sentences, namely those which concern the con-
ditions under which a sentence A is true and those which concern whether or not a
sentence A implies a sentence B, are accounted for. The intuitions concerning the
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meaning of words or classes of words are partly accounted for by means of the
specification the semantic theory gives of the contribution these words or classes of
words make to the truth conditions of sentences in which they occur.

This is, of ~ourse, a rather rough characterization which is compatible with dif-
ferent approaches, such as Davidson’s extensional semantics (Davidson 1969) and
Montague’s intensional semantics (Montague 1974). However, it sufficies to make
clear the role that semantics as a theory of truth plays in a theory of meaning.

The term ‘pragmatics’ has been used and is used to denote a variety of things,
including the waste-paper basket, indexical semantics, sociolinguistics, speech act
theory, semantic performance and what not. Qur use of the term li1 ks it with the
study of a certain range of phenomena, which concerns certain aspec's of meaning,.
Quite generally, pragmatics could be characterized as a theory which deals with
conditions for the correct use of expressions and constriictions of a given language.
Where semantics is a theory of truth, pragmatics is a theory of correctness. Such a
theory gives a recursive specification of the correctness conditions of the sentences
of a given language on the basis of the coniribution of the parts of these sentences
to these conditions. So, a pragmatic theory gives a recursive definiticn of the notion
of correctness in much the same way as a semantic thecry gives a recursive defini-
tion of the notion of truth.

This characterization of pragmatics still covers a larger area thar. we want to
study at this moment. Whether or not it is proper to use a certain expression in a
situation with a certain social s:ructure would have to be dealt with in pragmatics*
according to this general characterization. Alithough we do not want to exclude a
priori that such aspects could sometimes belong to the realm of meaning, we would,
for the moment, like to restrict ourselves to those coi:ectness conditions which
concern the information lanevizgze users have. This part of pragmatics we call
‘epistemic  piagmatics’. And the correctness conditions in question we (°ll
‘epistemic correctness conditions’. In what fol:ows, we will use the shorter expres-
sions ‘pragmatics’ and ‘correctness conditions’ intending them to be understood in
this restricted sense.

Thus restricted, pragmatics is a theory which gives a recursive spec:fication of
the couditions under which the use of sentences is correct relative to the informa-
tion the language users have.

This restriction is less stringent than it may seem at first sight, for the informa-
tion of language users is information about quite a lot of things. In general, the
information we are concerned with is information about reality. But information
ab-ut certain aspects of reality plays a special role. For example, information about
information of other language users, in particular the hezre:, must be singled out in
orcer to be able to formulate cons*itions on informativensss. Also very important is
the information one has about one’s owa mental states. In terms of this latter
intormation, we can formulate correctness conditions which are usually formulated
in terms of intentions, nreferences, etc. Due to the iact that one has optimal
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information about one’s own conscious mental states, we can e.g. formulate a con-
dition requiring a language user to intend to do something as a condition requiring
him to have the information that he intends to do something. To someone who
might object that believing that one intends to do something does not imply that
one intends to do something — an objection we find very implausible — we would
like to point out that it this were true, it would be even more important to
formulate the conditions concerning the correct use of Ianguage in terms of what
one believes that one intends, and not in terms of what one intends. For it is the
information language users have about reality, and not reality itself, which deter-
mines the (in)correctness of utterances.

Using a notion of information such as this, we can formulate in a uniform way
correciness conditions which are superficially quite different. For the specific task
of pragmatics, to give a recursive specification of correctness conditions, a formal
representation of the information of language users is indispensable. We will return
to this later.

It should be noted, by the way, that restricting pragmatics to epistiemic
pragmatics does not imply a restriction to the so-called informative use of language.
For other uses of language as well, correctness conditions concerning the informa-
tion of language users are relevant.

Given this characterization of semantics and pragmatics, we can reformulate the
thesis as follows: an adequate theory of meaning for a natural langi:age has to con-
sist of at least both a recursive characterization of the notion of truth and a recur-
sive characterization of the notion of correctuess for that language. The fact that
we leave open the possibility thai something besides semantics and pragmatics
might be a component of a theory oi meaning expresses our doubts as to whether
or not the restriction of pragmatics to epistemic pragmatics excludes certain aspects
of meaning, such as ihose concerning politeness and the like. in other words, what
we are arguing for is that semantics and pragmatics are necessary components of a
theory of meaning. We leave open the question whether they are the only compo-
nents of such a theory. What we leave unargued for is our conviction that semantics
as a theory of truth is an indispensable component of a theory of meaning. Argu-
ments for this position can be found in many places, for example in the works of
Davidson (1969) and ¥ :atague (1974). We will argue for incorporating a pragmatics
as a theory of correctaess into a theory of meaning.

2. Theoretical arguments

The theory of speech acts evolves from the insight that the use of language can
have many diiferent functions, that it can serve many different purposes. Language
is an insirument which can be used to perform different speech acts. As such, this
fact is nat sufficient to uphold that the study of speech acts must be part of &
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theory of meaning. However, the foilowing observations indicate the relevance of
the study of speech acts in this respect. The form of most instruments is influenced
by the purposes it has to serve. The same holds for language. Several functions of
language use have influenced the form of language; they are reflected in it in one
way or another. It is for this reason that the study of speech acts is relevant for the
study of meaning of linguistic expressions and constructions. What are commorly
called ‘illocutionary acts’ are precisely those speech acts which are conventionally
reflected in language. That such conventional reflections of certain speech acts in
the organization of language exist is evident: one cannot perform any arbitrary
Hocutionary act with the utterance o* any arbitrary sentence of a language. There
are restrictions on the kind of illocutionary acts which can be performed by utter-
ing a certain kind of sentence. these iustrictions are strongest in the case of explicit
performative sentences, which are almost uniquely tied te the performance of one
particular iliocutionary act. But there are also restrictions connected with certain
linguistic constructions, limiting the possible illocutionary acts that can be per-
formed by using a sentence with a certain structure. For example, the interrogative
sen’ *nce

{1} Is Mary coming tomorrow?

cannot b used to assert that Mary is coming tomorrow. In general, each syntactic
mode, indicative, interrogative, iimperative, is connected with a certain class of illo-
cutionary acts, which, of course, do have a certain common denominator.

Explicit performative sentences, syntactic modes, certain adverbs and particles
are conventional reflections of functions of language e It will be clear that we are
dealing here with phenomena which concern meanine It is part of the meaning of a
particular explicit performative sentence that it can be used to perform a particular
ilocutionary «ct, and no other. Likewise, it is part of the meuning of a sentence i
the interrogative mode that it can be used to ask a question, or to make a request,
and that it cannot be used to make an assertion. On the other hand, it will also be
clear that a specificiation of truth conditions will not be sufficient to account for
these aspects of meaning. The truth conditions of an indicative sentence such as

(2) I will be at your place tomorrow at nine o’clock

do not make clear in any way that it can be used to make an assertion, to make u
promise, to give a warning, or to make a threat, but that it cannot be used to ask a
question or to make a request. So, according to the thesis, these phenomena will
have to be accounted for in pragmatics.

John Searle, in his influential work on speech acts, ha: expressed a similar view
(see Searle 1969: 16ff.). He too is of the opinion that it is a function of the mean-
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ing of a sentence which speech act or speech acts can be performed by using that
sentence. To put it differently: the specification of the meaning of a sentence
involves a specification of the speech act or speech acts that can be performed by
using it. However, Searle feels that a theory of speech acts is equivaient with a
theory of meaning. His main argument in favor of this position is that it is possible,
assuining his so-called ‘principle of expressibility’, to find for every possible speech
act a .entence, the meaning of which is such that uttering that sentence is perform-
ing that act. However, even if we assume this to be true, it is still cbvious that the
study of speech acts is not equivalent with the study of meaning. This equivalence
would hold only if it were also true that the meaning of every sentence was such
that uttering the sentence always was the performance of one and the same partic-
ular act. But that this last condition is not met is obvious.

Most probably, the reason that Searle thinks the equivalence between speech act
theory and theory of muning holds, is a confusion of on the one hand. the meaning
of z sentence, and on the other what a speaker means by a sentence. It could very
well be that the latter is always connected with a unique speech act, but that does
not imply that the same holds for the former. This is one reason why speech act
thecry and theory of meaning are not the same. There is another reason as well.
Searle’s revision of the Grici 1n rotion of meaning, which plays a central role in his
analysis (see Searle 1969: 16ff.) is such that it in fact presupposes an iidependent
specification of the incaning of a sentence. For example, in his analysis of the
circumstances under which one makes a promise by uttering a sentence A, it is
required that the meaning of that sentence is conventionally associated with the
fact that it can be used to muke a promise (see Searle 1969: 60ff.). However, this
implies that taking the analysis of these circumstances as a specification of the
meaning of the sentence A would make his account of meaning circular. !'So, for

this reason too. the study of speech acts and the study of meaning cannot be one
and the same.

The conclusion of this discussion is that speech act theory is not equivalent with
a theory of meaning, but accounts tor certain phenomena which must be accornted
for in a theory of meaning as well. In a pragmatic theory this could be done as
described in Groenendijk and Stokhof (197¢). The main points of the analysis given
there can be summarized as follows. Certair sets of correctness conditions are asso-
ciated with certain illocutionary acts. This 's possible because an illocutiorary act
can be identitied by mesaus of & set of correctness conditions, viz. those conditions
which determine the ciicumstances under vhich that act is performed correctly.
Fragmatic interpretations are defined in such a way that explicit performative
senter:ces are cn every occasion of use assuciated with one and the same set of cor-
rectness conditions. Non-performative sentences are on an occasion of use asso-

V1t also implies that Searle’s speech act theory is restricted to explicit performative sentences,

which a.» connccted with the performance of one particular illocutionary act,
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ciated with a set of correctness conditiors which is chosen from a certzin class of
such sets. These classes of sets of correctness conditions are associated with the vari-
ous syntactic modes of sentences. In this way we account for the fact that explicit
performative sentences and syntactic modes are conventional reflectwuas of certain
functicns of language use. The correctness conditions in the various tets nartially
overlap with Searlean conditions, with the difference that in the pragmaiics they
are formulated as conditions on the information of language users. T1e principle
that one has always optimal information about one’s own mental sta:es plays an
important role in this.

It should be noted that the fulfilment of the correctness conditioas does not
imply that the corresponding act is performed. For this, other conditinns must be
met. Sor some explicit performative sentences this condition is simply that they
must be uttered. This is often called their ‘self-verifying’ character. This property,
which is also clearly an aspect of their meaning, can be formulated in the semantics.
With the aid of these means, in particular with the aid of correctness conditions, a
number of interesting phenomena concerning the meaning of performative
sentences can be explained. Some exainples will be discussed below.

There is anoihier theory, besides speech act theory, which partly deals with cer-
tain aspects of meaning which can not be accounted for in the scmantics, and there-
fore have to be accounted for in the pragmatics. This is H.P. Grice’s theory of con-
ventional and conversational implicatures (see Grice 1976). This theory starts out
with the observation that there are many arguments the validity >f which cannot be
accounted for in terms of logical consequence. These arguments are not arbitrary or
idiosyncratic but belong to the systematic knowledge of every competent language
user. They are based either on cer:ain conversational principles. the so-called con-
versational implicatures, or on ti . use of certain linguistic = xpressions and construc-
tions, the so-called conventional implicatures. The latter <luss in particular, concerns
the meuning of the expressions and constructions involved, and thus, should be
dealt with in a theory of meaning. The fact that they are not based upon truth con-
ditions implies that these phenomena belong to the realm of pragmatics.

A good examp!: are counterfactuals. If a speaker S utters a counterfactual of the
form If p had been the casz, then q would have been the ca‘e, then it is implied that
S believes that p s not the case. This is not a logical implicaticn, siuce the counter-
factual i not false if it happens to be the case that S believes that p is the case.
This implication has to do with a correctness condition for countei factuals. And as
such, this zondition specifies part of the meaning of a counterfactual. ¢ It will be
clear tha* conditions such as these can very well be formulated in terms of correct-
ness conditions, since these conditions are condit.ons on the information of
language users.

2 For an analysis of counterfactuals which runs more or less aiong these lines, see Veltman
1976.
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Correctness conditions can not only be used to express conventional implica-
tures; they can also be used to account for a number of implicatures which, in
Grice’s terms, are conversational. In Grice'’s theory, these are accounted for with
the aid of the maxims of quality, quantity, relation, and manner. Consider his
maxim of quality. Succinctly put, this maxim amounts to the imperative ‘Be
sincere!”. This maxim is used to explain that if a speaker S utters an indicative
sentence A, it ‘follows’ that S believes that A is the case. The fact that this kind of
implication systematically and conventionally is connected with the use of
sentences in the indicative mode is reason enough to say that we are dealing with an
aspect of the meaning of such sentences. For, as the old saying has it, the meaning
of a sentencr: is a function of the meaning of its parts 3 and the way in which they
are cornbined. Grice’s maxim ‘Be sincere!’, thus interpreted as ‘Only say an indica-
tive sentence A if you believe A to be the case!’, accounts for these implications in
a reasonable way in case we are dealing with non-compound indicative sentences.
However, stating a maxim and leaving it at that is not adequate in this connection:
more can and should be said, as becomes evident if one considers compound sen-
tences.

Consider a conjunction. The maxim says nothing more than that a compound
sentence p and q is to be used only if one believes this compound sentence p and ¢
to be true. Nothing is said about wh:t it means to believe such a compound
sentence to be true. This is, to be sure, an inadequacy although in case of a con-
junction perhaps not such a striking one, because of tne fact that there is a direct
analogy between the truth conditions and the correctness conditions of a conjunc-
tion. Where a conjunction p and q is true if and only if both conjuncts are true, it is
correct if and only if both conjuncts are correct. Correct, that is, in the sense of
sincerity. That this is not implied by the maxim ‘Be sincere!" is an inadequacy
which is concealed by the fact that someone who knows the tri*h conditions of a
conjunction and applies the maxim, could conclude from that that a conjunction is
correct if and only if both conjuncts are. However, the same line of reasoning can-
not be applied in case of a disjunction. Here too, the maxim does not say what it
means to utter a disjunction sincerely, but in this case there is not direct analogy
between correctness conditions and truth conditions. And therefore, it is impossible
to derive the correctness conditions of a disjunction from its truth conditions and
the maxim ‘Be sincere!’. The relation between the truth value of a disjunction and
th truth values of its disjuncts differs from the relation between the correctness
vaiue of a disjunction and the correctness values of its disjuncts. The truth of a dis-
juiction requires the truth of at least one of its disjuncts, but the correctness of a
disjunction does certainly not require the correctness of one of its disjuncts. To
utter correctly a disjunction as

(3) John is in London or in Paris

3 This principle is traditionally attributed to Frege, and hence is called Frege’s principle.
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one does not have to know in which of these two cities John actually is. What one
does have to know is that John must be in either one of them, and not somewhere
else.

Disjunction is not the only case in which there is an asymmetry between correct-
ness conditions and truth conditions. Other examples are conditionals, counterfac-
tuals and modal expressions. The conclusion must be that a pragmatic theory which
gives a recursive characterization of the correctness conditions of all sentences of a
given language is clearly more adequate than a theory which just formulates a
general principle. It gives insight in the interconnections between the correctness
values of sentences and it enables one to derive the implicatures which hold on the
basis of these conditions in a formal and explicit way.

The pragmatic theory not enly accounts for implicatures which hoid on the basis
of the maxim of quality, but also for a number of implicatures which hold on the
basis of the maxim of quantity. An example of a correctness condition which
expresses such an implicature is the condition which states that a disjunction is
incorrect if one of its disjuncts is correct. For example, if one knows that John is in
Paris, then it would be incorrect to utter sentence (3), because in uttering that dis-
junction one gives less information than one could and one thereby violates the
maxim of quantity. This holds at least for the standard situation of normsl,
straightforward assertion. Later we shall say something about ‘non-standard’ inter-
pretations of incorrect utterances.

Other phenomena with respect to the maxim of quantity which are account:d
for in the pragmatics concern mainly possible conclusions one can draw about the
information the speaker has about the information of the hearer. For example,
from the correct use of the sentence

(4) John visited the Eiffel tower last week

one can conclude that the speaker believes that the hearer does not yet believe that
John visited the Eiffel tower last week. That this implicature is conventional in this
sense that it depends on the meaning of (4) is clear from the fact that the same im-
plicature does not hold in case of the correct use of the corresponding interrogative
sentence

(5) Did Joha visit the Eiffel tower last week?

Correctness conditions such as these are not only connected with the syntactic
modes, indicative, interrogative and imperative, but also with certain linguistic
expressions. In many languages (for example, in Dutch and German) particles exist
which serve as indications of a certain opinion about the beliefs of the hearer on
part of the speaker. 4 Another expression which has this kind of correctness condi-

4 Frarck 1977 contains a detailed study of such particles.
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tion is the verb to know that. The difference in use between the sentences / know
that p and p can be characterized in terms of such a condition. 7 know that p
requires the speaker to believe that the hearer believes that p is the case, whereas
the opposite requirement is made for the correct use of p.

As far as the other two Gricean maxims, those of relation and manner, are con-
cerned, in all cases we know of there is no conventional relation between the impli-
catures based on one of these maxims and any aspect of the meaning of expressions
or constructions involved.

So much for the more theoretical part of our argumentation. We have indicated
that there are at least two theories, speech act theory and Grice’s theory of ¢co1-
versation, in which phenomena which clearly concern meaning, and which ther:-
fore have to be accounted for in an adequate thuory of meaning are studied. These
phenomena cannot be explained in a sermantic theory, and we have indicated that a
pragmatic theory would be the place to deal with them. This indicates how a theory
of meaning which consists of both a semantic and a pragmatic theory could connect
consistently insights from quite different approaches in the philosophy of language.
We hope that what we will say in the remainder of this paper will give a little more
substance to these rather programmatic remarks. But first let us turn to the em-
pirical arguments for adopting the thesis we are defending. These arguments concern
specific phenomena which cannot be accounted for in either syntactic or semantic
terms, and which, since they have o do with meaning, must be accounted for in
pragmatics.

3. Empirical arguments
Consider the following sentence:
(7) *The cat is on the ma., but 1 do rot believe it
This sentence, Moore’s famous paradox, is unacceptable, as opposed to:
(8) The cat is on the mat, but Fred does not believe it

It is evident that someone who does not recognize the unacceptability of (7) does
not know its full meaning. Since the unacceptability of (7) concerns its meaning, it
should be accounted for in an adequate theory of m:eaning. It will be clear, though,
that such an account cannot be given in the semantics. Sentence (7) is a contingent
statement, it is neither truthvalveless nor a contradiction. The semantic status of
(7) does not differ from that of (8). So, the unacceptablility of (7) must be

accounted for in the pragmatics, if a theory of meaning is to consist of a semantics
and a pragmatics.
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A similar observation can be made with respect to sentences such as:
(9) *1t isn’t raining in Chicago now, but it may be raining there now

As pointed ou. by Karttunen (1972), this sentence is unacceptable, as opposed to
sentences (10) and (11):

(10) It isn’t raining in Chicago now, but it might have been raining there now
(11) I believe that it isn’t raining in Chicago now, but it may be raining there now

In this case too, it holds that the unacceptability of {9) is not of a semantic nature,
it is a normal contingent siztement, just as (10) and (11) are. And thus, since the

unacceptability concerns the meaning of (9), it has to be accounted for in the
pragmatics. (For a discussion of these sentences and their pragmatic analysis, see
Groenendijk and Stokhof 1975.)

Another group of examples concerns certain sentences containing explicit per-
formatives, such as:

{12) *I promise to be there in time, but  do not intend to be there in time

This sentence, too, is unacceptable, but ag - not for semantic reasons. That it is
not a contradiction might require some explanation. The condition that one must
intend to do what one promises to do, is a correctness condition which concerns
the sincerity of the utterance. That it is not a truth condition is evident from the
fact that one cannot deny to have made a promisc to do X by pointing out that,
although one has said that one promised to do X, one did not intend to keep one’s
promise. Even insince e promises count as promises. The reason for this is ovious.
It whether or not a p-omise is made would depend on such not publicly observable
mental states as inteations, then it would in principle be impossible to decide
whether or not a promise is made, and this would render the entire institution of
promising socially worthless. A similar argument can be applied to any condition
requiring the presence of certain mental states on part of the speaker, showing it to
be a correctness condition rather than a truth condition. So, the unacceptability of
(12) has to be accounted for in the pragmatics. An example analogous to (12} is

(13) *1 warn you that there is a bull in that field, but I do not believe there is one

In Groenendijk and stokhof {1976) the explanation of these unacceptabilities is dis-
cussed in more detail.

A fourth group «f examples concerns disjunction. Consider the following sen-
tence:

(14) *John is in Lor.don or in Paris, but I believe that he is not in London and i,
believe that he is not in Paris.
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This sentence is unacceptable, as opposed to:
(13) John is in London or in Paris, but I believe that he is not in London.

Again, (14) as well as (15) are contingent statements, so the unacceptability of
(14), partly an aspect of the meaning of disjunction, has to be accounted for in the
pragmatic component of a theory of meaning.

Yet another group of examnples concerns sentences in which expressions occur
which induce a pragmatic presupposition. A sentence A has the pragmatic presup-
position that p :f and only if the utterance of A as well as the utterance of not-A
implies that the speaker believes that p. An example, of such a sentence is:

(16) *John knows that it is raining in Chicago, but it isn’t

Since the expression know that also induces the semantical presupposition of truth
of its complement, one might be tempted to think that the unacceptability of (16)
could be explained by showing that it is a contradiction. However, the fact that
sentence (17):

(17) *1I do not know that it is raining in Chicago

is unacceptable for intuitively the same reasons as (16), shows that this explanation
would be inadequate. For (17) is not a contradiction, but a contingent sentence.
This pragmua:ic diagnosis of the unacceptability of (16) and (17) is further sup-
ported by sentences such as:

(18) *John knows that it is raining ‘n Chicago, but I do not believe that itis
(19) *John does not know that it is raining in Chicago, and 1 do not know whether
itis

Like (17), (18) and (19) are unacceptable, but contingent. Therefore, a uniform
pragmatic account of these unacceptabilities has to be given, using the fact that the
expression know that induces also a pragmatic presupposition of the truth of its
complement. Besides expressions such as know that which induce both semantic 18
well as pragmatic presuppositions, 3 there are also expressions which induce only a
pragmatic presupposition. An example o a senteuce containiny such an expression,
namely regret that, is:

(20) *I regret that Bill resigned, but he didn’t

5 The following generalization scems to be valid: every semantic presupposition has a pragmatic
counterpart, but not vice versa. For this reason some have proposed that the notion ol a

semantic presupposition could be dispensed with altogether. See e.g. Kempson 1975 and
Gazdar 1976.
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As opposed to sentence (21):
(21) I regretted that Bili resigned, but it later turned out that he didn’t

this sentence is unacceptable. The acceptability of (21) and its contingency show
that the unacceptability of (20) cannot be explained in semantic terms. The expres-
sion regrer that is an interesting one, since the pragmatic presupposition it induces
is not an assumption on the part of the speaker about reality es such, but an
assumption on the part of the speaker about the information of the subject of
regret that about reality. In (20), this amounts to the same thing, since the subjeci
of regret ‘hat and the speaker are one and the same. In (22) and (23) (taken from
Delacruz 1976), this is not the case:

(22) Believing Bill to have resigned, John regrettad that Bill resigned
(23) *Not believing Bill to have resigned, John regretted that Bill resigned

All phenomena we have men ioned up to now concern correctness conditions
which could be called ‘sincerity’ conditions. But, as we have already noticed, there
are alto correctness conditions which concern other aspects of language use. One
such ¢ondition plays a role in the explinaiion of the following examples:

{24) *You know that Mary is leaving tomorrow
(25) *You do not know that Ma,y is leaving tomorrow

Taken as straightforward assertions about the knowiedge or lack of it o: the heurer,
these sentences are ciearly unacceptable. They are evidentlv not contradictions, so an
explanation of their unacceptability has to be given in the pragmatics. This kind of
unacceptability arises from a conflict between sincerity-iy pe correctness conditions
and correctness conditions which run more or less parallel to what Searle calis
preparatory coaditions. These conditions concein the informativeness of the
utterance, the sharing of presuppositions, etc. 11 contrast to Searle, who formulates
conditions such as these objectively, we formulate them in the pragmatics as condi-
tiors on the information of language nsers.

An example of an unacceptible sentence from this category which involves a
per ‘ormative is:

(26) *You do not wznt me to leave, but | promise you that 1 vill

In peneral, unaccepiabilities from this category seem to be somewhat less serious
than those involving only since:ity-type correciness conditions. It is easier to find
an interpretation under which they are acceptable. For example, (26) can be
reinterpreted as a threat, und (24) can be reinterpreted as an accusation of dis-
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honesty uf rhe hearer, as an attack on his pretending not to know, or as a reminder.
Such reir terpretations are facilitated by special intonation patterns. However, it
should be roted that these acceptable reinterpretations are non-standard: they
deviate f-om the standard informative use of the sentences in question, and are only
possible seceuse under the standard interpretation these .2ntences are unacceptable.

All the pirenomena we have discussed in this section concern aspects of meaning
which have o be accounted for in the pragmatic part of a theory of meaning, if
such a theory is to consist of a semantics and 4 pragmatics. It should be noied that
we could also have presented these phenomena in a different way. Instead of
poin’ing out the uncceentadility of:

(7) ¥The cat i< on the mat, but I do not believe it
we could have stated that, from sentence
{7a) The citis on the m.at

one can, under the assumption that it is used correctly. conclude that the speaker
of {7a) be ieves that the cat is on the mat. Likewise, we could have pointed out the
fact that from the senience

(13a) ! warn vou that there is a bull in that field

one caa irfer, under the assumption that the speaker uses (13a) correctly, that he
believes that there is inceed a bull in that specific field.

We car formulate this as a general principle: if, from the correct use of a sen-
tence A it can be inferred that the use of sentence B would be correct, then a sen-
tence of the torm 4 and —B is unacceptable. In other wuids, it makes no difference
whether we present these phenomena by pointing out the unacceptability of certain
sentences, or by pointing out the validity of certain inferences. Of course, dealing
with actuzl language use we are more likely to observe these inferences than the
corresponding unacceptable sentences, but theoretically there is no difierence.

It should be noted that the notion of correctness that we are talking about is 2
notion of subjective correctness. For the uttering of a sentence to be correct it is
required that the utterer o the s ntence has certain beliefs about reality, about the
belicts of other speech participants, etc. It is this notion of subjective correctness
that is essential for the explanation of the phenomena we have discussed. Besides
this notion, one could also formuate, in terms of it, a notion of objective correct-
ness, requiring not oaly the presence of certain beliefs, but also the truth of some
of these beliefs. Of course, various mcdifications are possible. Such notions are of
interest for the analysis of the successfulness of communication.
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<. Some eienents of the pragmatic theory

In this section we wil® discuss, still rather informally but in some detail, the
¢xplanation of the unacceptability of some of the exarrple sentences given above,
in order to clarify what kind of notions and principles form the basis of the
pragmatic theory.

Let us consider again sentence (7):

s~y

17} *The cat is on the mat, but I do not believe it

This sentence is of the form p and -Bg. where p stands for ‘the cat iz on the
mat’, By is an indexed operator reading ‘x believes that’, and s is a special index
representing the first perscn personal pronoun. The unacceptability of this sentence
is explained by showing that it is structurally incorrect. We say that a sentence is
structurally incorrect if aad only if its correctness conditions are such thai they
car never be all fulfilled consistently at the same time. What are the co-rectness
conditions of (7)? Sentence (7) is a conjunction and a conjunction is correct if and
only if both its conjuncts are correct. In this case, both p and —Bp should be cor-
rect. In order to show the structural incorrectness of (7) it suffices to consider the
sincerity-type conditions. A non-compound formula p is correct if and only if the
speaker, s, has the information that p is the case. It is important to notice that the
phrase ‘x has the information that p’ is completely neutral as to the truth value p
actually has, it does not imply that p is in fact the case, nor that it 1s not. —~Bgp is a
negation and it is correct if and only if B is not correct. When is Bgp not correct?
By is correct, roughly stated, if s has the information that p is the case. and not
correct if s does not have that information Sec, Bgp is not correct i€ it is not the
case that p belongs to the information of s. In other words, the correctness of
—B¢p, the second conjunct of (7), requires that p does not belong to the informa-
tion of s, and the correctness of p, the first conjunct oi (7), requires that p does
belong to the information s has. These are imcompatible comditiGns aud the con-
junction as a whaole ran) thicreiure, never be correct. There is, in other words, no
situation possible in which sentence (7} could be used correctly. And that explains
why it is considered to be unacceptable.

The idea behind this explanation is, of course, not totallv new. Somzthing like it
can be found in several discussions oi’ Moo:2's paradox. waat we are concerned
with, however, is the development of a formal theory of pragmatics in which this
idea can be made explicit. From the discussion of this example some elements of
such a theory emeige quite naturally. First of all, the theory must give a recursive
specification of correctness conditions of sentences. Second, for this purpose it
needs an apparatus to represenc the information of language users. One could use
sets of formulas, as is done e.g. in Groenendijk and Stokhof (1975), but for a
general formulation it is more convenient to have a function, call it the epistemic
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functicn, which assigns to ordered pairs consisting of a formula and a language user
a value which is called the epistemic value of that formula for that language user.
There are three such values, one indicating that the formula in question belongs to
the information of the language user, one indicating that its negation belongs to his
information, and ¢ e indicating that neither the formula nor its negation belong to
his information.

Correctness of a formula with respect to a language user can be associated with
that situation in which the epistemic function assigns a designated epistemic value
to this formula and this language user. The first value described above is the natural
candidate for the status of designated value. The epistemic function can be defined
recursively within a set-theoretical framework. That is to say, the epistemic value of
a compound formula with respect to a certain language user can be defined in terms
of the epistemic values of its compounds with respect to that language user. We do
not bother to state the formal definitions here, since the purpnse of this paper is to
argue for the development of a theory such as this one and to give an idea of its
general set-up, not to present it in full detail. (This will be done in Groenendijk and
Stokhof (in preparation).) Associating correctness with a designated value auto-
matically gives the recursive characterization of correctness which is required of an
adequate pragmatic theory.

Evaiuating formulas with respect to one language user suffices for the formula-
toon of correctness conditions which concern sincerity. However, as we have
pointed out earlier, there are also correctness conditions which concern the
information the speaker has about the information the hearer has. There is, for
example, the condition which requires that it an indicative sentence is to be correct
it has, according to the speaker, to contain information which is new to the hearer.
This means that w= must be able to talk about the epistemic value which accoiding
to an individual x : formula has for another individual y. It should be noted that
this value is not ne ‘essarily the same as the epistemic value of the formula in ques-
tion for the individu~l y. For or.e can have incomple:e or false information about
the information someo:~ else has. Neither needs this value to be related to the
epistemic value of the formula in question for the individual x.

Epistemic valuation with respect to more than one individual not only plays a
role in the formulation of this kind of correctness conditions, it is also needed for
the formulation of the sincerity-type correctness conditions of those sentences in
which explicit reference is made to the informaticn of one or more individuals.
Exampies of such sentences are sentences containing epistemic expressions such as
know rhat and believe that. A sentence of the form John knows that p, for
example, is correct, as far as sincerity is concerned, if according to the information
of the speaker p belongs to the information of John. So, in these cases too, we must
be able to refer to the epistemic value of a formula with respect to more than one
individual. It wiil be clear that this is not limited to the case of two individuals. In
order to adequately handle sentence (28):
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{28) John knows that Fred knows that Mary is leaving tomorrcw

we must be able to refer to the epistemic value which, according to the speaker the
sentence ‘Mary is leaving tomorrow’ Lias for Fred according to John. And since there
is in principle no upper bound on the number of iterated epistemic operators that
may occur in a sentence, this implies that for any arbitrary number of individuals n
we must be able to refer to the epistemic value of a formula with respect to such an
n-tuple of individuals. So, the epistemic function should be generalized to a func-
tion which assigns an epistemic value to an ordered pair consisting of a formula and
an n-tuple containing an arbitrary but finite number of individuals. It should be
noted that the number of epistemic values increases as the number of individuals,
with respect to which a certain formula is evaluated, increases. With respect to one
individuai there are three epistemic values, with respect to two individuals there are
seven epistemic values, exhausting all possible situations. To give one example of
what kind of situations the values indicate: in case we are dealing with two individ-
uals, x and y, and a proposition p, then one of the values represents the situation in
which the individual x his the information that the individual y either has the
information that p is the :ase, or neither has the information that p is the case nor
tl e information that —p is the case.

Another feature of the pragmatic theory to which we want to draw attention, is
the principle, already mentioned in section 1, which stat:s that one has optimal
information about one’s own conscious mental states. Consider the following
formulas: —p and Byp and —p and Byp. The first formula revresents an unaccept-
able sentence, since it is structurally incorrect. The second formula, however, repre-
sents a possibly correct sentence. The correctness conditions of the second formula
require that — p belongs to the information of s ard ‘hat p belongs to the informa-
t:on s has about the information of x. These are in principle compatible condition:
The correctness conditions of the sscond formula require analogously that —p
belongs to the information of s and that p belongs to the information of s about the
information of s. This last requirement is incompatible with the first one under the
assumption that something belongs to the information of an individual about his
own information if and only if it belongs to his information. Assuming the ‘optimal
information principie’, we can equate the epistemic value which according to an
individual x has a formula for x with the epistzmic value which that formula has for
x. Note that in our discussion of the unacceptability of sentence (7) we have used
the optimal information principle implicitly.

Implications of our optimal information principle, or something like it, are
sometimes challenged. ® However, the arguments which are adduced do not concern
us, for the following reason. Even if it were the case — which in our opinion is very
implausible - that it is sometimes possible for someone to know something without

6 See some of the argunienie discussed in Lehrer 1974: ch. 3.
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knowing that he knows it, then stili this could be no argument against upholding
the optimal information principle within the framework of the present theory. For
the theory is designed to explain, by the use of (among other things) this principle,
certain phenomena ccncerning the meaning of sentences. The fact that a sentence
such as (7) is judged to be unacceptable by every competent language user shows
that the correctness conditions of language proceed on the basis of this principle.
Clearly, the rules of language are such that it is required that language users fulfill
the optimal information principle. And seen in the light of the main function of
language use, communication, this is a very reasonable requirement indeed. For if it
were not met, it would hardly be possible to communicate anything about one’s
beliefs. knowledge. and other conscious mental states. The situation is, in fact,
quite similar to the situation we encountered earlier with respect to semantics In
section | we have pointed out that, although semantics deals with the relation
between language und reality, semantic analysis does not reveal reality as it is. Like-
wise, although pragmatics is a theory about the relation between language and
language use, pragmatic analysis wiil not reveal language users as they actually are.
What it will reveal is what language users should be according to the rules of
language.

Another feature of the pragmatic theory is that it distinguishes between degrees
of reliability. Not every piece of information a language user has will, according to
him, have the same degree of reliability. Of some he may be totally convinced,
about others he may not feel so strongly, while still accepting them as positive
information. This distinction is necessitated by the distinction in correctness con-
ditions between sentences containing the expression knew thar and sentences con-
taining believe that. 1f one does not distinguish between different degrees of reli-
ability, then one has to say that a sentence of the form 7 know that p is correct if
the speaker has the information that p is the case, and that a sentence of the form
I believe that p is correct if s neither nas the information that p is the case nor the
information that —p is the case. This is not a very plausible condition and besiass it
would make the wrong prediction that a sentence of the form [ believe tha: p and 1
believe that —p could be correctly used. To avoid this, one must be able to distin-
guish more than just the following three situations™ an individual x has the informa-
ticn that p is the case; x has the information that --p is the case; x neither has the
information that p is the case nor has the information that —p is the case. This can
be done quite naturally by distinguishing information with different degrees of
reliability. Again limiting ourselves to sincerity-type conditions, it is sufficient ior
the correctness of a sentence «f the torm { believe that p that the speaker has with
some, though not maximal degree of reliabi'ity the information that p is the case.
But for the correctness of a seriience of th: form [ know that p the information
that p is the case should be of riaximal reliability.

To distinguish between the correctness conditions of sentences containing know
that, and similar ones containing believe that it suffices to have two degrees of
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reliability. But since it may be the case that sometimes miore distinctions are
expressed in language, and because we want to formulate the pragmatic theory i ' as
general a way as possible, we state the definitions for an arbitrary number o
degrees of reliability. One of the consequences of the introduction of degrees of
reliability is that the number of epistemic values assigned by the epistemic function
increases again, and that the situations which they represent become niore complex.
For example, we will need an epistemic value to represent the following complex
epistemic state: x has with maximal reliability the information that it is the case
that y has e¢ither with maximal reliability or with some, though not maximal, reli-
ability the information that p is the case, and X has with soine, though not maxi-
mal, reliability the information that it is the case that y has with maximal reli-
ability the information that p is the case. In such a situation it wouid be coirect for
X to utter a sentence of the form [ know that y believes that p and [ believe that he
knows that p.

The last, and one of the most interesting, features of the pragmatic thecry that
we want to discuss in this paper is the treatment of disjunct:on, implication and
modal expressions. As we already have remarked, the epistemic value, and conse-
quently the correctness value, of a disjunction cannot be worked out simply in
terms of the epistemic values of the disjuncts. To put it differently, disjunction is
non-extensional as far as correctness is concerned. If we want to know whether or .
not a speaker has correctly used a disjunction of the form p V g, then it will in
general not be sufficient to consider just the information he has about the truth
values of p and q in the actual world. Informally stated, a disjunction can be currect
if the speaker is convinced neither of p nor of q, but, on the basis of his informa-
tion, is convinced that either p or q muast be the case. Within the pragmatic thoory,
this is accounted for as follows. A d:sjunction of the torm p V q is correct vith
respect to the actual world if and only if it holds {ur every possible world with
respect to which the speaker has ai least the same information he has with respect
to the actua! world (but possibly more or stronger information) that for every
such world, either the speaker has with respect to that world the information
that p is the case, or the speaker has with respect to that world the information that
q is the case. So, the epistemic value of a disjmction of the form p V q is, in the
actual world, determined by the epistemic values of p and g in all those possible
worlds about which the speaker has at least the same information that he has about
the actual world. The epistemi: function now becomes a function with three argu-
ments. It assigns an epistemic value to a formula with respect to an n-tuple of of
individuals and a possible world.

Cther exoressions such as the modal expressions may and must can be handled
analogously. A sentence of the form maybe p is correct with respect to a world w
and a speaker s if and only if there is a possible world w’ with respect to which s has
the same information of maximal reliability that he has about w and with respect to
which s has ihe information that p is the case. The information s has with less than
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maximal reliability may te changed. That this is as it should be can be ‘llustrated by
the fact that a sentence such es:

(29) I believe that Mary is leaving tomorrow, but inaybe she isn’t

can be used correctly. This would be exclude i i” for the epistemic value of maybe p
we had to look for a world about which s has the information that p is the case and
aiso the same information that he has about the actual world with less than maxi-
mal reliability.

5. Final remarks

We would like to conclude by making two short remarks. If the reader is familiar
with Hintikka's work in epistemic logic (see ¢.g. Hintikka 1962) he might wonder
what the difference is between his notion of epistemic indefensibility and our
notion of structural incorrectness. As far as the explanation of some phenomena is
concerned, the two notions do indeed more or less coincide. However, at several im-
portant points the notion of structural incorrectness has more explanatory power.
First of all, correctness conditions which concern the information of language users
about the information of other language users, or rather the unacceptabilities to
which a violation of these conditions gives rise, are outside the scope of Hintikka’s
notion of indefensibility. Second, Hintikka’s notion cannot be used to explain the
unacceptability of sentencet such as:

(30) *John tells me that it is raining in Chicago now, but as far as John tells me it
may not be raining there now

in which no knowledge. or belief, is mentioned, neither of the speaker nor of John.
Other unacceptable sentences which cannot be explained by means of Hintikka’s
notion are sentences such as:

(31) *I know that vou are not 2ble 10 do 50, but I order you to open that window

The reason for all this is quite general: the notion of epistemic indefensibility can
only be used to explain unacceptabilities which resuli from the violation of correct-
ness conditions which are mirrored in t-uth conditions, so to speak. Correctness
conditions of explicit performatives are, in general, not so mirrored in truth condi-
tions. For example, believing that someone is able to do X is a correctness condi-
tion, and not a truth condition, for ordering him to do X. This also explains why an
analysis such as Hintikka’s cannot be applied to expressions which do not con-
trioute anything at al! to the truth conditions of the sentences in which they occur,
such as the expression even. Neither can it be applied to explain the difference in
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meaning between two expressions which make the same contribution to truth con-
ditwns, but which make a different contribution to correctness conditions, such as
the connectives and and but. And finally, the correctness conditions of disjunc-
tions, or rather the unacceptabilities to which a violaiion of them gives rise, cannot
be explained in terms of tlintikka’s notion of epistemic indefensibility.

The last remark we would like to make concerns the relation between semantics
and pragmatics. So far, we have used the terms ‘semantics’ and ‘pragmatics’ as if
they denoted two compietely distinct parts of the theory of meaning. In fact, there
are some interesting interrelations. The information of language users not only
plays a role in the pragmatics, but also in the semantics of epistemic expressions,
modal expressions (sze Groenendijk and Stokhof 1975), counterfactual condi-
tionals (sece Veltman 1[776), among others. In fact, the propositional part of
semantics, i.e. the semantics of propositional connectives and propositional opera-
tors, can be defined in terms of the same episteinic system as the pragmatics. This
suggests that further development of the pragmatic part of the theory of mecaiing
might, initially at least, follow the lead of semantics. Further study is directed
towards the analvsis of the contribution which expressions below the propositional
level make to the ccrrectness conditions of the sentences in which they occur. It
might turn out, for axample, that certain aspects of the meaning of definite and
indefinite terms which so far have resisted a satisfactory semantic analysis, in fact
belong to the realm of pragmatics. Besides this line of further development, there is
another one, leading away from the analysis of the meaning of spe :ific expressions
to a further analysis and characterization of conversations. The notions and prin-
ciples developed in pragmatics seem to offer a promising starting point for an anal-
ysis of the way in which conversations run, the conditions under which they are
succestul, given a certain goal, etc.

We are aware of the fact that much of what we have said has remained more or
less informal and programmatic. However, a more elaborated statement would have
required a rather detailed exposition of the definitions and principles involved. And
that would have been beyond the scope of this paper, which was to give some argu-
ments for the incorporation of a pragmatic theory into a theory of meaning. Our
ideas about the form and content of such a theory, which could only be hinted at
in this paper, will be presented in detail in Groenendijk and Stokhof (in prepara-
tion).
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