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0. INTRODUCTION
0.1. THE PROBLEMS

Imagiﬁe that the following pieces of discourse are uttered and heard without any
particular linguistic or extra-linguistic antecedents:

(1) Joe got married yesterday. The minister spoke very harshly.
(2) Joe got married yesterday. The dog barked very loudly.

The radical difference between (1) and (2) is that, under standard assumptions on
the cultural background, the hearer will know what minister the speaker has in
mind in (1), whereas (s)he will have no idea of what the dog in (2) refers to. Clearly,
the first sentence of these pieces of discourse licenses the use of the minister but
not the dog.

There are at least three problems inherent in the phenomenon illustrated above:

1. The fact that the sentence Joe got married yesterday licenses the definite
description the minister but not the dog does not follow from the truth
conditional properties of the expressions involved. In particular, the truth
of Joe got married yesterday does not entail the existence of a minister
(which the minister presupposes), nor does it exclude the existence of a dog
(which the dog presupposes). Consequently, a formal distinction between
‘entailing a proposition’ and ‘licensing a presupposition’ is to be made.

2. In addition to the fact that the existence of a minister in the context of (1)
becomes a valid inference after uttering both sentences, other entailments,
which do not follow from either the first or the second sentence (or their
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conjunction) also arise (these entailments will be called pieces of implicit
information in the following). In particular, the fact that Joe's marriage
involved a church ceremony follows from the two sentences taken together
as a sequence. Traditional model theoretic semantics is not able to account
for this sort of interactions between consecutive sentences.

3. It seems obvious that the ‘licensing’ relation introduced above holds be-
tween the marriage event in the first sentence and the definite description
the minister in the second. That is, the phenomenon in (1) is to be ex-
plained on the basis of the lexical/encyclopedic knowledge related to ‘mar-
riage’ and ‘minister’. The question is, now, how that, knowledge is to be
represented in order to account for the licensing relation. Moreover, it is
to be examined whether only lexical /encyclopedic knowledge can license
presuppositions without entailing them, or other types of information, such
as discourse information, behave in the same way in certain cases.

0.2. STRUCTURE OF THE PAPER

In Section 1 of this paper, I will examine the problems illustrated in (1) and
introduce some basic concepts that a solution should rest upon. In particular, I
will define the deferred information content of an expression, that is, those pieces
of meaning which are not entailed by the expression but are licensed as subsequent
presuppositions. In Section 2, I will outline the basics of a theory, unfortunately
dubbed D.I.R.T. for Deferred Information Representation Theory, which offers a
way of formally representing deferred information and processes involving such
representations. Section 3 is devoted to the application of D.I.R.T. to some
celebrated linguistic problems. In particular, certain properties of specific vs.
non-specific indefinites and ‘scope ambiguities’ will be examined under D.L.R.T.’s

approach. Finally, I will suggest that lexical meanings are to be represented in the
same format as pieces of discourse. -

1. ACCOMMODATION AND LICENSING
1.1. DEFERRED INFORMATION

- Let me start with the examples in (1-2) above.

(1) Joe got married yesterday. The minister spoke very harshly.
(2) Joe got married yvesterday. The dog barked very loudly.

As I said in the Introduction, the minister in (1) is licensed, whereas the dog in
(2) is not. In this section, I will elaborate on the exact content of licensing and
introduce some related concepts to make the problem clearer.

[
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The first thing to call to attention is that both the minister and the dog have
to be licensed because they are definite descriptions used anaphorically. Such
definite descriptions presuppose the existence of exactly one individual with certain
properties in the relevant universe of discourse. For example, the minister in (1)
presupposes the existence of exactly one relevant minister, and the dog in (2)
presupposes the existence of exactly one relevant dog. By ‘relevant’ I mean that
a definite description requires that there be a single way to connect the entity
whose existence is presupposed to the previous context. In (1), the presupposed

entity is m (the minister), and the connection to be established is, presumably, ‘m
conducted Joe’s wedding ceremony’.

According to Lewis (1979), such presuppositions spring into existence auto-
matically whenever a definite description is uttered. He calls this process the
accommodation of presuppositions. In his opinion, it is a purely pragmatic issue
whether a presupposition can be accommodated. That is, he considers the dif-
ference between (1) and (2) above a purely pragmatic one. I want to propose an
- entirely different view of this issue. Although it may be a pragmatic issue that the
piece of information that licenses the minister in (1) is present in the first sentence
(whereas no information is present that could license the dog), the way in which
that piece of information is put to work cannot be a pragmatic issue, for the fol-
lowing reason. In principle, an information state in which a given presupposition
is licensed can be described in terms of propositions under standard assumptions
about semantics, irrespective of where those propositions come from. Assume that -
we have access to a set of propositions which represent all information relevant to
a given licensing process, of pragmatic as well as lexical origin. Now, if we still
cannot explain the licensing properties of the information state, which seems to
be the case for example (1) if truth conditions alone are considered, then our view
of propositions, our theory of semantics is not correct. It does not matter what
our theory of pragmatics is like, provided that it furnishes those relevant pieces of
information that characterize a given information state; all other duties, includ-
ing the explanation of how a presupposition ‘springs into existence’, and how the
licensing connection becomes implicit information, rest upon semantics as soon as
propositions rather than situations are involved.

Obviously, then, the problem that modern truth conditional semantics faces
with regard to (1-2) is twofold.

(1) AsIhave just pointed out, definite noun phrases are to be ‘connected’ to the
previous context; but they do not necessarily correspond either to individual
names occurring in the previous context or to individual variables bound
by some operator. The latter alternative, i.e., conceiving of definite noun
phrases as free variables which can be bound by operators in the previous

context, would be feasible in a dynamic theory such as that of Heim (1982),
Kamp (1981) or Groenendijk and Stokhof (1989). But
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(ii) neither the first sentence of (1) nor the ‘pragmatic’ knowledge associated
with it entails the existence of a church ceremony or a minister in the truth
conditional sense of the word and, consequently, that sentence has no power
to ‘bind the variable’ in the second sentence.

My conclusion is that, in order to account for the difference between (1) and
(2) above, irrespective of its source, we have to rely on a theory of semantics
that is both dynamic and not strictly truth conditional. The theory we need is
to be dynamic, so as to allow cross-sentential ‘binding’ relations, and it is to be
non-truth-conditional, so as to allow to distinguish between the entailments of a
proposition and its licensing power. For example, we should be able to say that
the minister in (1) is bound, so to say, by something in the first sentence, and we
should be able to say that ‘marriage’ does not entail the existence of a minister,
but it somehow licenses the presupposition that there is a minister, namely, the
one who conducts the marriage ceremony. That is, we should also be able to
explain that the ‘binding’ of the minister in (1) triggers the implicit information
that Joe’s marriage involved a church ceremony.

Before proceeding, let me summarize the concepts introduced so far:

(3) Licensing

An expression E is licensed by a piece of discourse D iff the presuppositions
of E can be accommodated in the context created by D alone.

(4) Implicit Information
A piece of information i belongs to the implicit information content of (the

meaning of) a piece of discourse D if D is a sequence of the pieces of

discourse D, and D, such that “D; A D,” does not entail i, and D does
entail 7.

(5) Deferred Information

A piece of information i belongs to the deferred information content of (the
meaning of) a piece of discourse D iff D does not entail i, and if i is the
only presupposition of an expression E, then E is licensed by D.

1.2. DEFERRED INFORMATION AND UNDERSPECIFICATION

This section is devoted to the question what exactly belongs to the deferred infor-
mation content of a particular expression. I will examine the knowledge associated
with ‘marriage’ as assumed in examples (1-2) above, and suggest some general
conclusions. In particular, I will argue that the disjunctiveness and the generic
character of pieces of information lead to deferment, and claim that this is related
to a more general concept of underspecification.

If we try to characterize the meaning of marriage relevant to the explanation

of the phenomenon in (1) in terms of ‘meaning postulates’, the following seems a
good first attempt:
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(6) Information related to ‘marriage’ (informal)
(1) ‘in each model in which a marriage event e takes place, e includes a
marriage ceremony event ¢ as a rule’;
~ (ii) ‘in cach model in which a marriage ceremony event c takes place, c is
either a church service or a common-law marriage as a rule’;

(iii) ‘in each model in which a church service c takes place, there is a cler-
gyman who conducts ¢ as a rule’. '

If we conceive of contexts as models of worlds, then — according to the above
meaning postulates — the existence of a minister who conducts the marriage
ceremony follows if certain conditions are met. Namely, the marriage ceremony is
to be a religious one, and the context is to be ‘normal’ (according to the provnso
‘as a rule’ in each clause above).

It is obvious that, given the ‘meaning postulates’ in (6i-iii), the existence of
a church ceremony or a minister does not follow from the fact that a marriage
takes place. On the other hand, we independently know from the phenomenon
of licensing that, in a case when only a marriage event is present in the context,
there is a fundamental difference between assuming that the marriage involves a
clergyman, on the one hand, and assuming that it involves a dog, on the other.
It seems that the ‘regular’ character of the context or the truth of a member of
a disjunction can be assumed, if necessary, without further provisos, whereas the
presence of dogs in the context, which should be assumed as a premise on its own,
cannot. In sum, I submit that a distinction should be made between propositions
absent in a context altogether, on the one hand, and propositions in the scope of
a generic one' (‘as a rule’) or embedded in a disjunction, on the other. The latter
constitute pieces of deferred information.

Indeed, it can be easily checked that the existence of the minister who conducts
the wedding ceremony will not follow from (6i-iii), not even if we make those closes
non-generic (i.e., omit ‘as a rule’), provided that (a) (6ii) remains a disjunction, or
(b) (6i) or (6iii) is/are put in disjunction(s). Similarly, if there was no disjunction in
(6i-iii), but at least one clause was generic, then the presence of a clergyman would
no longer follow. On the other hand, it seems obvious that the licensing power of
‘marriage’ illustrated in (1) would not change if we altered its meaning in any of
the above ways. Note that the question whether any of these variants constitutes
at least partially appropriate meaning postulates for ‘marriage’ is a pragmatic
issue and immaterial indeed from the point of view of the present discussion.

In sum, in the ‘meaning postulates’ discussed above, the existence of a clergyman
is a piece of deferred information if and only if it is embedded in a consequent
within the scope of a generic ‘operator’ (‘as a rule’) or within a member of a

disjunction. Thus, I submit that at least the following sorts of pieces of information
count as deferred:
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(7) Sources of Deferred Information
(a) a member of a disjunction;
- (b) a generic proposition;
(c) a piece of information embedded in a piece of deferred information.

It should be noted that surface or does not necessarily express ‘disjunction’ in
the sense of (7a) above. If the speaker refers to a marriage event, he may or may
not know whether that marriage was a religious one. If he does, he would not use
or if he was more explicit; if he does not, then he would not presuppose either
alternative in subsequent discourse. Accordingly, after uttering a sentence like
You leave or I kill you (or, alternatively, If you don’t leave, I kill you), neither
‘you leave’ nor ‘I kill you’ are licensed presuppositions. Overt generic sentences,
on the other hand, do behave like the pieces of information mentioned in (7b),
i.e., they transfer deferred information only. It is a common-place in the literature
that the truth conditions of generics are hard to establish. For example, it would
be difficult to tell what property a model should have in order for Ravens are black
to be true in it. This sentence certainly does not entail

V(z : RAVEN(z))[BLACK(z)].

On the other hand, it clearly makes it possible to accommodate the presupposition
z 13 black for every raven z in subsequent discourse. For example, in

(8) Ravens are black. ...

a. ... An eagle chased a raven. The poor black thing could not escape.
b. ... Although this bird is a raven, it is not black,

the possibility of using the definite description in (a) or although in (b) shows
that the presupposition that a raven is black can be accommodated in the context
created by the first sentence. : '
In conclusion, I would like to suggest that a distinction should be made between
those pieces of information that the meaning of an expression is unrelated to, on
the one hand, and those pieces of information with respect to which it is under-
specified (i.e., which belong to its deferred information content), on the other. For
example, the meaning of marriage is unrelated to dogs, but underspecified with
respect to the church ceremony; the meaning of Ravens are black is underspecified
with respect to the set of ravens that it quantifies over. This interpretation of
underspecification is parallel to the phonological interpretation of the word. For
example, a consonant is unrelated to, or undefined for, say, tone, whereas a vowel
which bears neither high nor low tone is underspecified with respect to tone in a
language where tone matters. That is, underspecification is tightly linked to ab-
stractness inasmuch as a vowel that is neither high nor low is abstract (or inasmuch
as Locke’s triangle, which is neither rectangular nor equilateral, is abstract).
Underspecification is not only opposed to unrelatedness, but also to ambiguity.
One could argue that the word marriage might as well be ambiguous between
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ireligiou.s marriage’ and ‘register marriage’. That is, we would have two separate
lexical entries for marriage, which would mean that there are two words that acci-

dentally coincide in terms of their phonetic shape. Such an assumption, however,
would be weird for several reasons.

First, it seems reasonable to assume that, when a speaker utters an ambiguous
expression, (s)he actually has one single reading in mind. It would be extremely
strange to utter Flying planes can be dangerous without either having the intention
of claiming that Flying planes are dangerous or meaning that Flying planes is
dangerous. (Moreover, it is unlikely that you utter Flying planes can be dangerous
and you mean either the conjunction or the disjunction of its two readings.) On the
other hand, it is perfectly conceivable to speak about a marriage without knowing
whether it was a religious one.

Second, the accidental coincidence of two meanings in Flying planes can be dan-
gerous can be made explicit in terms of facts about English which are completely
independent of the meaning of -ing forms, namely, the coincidence of the singular
and plural forms of can (for example, replace can by is/are as in the previous para-
graph). On the other hand, the alleged ambiguity of marriage cannot be made

visible using pairs of linguistic contexts which differ in something independent of
the meaning of marriage.

Finally, there may be empirically testable differences between underspecified
meanings and ambiguous expressions. The different meanings of an ambiguous
expression are related to each other in accidental ways. On the other hand, a
meaning. which is underspecified in a given respect is entailed by all more specific
versions. That is, underspecification can be ‘resolved’ by further specification, i.e.,
by providing more information, which is not generally true for ambiguity. If I say
I bought a plane, and you think I bought an aircraft, and I add but its blade is all
blunt, then you will have to ‘backtrack’ to fix your meaning representation. This is
probably more costly than, say, processing (1), which needs an extra assumption
(i.e., the assumption that there was a church ceremony), but no backtracking. It

remains to be seen whether this difference can be measured in terms of processing
time.






