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Put context first.

Expressivism and context-dependence*

Frapolli, Maria José (University of Granada)
Villanueva, Alberto Neftaĺı (University of Granada)

John MacFarlane has recently claimed that his own kind of relativism and contemporary expres-
sivism, more specifically, the one defended by Allan Gibbard, ‘use essentially the same compositional
semantics’ (MacFarlane 2014, 172). This claim, despite being accurate, might obliterate a fundamen-
tal difference between the expressivist analysis and other semantic approaches. Expressivism, we will
argue, is in general compatible with standard compositional semantics, but its basic take on how
analysis should proceed concedes no priority to the principle of compositionality, but rather to the
principle of context. Under expressivism, content is individuated by the inferential import, and thus
the compositionalist –building-block– order of explanation is challenged.

The aim of this paper is twofold. First, we will contrast two different models to accommodate
context-dependence, the phenomenon that our linguistic practices require contextual information to be
explained. The building-block model, on the one hand, and the organic model, on the other, can be set
apart by taking into consideration whether they give prominence to the principle of compositionality
over the principle of context, or the other way around. Second, we will defend that expressivism,
unlike relativism and other competitors, fits nicely under the latter, organic, model. The expressivist
analysis necessarily starts from considerations about the kind of actions that agents perform when
using linguistic structures, rather than deriving these range of possible performances from previously
held properties of these structures.

1. Context-dependence: two different models

Context-dependence under the building-block model.

There is almost no theory of meaning available that aspires to explain our meaningful communi-
cative exchanges in a way that is completely independent of contextual considerations. At one level or
another, any theory will assume that whatever we can say about the meaning of a string of symbols,
as viewed –if such a thing were possible– in isolation, differs from what a normal speaker would say
while uttering it, or an audience would get while understanding it. Under the building-block model,
meaning’s order of explanation proceeds in successive stages, starting from the most basic considera-
tions and building up from them. At any level, information from the context might be acknowledged
by different theoretical alternatives.

Depending on the stage at which contextual information has an impact, pragmatic processes might
be:

Prelinguistic. Input: unsegmented marks or sounds, not recognized as signs belonging to a langua-
ge.Output: a piece of discourse.

Lexical. Output: an univocal string of words. ‘I saw her duck under the table’. Only when ‘duck’
is interpreted, either as a verb or a noun, we proceed to the following stage.

Syntactic. Output: an univocal structure. ‘The king of France is not bald’. ‘Every ball has a red
dot on it’. ‘Every kid at school owns a pet, the school turtle’.

*This work was partially funded by the research project ”Naturalismo, expresivismo y normatividad” (MINECO:
FFI2013-44836)
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Pre-semantic. Output: an univocal set of meanings cum a structure. Reference-fixing for indexicals
and disambiguation.

Semantic. Output: A proposition (Aristotelian or Fregean). Quantifier domain restriction, modu-
lation, etc. Typically associated with local pragmatic processes. Context of utterance.

Post-semantic. Output: a proposition plus a circumstance of evaluation. Typically associated with
global processes. Context of assessment.

Pragmatic. Output: multiple propositions. Secondary inferential processes, not subpersonal. Im-
plicatures

Depending on the way in which contextual information is accounted for, pragmatic processes might
be:

Primary / secondary. For theories that defend a principled distinction between the semantic core
of our utterances and other levels of meaning conveyed, primary pragmatic processes will be those
affecting the semantic core, what is said, and secondary pragmatic processes will derive other layers of
propositional content inferentially from what is said plus other contextual considerations. The latter
will typically have an impact at the pragmatic level, even though interactions with other –lower– levels
are recognized by some approaches, such as Relevance Theory.

Local / global. Local pragmatic processes have an impact on subsentential phrases, global prag-
matic processes modify the circumstances of evaluation, placing the whole sentence, as it were, under
a different light to be evaluated. These are usually identified at the postsemantic level.

Mandatory / optional. A pragmatic process is mandatory if its intervention is necessary in order to
arrive to a level of content which can be evaluated as true or false, in order to arrive to a propositional
level of content. Otherwise, it is optional. Mandatory* / optional*. A pragmatic process is mandatory*
if its intervention is “recruited” by the linguistic meaning of a lexical item, as it occurs in the sentence.
Otherwise, it is optional*. Indexicals trigger mandatory* pragmatic processes. These processes are also
deemed sometimes ‘bottom-up’ vs. ‘top-down’ processes

We will briefly showcase the differences between the uses of context in Stojanovic’s form of inva-
riantism (cfr. Stojanovic 2008), and Capelen and Lepore’s speech act pluralism (Capelen and Lepore
2005). Within the realm of contextualism, indexical and non-indexical contextualism (cfr. MacFarlane
2007, 2014) should be distinguished both from Truth- Conditional Contextualism (cfr. Recanati 2010)
and Relevance Theory (Carston 2002). Relativism (Kolbel 2008), moderate relativism (Recanati 2007)
and assessment relativism (MacFarlane 2014) will be also set apart, and their respective uses of context
will be examined. All of them will be examples, nonetheless, of a building-block use of context.

Context-dependence under the organic model.

According to the organic model, the basic unit of analysis has to be able to move the chain on
the conversational scoreboard, and thus the analysis should take as primitive only linguistic units
that can be used to acquire certain inferential commitments. In this sense the context is not needed
to fill in the holes left in the logical form by semantic underdetermination, but rather to supply the
information that is needed to make sense of a certain communicative exchange. Judgments can only
be individuated inside a given context, and this makes this model context-dependent, but context
provides information in a way that cannot be equated to those mentioned above. The building-block
model is a useful heuristics, and as such the results of formal semantics are not globally challenged,
but they have to be cast under a different light.

The immediate data that people engaged in assertive speech acts encounter are contents of a
propositional nature. Semantic analysis individuates the ingredients of these contents, which might
turn out to draw different results depending on the aim of the speech act at stake. In spite of its hippy-
looking wording, this is by no means revolutionary, from a historical point of view. Frege defended
this position over and over (see for instance, Frege 1879/1972, §2 and §9, where he places judgments
at the beginning of the analysis process, and 1918-9/1984, where he argues that negation does not
belong to the thought but to its expression, p. 378 and p. 380). The Russellian analysis of descriptions
as incomplete symbols is also a classical application of this model (Russell 1905).
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2. Expressivism and organic context-dependence

Classical Expressivism analyzed sentences with ethical terms, ‘cheating on your husband is bad’,
as having the general import of ‘boo for cheating!’. The use of declarative sentences can elicit a
propositional content, a covert imperative, or an expression of feelings without truth-conditions. Which
alternative is in each case appropriate depends on the identification of the speaker’s intention, an
issue that requires a correct reading of contextual factors. From the semantic core of expressivism,
one can draw the paralyzing conclusion that expressive terms are meaningless (nihilism, from Gödel
1947, p. 520 to Künne 2005, p. 87), and qualify the speech acts in which they occur as defective.
A more constructive path is approaching the analysis of sentences with expressive terms organically.
The strategy has proved to be successful in different domains. Minimal Expressivism, as a kind of
inferentialism applied to higher-order concepts, abstracts the meaning of expressive terms from the
inferential import of the contents of the sentences in which they occur. The ‘expressivists’ strategy’, as
Gibbard puts it ‘is to change the question. Don’t ask directly how to define ‘good’. . . shift the question
to focus on judgments: ask, say, what judging that is good consists in’ (Gibbard 2003, 6). This pattern
applies to a wide variety of topics. Gibbard (2012) applies it to semantics and defines meaning as a
normative concept, and it has also been applied to the analysis of knowledge ascriptions (Chrisman
2007, Chrisman 2011, Field 2009), first-person ascriptions (Bar-On 2005), and other constructions.

Within the realm of the organic model of context-dependence, contemporary expressivism needs
to be distinguished from classical expressivism, and from different versions of hybrid expressivism
(see Field 2009, Chrisman 2007, but also Bar-On 2005), but also from two different extreme views on
content individuation. The first one of these is inferential holism. According to this view, the content
of a unit is individuated by all the inferences it gets involved with in common practice –every inference
is a meaning-determining inference. The second one is historical inferentialism, a view that provides a
very limited number of meaning determining inferences, mimicking Gentzen-like rules of introduction
and elimination for logical constants. Expressivism, we will defend, needs to stick firmly to the idea
that the set of meaning-determining inferences is not, and cannot be, determined a priori. Only that
is, truly, putting context first.
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