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I l r i t r oduc t i on  

I begin my t a l e  w l t h  the moral :  a quo ta t i on  
from the g rea tes t  Engl i sh grammarian, O t t o  
Jespersen (1965) 

The essence o f  language i s  human a c t i v i t y - -  
a c t i v i t y  on the p a r t  o f  one i n d i v i d u a l  t o  
make h imsel f  understood by another,  and 
ac t  i v i  t y  on the p a r t  o f  t h a t  o ther -  t o  
understand what was i n  the mind o f  the t i  rs t. 
These two I n d i v i d u a l s ,  the producer and the 
r e c i p i e n t  o f  language, o r  as we may more con- 
ven ien t l y  c a l l  them, the speaker and the hear- 
e r ,  and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s  t o  one another, should 
never be l o s t  s i g h t  o f  i f  we want t o  under- 
stand the nature o f  language and o f  t h a t  p a r t  
o f  language which i s  d e a l t  w i t h  i n  grammar. 
But i n  former t imes t h i s  was o f t en  overlooked, 
and words and forms were o f  ten t r ea ted  as i f  
they were th lngs  o r  n a t u r a l  ob jec t s  w i t h  an 
ex is tence o f  t h e i r  own--a concept ion which 
may have been t o  a g rea t  ex ten t  f os te red  
through a tbo exc lus l ve  preoccupat ion w i t h  
y r i t t e n  o r  p r i n t e d  words, b u t  which i s  funda- 
menta l l y  f a l se ,  as w i  I 1  easl l y  be seen w i t h  
a l i t t l e  r e f l e x l o n .  (p. 17) 

But the temptat ion t o  t h i n k  o f  language as pure 
form I S  g rea t ,  Jespersen h imse l f  s l i p s  i n t o  t h i s  
metaphor a few pages l a t e r ,  

. . . we always f lnd t ha t  there i s  one word 
o f  supreme importance t a  which the o the rs  a re  
j o i ned  as subo rd~na tes  T h ~ s  c h i e f  k o r d  i s  
def  i ned (qual  i f i ed, modi f i ed) by another word, 
which i n  i t s  t u r n  may be def ined ( q u a l i f i e d ,  
modi f ied) by a t h i r d  word, e tc .  (p. 96) 

But words - do not  de f i ne ,  modify, o r  qua1 i f y  o the r  
words. Speakers de f i ne ,  qual i fy ,  and modify 
Th is  confus ion i s  so tempt ing t ha t  i t  i s  perva- 
s i v e  i n  every f i e l d  t h a t  s tud ies  language, a t  any 
l e v e l .  I t  I S  almost un i ve rsa l  i n  l i n g u i s t i c s .  We 
f i n d  i t ,  f o r  example, i n  the f o l l o w ~ n g  from 
Hal l i day and ttasan ( 1976) , who probably know 
b e t t e r  

Let  us s t a r t  w i t h  a stmple and t r i v t g l  exam- 
p l e  Suppose we f i n d  the f o l l o w i n g  i n s t r u c -  
t i ons  i n  the cookery bobk. 

[ I  11 Wash and core S I X  cooking Apples. 
Put them i n t o  f i r e p r o o f  d ish .  

I t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  them i n  the second sen- - 
tence r e f e r s  back t o  ( i s  AHAPHORIC to )  the 
s i x  cooking apples i n  the f i r s t  sentence. - 
This ANAPHORI C f u n c t i o n  o f  - them g i ves  cohe- 
s ion t o  the two sentences , so t ha t  we i n t e r -  
p r e t  them ag a whole; the two sentencks 
together  c o n s t i t u t e  ,.a t e x t .  Or r a t h e r ,  they 
form p a r t  o f  the same t e x t ,  there may bg more 
o f  i t t o  f o l l o w .  

The t e x t u r e  i s  p rov ided  by the cohesive RELA- 
TION t h a t  e x i s i s  between them and - s i x  cooking 
_a_p1esSSS I t  i s  impor tant  t o  make t h i s  p o i n t ,  
because we  s h a l l  be cons tan t l v  focus ing  a t -  
t e n t i o n  on the i tems, such as - them, which 
t y p i c a l l y  r e f e r  back t o  something t h a t  has 
gone befbre;  b u t  the cohesion 1 s - e f f e c t e d  n o t  
by the presence the referring i tern alone 
bu t  by the presence o f  b o t h  the r e f e r r i n g  
i tem and the i tem i t  r e fe r s  t o  (p.  2 ) .  

There a re  two ser lous  confusions here. F i r s t ,  
words do no t  reTer; speakers r e f e r  t o  t h i ngs  by 
us ing  words. The word them does no t  r e f e r  t o  
anyth ing a t  a l l ,  obv ious ly  SB s ince  i t  can be used 
t o  r e f e r  t o  any se t  one wants t o  r e f e r  t o .  There 
i s  n s  p a r t i c u l a r  s e t  o f  e n t i t l e s  t h a t  one can say 
the word them r e f e r s  t o .  But one can use i t  t o  
r e f e r  t o  se ts  o f  t h i n g s ,  when one 's  intended 
r e f e r e n t  w i l l  be recoverab le  i n  some way by the 
hearer .  

The second confusion i s  the idea tha t  words 
" r e f e r  back" t o  o t h e r  words, The muddle here i s  
obvious Whether ~t i s  people o r w o r d s  t h a t  
r e f e r ,  i t  I S  t h i ngs ,  no t  ( usua l l y )  o t h e r  words, 
t ha t  they r e f e r  to .  Thus I n  H a l l i d a y  and Hasan's 
example : I ,  i t  i s  n o t  the words - S I X  cook inq  
apples t h a t  them i s  used t o  r e f e r  t o ,  one I S  no t  
b e i n g  i n s t r u c t e d  t o  p u t  th ree  words i n  a f i r e p r o o f  
d ish .  The word - them i s  used t o  r e f e r  t o  c e r t a i n  
apples t h a t  were p rev ious l y  r e f e r r e d  t o  by use of  
the words - s i x  c o o k i n q W l i s .  - t I y . o b j e c t i ~ n  t o -  
such desc r i p t i ons  i s  no t  based merely on a n i g -  
g l i n g  concern w i t h  s loppy language. I f  i t  were, 
one might  respond t h a t  i t ' s  c l e a r  what Hal 1 iday 
and Hasan mean here,  so my complaint  i s  bes ide 
the p o i n t .  Rather, I t h i n k  the  pervas ive confu- 
s i o n  on j u s t  t h i s  p o i n t  i s  a symptom of  a ser ious  
comceptual confus ion t h a t  renders a l o t  o f  the 
r e l a t e d  work useless.  Th is  i s  the case w t t h  the 
passage f rom Hal l i day and Hasan. They say t h a t  i t 
i s  some r e l a t i o n  between sentences i n  a t e x t  t h a t  
g i ves i t "cohes ion", t h a t  renders I t coherent , 



"so t h a t  we i n t e r p r e t  them as a  whole; the two 
sentences together const i tute a t e x t  .I1 The re -  
l a t i o n  t ha t  g ives r i s e  t o  t h i s  cohesion i s  t ha t  
them i n  one sentente " re fe rs  back" t o  the s i x  - 
cobking apples i n  a previous sentence. l f T  
i n t e r p r e t  th is  phrase char i  tab1 y, then the ques- 
t i o n  i r i s e s ,  how do we know what- - them re fe r s  t o ?  
How do we knov tha t  i t  re fe r s  t o  the apples, and 
not  t a  two or the w r i t e r ' s  bachelor uncles? We 
can ' t  - know such 3 th ing.  We can on ly  assume tha t  
the w r i t e r  i s  r a t i o n a l ,  and t ha t  the rec ipe i s  co- 
herent. I f  t t  i s  coherent, we are j u s t i f i e d  i n  
assuming tha t  i t  i s  the apples tha t  are  re fe r red  
t o  by - them. But there i s  a  v i c lous  c i r  u l a r i t y  
here. The rec ipe has cohesion, i s - a  coherent 
tex t ,  j u s t  i n  case them re fe r s  t o  the apples. But 
we are only j u s t i f i e d  i n  i n f e r r i n g  t ha t  - them re -  
f e r s  to the apples i f  we assume tha t  the t ex t  i s  
coherent. Thus, i n  s p i t e  o f  Ha l l i day  and Hasan's 
claim, i t  i s  no t  the anaphoric f a c t s  tha t  g i ve  
r i s e  t o  cohesion; ra ther ,  the assumption that  the 
t e x t  i s  coherent gives r i s e  t o  the infkrence tha t  
them re fe r s  to the apples. -- 

This k ind o f  confusion, i t  seems t o  me, 
a r i ses  from the l i n g u i s t ' s  h a b i t  o f  l o o k ~ n g  a t  
every aspect o f  language i n  terms o f  l i n g u i s t i c  
forms and r e l a t i o n s  between them. Thus i n  t h l s  
case the mistaken charac te r i za t ion  o f  reference 
as a  r e l a t i o n  between words, and o f  coherence as 
a proper ty  of an abst ract  l i n g u i s t i c  ob jec t  ca l l ed  
a tex t .  I n  the: r e s t  o f  t h i s  b r i e f  paper I want 
t o  sketch an opposing view, and t o  c la im that  
not  ions 1 i ke ' ' reference ," " t e x t  s t r uc tu re  ," 
"re 1 evance" and "coherence" a re  best t reated , a t  
leas t  i n  pa r t ,  i n  terms o f  communicative acts  and - 
the plans and goals o f  speakers/wri te rs  who per-  
form such acts .  

1 1 .  Three Wavs o f  Lookina a t  a  Text 

Assum f o r  the moment t h a t  we know what a  
t e x t  (o ra l  o r  w r i  t t en )  i s ,  and can t e l l  a  co- 
herent t e x t  f rornaa random t r a n s c r i p t  ion o f  Engl i sh 
sentences ( I  w i  1 1  r e tu rn  t o  what counts as a  
coherent t e x t  l a t e r ) .  Then there are ( a t  l eas t )  
fhree k inds of  th ings and r e l a t i o n s  involved i n  a  
t e x t  . 
1. Sentences. F i r s t ,  conventional wisdom i n  
l i n g u i s t i c s  has i t  t ha t  rex ts  cons is t  o f  sen- 
tences. I sha l l  accept t h i  s  f o r  the momen t, 
though a  b i t  l a t e r  I w i l l  %show cause t o  modify i t .  

But what k ind  o f * " th ing l '  i s  a sentence? 
I t  i s ,  i f  anything i s ,  an abs t rac t  l i n g u i s t i c  
ob jec t ,  a  u h i t  o f  form. I t  i s  r ~ u t  a  propos i t ion,  
nor a f a c t ,  though i t  i s  a  means by w h ~ r h  such 
th ings are assert-ed, denied, ques-tioned, e tc .  
Nor i s  a  sentence a  speech ac t ,  though a speech 
a c t  w i l l  u sua l l y  be performed by means of  the 
ut terance o f  a  sentence. But a sentence and an 
ut terance o f  a sentence a re  d i f f e r e n t  ktnds o f  
t h i  ngs. 

A sentence i s  no t  the k i n d  o f  t h i n g  t ha t  i s  
t rue  o r  fa1 se; o r  l lproposi  t ions," t ha t  
sentences can be used t o  express, are  t r u e  o r  
false. Or perhaps i t  would be more appropr ia te  
t o  speakaof asser t ions as being t r u e  o r  fa lse.  
At  any ra te ,  i t  i s  q u i t e  c l e a r  t ha t  i t  i s  nonsense 
t o  speak o f  sentences as t r u e  o r - fa l se ,  as 

evidenced by the f a m i l i a r  p r o b l e ~  o f  index ica l  
expressions . 

A sentence, then, may be used t o  asser t  tha t  
something i s  t r ue ,  o r  f a l se ,  o r  has occurred, 
but  the sentence i t s e l f  i s  not t r u e  o r  fa l se ,  
and does n o t  occur. Thus r e l a t i o n s  l i k e  causa- 
t i on ,  order i n  t ime, enta i lment ,  and so on, do 
not  ho ld  between sentences. I t  I s  no t  c l e a r  what 
k i nd  o f  r e l a t i o n  can accurately be sa id  t o  ho ld  
between the sentences of a  t ex t .  

2. "Fa~ts .~ ' .  The second k i n d  o f  " th ing" involved 
i n  a t e x t ' i s  what I sha l l  c a l l  Mfacts .u  ( ~ o t i c e  
t ha t  I do not  say t ex t s  cons is t  o f  o r  con ta in  
fac ts ,  merely t ha t  they somehow i n v o l v e  fac ts . )  
The term " fac tu  i s  a  b i t  misleading--though I 
can t h i nk  o f  no b e t t e r  term-- in t h a t  I wish to  
inc lude a5 f ac t s  events, s ta tes,  and so f o r t h  
tha t  do not  a c t u a l l y  hp ld  i n  the rea l  world; 
I 'proposi t ions ," more o r  less.  

Relat ions among the l l facts' l  involved i n  a  
t e x t ,  then, cons is t  o f  two classes: f i r s t ,  the 
same r e l a t i o n s  t ha t  ho ld  between f a c t s  i n  the 
rea l  world--causat ion, r e l a t i o n s  o f  temporal 
order,  m o t i v a t i h ,  and so f o r t h ;  second, those 
rel 'at ions t h a t  have t o  do w i t h  l o g i c  and hypo- 
t h e t i c a l  & fac ts ,  l i k e  entai lment and cont rad ic-  
t i on .  I t -may be necessary t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  f ac t s  
on the one hand and propos i t ions on t6e o ther ,  
on grounds t h a t  l e l a t i o n s  between fac ts  a re  o f  a  
k i nd  d i f f e r e n t  from r e l a t i o n s  between proposi-  
t i ons ,  but I N i l  1 ignore the problem here. 

3. Speech acts .  The t h i r d  k i nd  of t h i ng  invo lved,  
i n  tex ts  i s s the  "speech act "  (by t h i s  term 1 
mean t o  inc lude as a  sub-case ac t s  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  
communication by w r i t i n g ) ,  Speech acts  are  not  
sentences, nor " l og i ca l  forms," nor propos i t ions,  
i n  s p i t e  of occasional attempts to define them 
i n  these terms, They are acts,  j u s t  as the term 
imp1 ies.  

Re 1 a t  ions be tween the speech acts  i nvol ved 
i n  a  t e x t  a re  j u s t  those t h a t  can hold between 
acts  i n  general.  F ~ r s t ,  s ince an ac t  i s  a  sub- 
type of event, the r e l a t i o n s  t ha t  can ho ld  be- 
tween events can, i n  general,  ho ld  between acts ,  
thus between speech acts :  r e l a t i o n s  o f  temporal 
order,  f o r  example. Second, s ince  a  speech act  
i s  a sub-type o f  ac t ,  r e l a t i o n s  t ha t  can hold 
between ac ts  can, i n  general,  ho ld  between speech 
ac ts .  The most important r e l a t i o n  i n  t h i s  regard 
i s  the r e l a t i o n  o f  purpose: one does such-and- 
such i n  o rder  t ha t  such-and-such; or one performs -- 
a c e r t a i n  a c t  i n  order thereby t o  perform a  
second a c t ,  Long chains o f  these r e l a t i o n s  can 
ho ld  between acts .  I may throw a swi tch rn order 
t o  t u rn  on a  1 i g h t  i n  order  t o  f r i g h t e n  away a  
burg la r  i n  order  t o  save the f am i l y  jewels. 1 
may t e l l  my f r l e n d  t h a t  there i s  a charging b u l l  
behind him i n  order  t ha t  he r e a l i z e  that  he i s  
i n  danger, i n  order  tha t  he get  ou t  of  the way. 
It i s  a  rnjstake t o  ask whether my speech act  was 
an asser t ion  o r  a  warning, s ince t h i s  presupposes 
that the two a re  mutua l ly  exc lus ive.  I t  was both; 
I asserted something and thereby warned somebody, 
j u s t  as I threw the swi tch and thereby turned on 
the l i g h t s .  I may make a  c e r t a i n  mark on a 
p iece of  paper, thereby marking my b a l l o t  f o r ,  
Smith, thereby c a s t i n ~ a  vo te  f o r  Smith. I may 



asser t  t h a t  I w i l l  do t he  dishes, thereby volun- 
t ee r i ng  t i  do the dishes. And so on. 

I t  i s  c o m p l y  the case tha+  ac t s  a re  l i n k e d  
by compl,,ex r e l a t i o n s  o f  purpose and goal ,  i nc lud-  
ing  the  case where one a c t  i s  perfarmed by means 
o f  ~ e r f o r m i n g  another ac t .  Th is  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  
t r u e  of communicative ac ts .  

There are several subva r i e t i es  o f  speech 
acts,  f o r  d i c h  sgveral taxonomies have been pro-  
posed; Aust in  (1962), McCawley (1977) , f o r  example. 
One important  d i s t i n c t i o n  i n  k i nd  i s  the d i s t i n c y  
t i o n  between the a c t  of saying a sentence, and 
the a c t  one thereby performs. I n  performing aq 
ac t  o f  saying the Engl ish sentence "Your h a i r  i s  
i n  my yogurta1 I may, ir, the r i g h t  circumstances, 
thereby in form someone t h a t  t h e i r  h a i r  i s  i n  my 
yogurt .  The f i r s t  k i nd  o f  ac t ,  the a c t  o f  sayjng, 
inc ludes making sounds i n  a way t h a t  conforms t o  
the conventions f o r  what counts as a 'saying o f  a 
sentence, o r  making v i s i b l e  marks I n  a way t h a t  
counts as a saying o f  a sentence. Texts, then, 
do n o t  r e a l l y  cons is t  o f  sentences, bu t  o f  sayings 
("uses") o r  sentences ; o r  i n  the case o f  ~r i t ten 
tex ts ,  o f  a permanent k i n d  o f  record o f  uses o f  
sentences. 

I I  I. The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  Te.xts 

A. Speech acts. The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  c f  a 
t ex t ,  then, cons is ts  of  the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h i s  
record of sayings o f  sentences. Each saying i s  
i n te rp re ted  i n  terms o f  some speech ac t ( s )  per-  
formed by saying a g iven sentence. (Henceforth 
by "speech act1' I w i l l  mean the comraunicative ac t  
one performs by saying a sentence, as opposed t o  
the a c t  o f  say i ng i t s e l  f. ) There are three 
aspects t o  the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  speech ac t s .  the 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  what speech a c t s  a re  performed-- 
assertion, promising, den ia l ,  quest ion ing,  
warning, etc.--by the saying o f  the sentence; the 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  what " fac ts "  are asserted, 
denied, etc., and the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the 
speaker's purpose and goal i n  p e r f o r m ~ n g  the 
speech act .  

As an as ide I should mention the spec ia l  
instance where no th ing  i s  d i r e c t l y  asserted, 
denied, etc.:  the  case o f  speech ac ts  o f  r e f e r -  
ence. An ac t  o f  asser t ing,  e tc .  ( f o r  b r e v i t y  I 
w i l l  hencefor th  use asse r t i on  as represen ta t i ve  
o f  a1 1 speech ac ts  types) , wi 1 l usual 1 y inc lude  
an a c t  o f  r e f e r r i n g  as a subpart; a re ference t o  
the e n t i t y  o f  which samething i s  asserted. But 
ac ts  o f  r e f e r r i n g  can occur independently. For 
example, I might say "The door!" t o  someone under 
a number o f  circumstances, t o  ge t  them t o  open 
i t ,  c lose  i t ,  shoot the bad guy standing i n  I t ,  
o r  merely observe what b e a u t i f u l  hardwood i t  i s  
made o f .  I t wou 1 d be a m i  stake to say t h a t  
"The door!" means any o f  these th ings,  o r  t h a t  
1 have performed ( d i r e c t l y )  any k i nd  o f  speech 
a c t  beyond merely r e f e r r i n g .  I have on l y  re- 
fe r red  t o  the door, thereby t o  c a l l  my hearerLs  
a t t e n t i o n  t o  i t ,  w i t h  the expectat ion t h a t  when 
he tu rns  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  the door he w i l l  r e a l  i ze  
what i t  i s  I want him t o  do about i t .  

The t y p i c a l  immediate goal  associated w i t h  
speech acts  o f  a l l  k inds i s  the same: t ha t  the 
hearer modify h i s  model o f  a c e r t a i n  "world" 

( i n  the  sense o f  8 tposs ib le  worlds1') i n  a way 
t h a t  invo lves  the  " fac ts1I  t h a t  a re  asserted, e ta ,  
i n  the speech ac t .  The wo r l d  involved may be 
the r e a l  wor ld,  o r ,  i n  t he  case o f  s t o r y - t e l l i n g ,  
f o r  example, some imaginary world. The mod i f i ca -  
t i o n  may Inc lude  the cons t ruc t i on  ex q i h i l o  of 
some hypo the t i ca l  o r  imaginary worm. The r e l a -  
t i o n  bhkween the 18fiacts"-of the speech a c t  and 
the intended m o d l f i c a t i o n  vary  w i t h  the na tu re  
o f  the speech ac t ;  but  i n  a l l  cases some mod i f f -  
c a t i o n  i s  Involved. The s implest  case i s  t h a t  o f  
asser t ion;  normal ly  the immediate goal o f  an- 
asse r t i bn  Is t h a t  the hearer  modlfy the wor ld  
under d iscuss ion  i n  a fash ion  t h a t  makes the  
asserted f a c t  t r u e  i n  t h a t  world. I n  the case of 
yes-no quest ions,  the goal i s  t h a t  the hearer  
modi fy h i s  model o f  the wo r l d  such t h a t  i n  t h a t  
wor ld  the speaker wants the  heaker t o  t e l l  h i m  
whether the f a c t  quest ioned i s  t rue.  I n  the case 
o f  imperat ives,  the goal i s  t h a t  the hearer 
modi fy h i s  model such t h a t  i n  tha t  wor ld  the 
speaker wants the hearer t o  b r i n g  about the t r u t h  
o f  the ordered f a c t ,  and t h a t  c e r t a i n  s o c i a l  
consequences w i l l  f o l l o w  From non-compliance. 

The raw datum o f  comprehension, then, i s  n o t  
the sentence or  the p ropos i t i on ,  but  the f a c t  t h a t  
a c e r t a i n  speech a c t  has occurred. I n  comprehen- 
s ion,  people do no t  process sentences as a b s t r a c t  
formulae; they observe t h a t  sdmesne has sa id  
some t h  i ng t o  them, and a t  tempt t o  i n t e rp re  t t h a t  
a c t  and i t s  consequences, which may inc lude - 
m o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  model o f  the world. The 
process o f  modi fy ing the model according t o  what 
i s  sa id  i s  not  d i r e c t ,  bu t  the r e s u l t  o f  severa l  
steps o f  eva lua t ion .  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  an 
asse r t i on  might go roughly  l i k e  t h i s ,  from the 
v iewpoint  o f  the hearer (where S i s  the speaker, 
A the addressee, addressee and hearer may be 
i d e n t i c a l ) :  

S has sa id  x t o  A. Saying x a u n t s  as 
asse r t i ng  p. S knows t h a t  saying x 
counts as asse r t i ng  p .  S knows t h a t  
there fo re  h i s  saying x i s  l i k e l y  t o  be 
i n te rp re ted  by A as an asser t ion  o f  p. 
S has done noth ing t o  prevent A from 
making t h i s  conclusion. Therefore S 's  
i n t e n t i o n  i s  t h a t  h i s  saying x be taken 
by A as an asse r t i on  of p .  Then i f  S 
i s  s incere  S be l ieves  t h a t  P i s  t rue.  
A must conclude t h a t  S has asserted p 
because he wants A t o  take p as t r u e  
and modify h i s  model o f  the wor ld 
accord ing ly .  

But the dec is ion  t o  be l j eve  p, i .e.  modify h i s  
nwdel o f  the wor ld  t o  inc lude p, i s  a mat te r  of  
choice on H's p a r t ,  not  ad automatic consequence 
o f  process i ng the "sentence .I1 The steps i nvol  ved 
i n  making t h i s  dec is ion  a re  equa l l y  complex, 
i n v o l v i n g  the  a b i l i t y  t o  cons t ruc t  a hypo the t i ca l  
wor ld  j u s t  l i k e  the r e a l  one except t h a t  p i s  
t rue ,  to  eva luate the consistency and p l a u s i -  
b i l i t y  o f  t h a t  wor ld ,  and so on. Some o f  the  
f a c t s  t ha t  are asserted w i l l  r e l a t e  t o  t h i s  
dec is ion-mak~ng process. For example, i n  saying 
( I )  my goal i s  most l i k e l y  t h a t  the hearer come 
t o  be l i eve  t h a t  both f a c t s  asserted a re  t r ue .  

(1) John i s  here. He has a dog w i t h  him. 



But I n  the case o f  ( 2 ) ,  1 am not so much con- 
cerned w i t h  the second asserted f a c t  i n  i t s e l f ,  
but  w i t h  the goal t h a t  f rom concluding tha t  i t  i s  
true, the hearer w i l l  be more l i k e l y  t o  be l ieve  
the f i r s t ,  since 1 in tend t ha t  he take the second 
f a c t  as evidence t h a t  my source I s  rel.iable. 

(2) The wor ld  i s  f l a t .  i t  says so 
i n  the Encyclopedia. 

Matters t h a t  are sometimes construed as r h e t o r i c a l  
r e l a t i o n s  between sentences f a l l  i n t o  t h i s  cate- 
gory. Sope f a c t  I s  asserted not because i t  i s  
Important i n  I t s e l f ,  bu t  because i t  bears on H's 
eva luat ion o f  some,other asserted f a c t ,  Thhs the 
r e l a t i o n  i s  no t  one between sentences, but  be- 
tween speech acts.  One speech a c t  i s  performed 
i n  order  t o  In f luence  the  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  and 
eva luat ion o f  another. A t  any ra te ,  my poP@t here 
i s  t ha t  i n  comprehending a t ex t  in  the ser ious 
sense, comprehension proceeds not from some d i s -  
embodied abs t rac t  ob jec t  c a l l e d  a "sentence ," nor 
from a 'lproposi t ion," but f  om the perceived f a c t  
that  S has satd such-and-such, and tha t  so ray ing  
counts as a speech ac t  o f  a c e r t a i n  type. 

There i s  another way i n  which mod i f i ca t i on  
o f  the world model i s  no t  a d i r e c t  func t ion  o f  
the asserted f a c t :  the widely s tud ied  problem 
o f  ihference. Given the  hearer ' s  acceptance o f  
&a t  the speaker has asserted, incorpora t ion  o f  
the fac ts  i n t o  the model o f  the world~rnay invo lve  
more than merely adding the asserted facts .  
There i s ,  f o r  example, a general principle o f  
c e t e r i s  par ibus  t h a t  comes i n t o  p l ay  i n  considera- 
t i o n  o f  a l t e r n a t i v e  worlds. Roughly, when con- 
s t r u c t i n g  a model o f  a wor ld a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  some 
point-of-reference w o r l d * ( u s u a l l ~  the  rea l  one), 
the hearer w i  11 assume, lack ing evidence ( f rom 
asser t ion o r  inference) t o  the cont rary ,  t h a t  the 
a l t e r n a t i v e  wor ld  i s  cons is tent  w i t h  t h e  point-of i  
reference wor ld i n  a1 1 re levant  respects, To take 
an extreme example, i f  sonSeone i s  t e l l i n g  me about 
l i f e  on Arcturus, I w i l l  assume t h a t  the laws o f  
physics are the same there as on ear th ,  unless 
something the speaker says leads me t o  be1 i e ~ e  
otherwise. I n  the same way, hearers wi 11 assume, 
lack ing counter-evidence, t h a t  what i s  t y p i c a l  
i n  the point-of-reference (eeg.  real)  world i s  
a lso  t yp i ca l  i n  the a l t e r n a t i v e  world. They w i l l  
a l so  assume t h a t  th ings  o f  a g iven type have the 
proper t ies  t y p i c a l  of  th ings o f  t h a t  type. 
Gricean ru les  o f  conversation support these in -  
f e r e n t i a l  s t ra teg ies  i n  the f o l l ow ing  way: The 
hearer knows tha t  the speaker knows the hearer i s  
l i k e l y  to  make inferences according t o  these and 
other s t ra teg ies .  The speaker has done noth ing 
t o  prevent the hearer from making them. There- 
fo re  the hearer i s  J u s t i f i e d  i n  i n f e r r i n g  t h a t  
the speaker intends f o r  the inference t o  be made. 

UsLw these and o ther  s t ra teg ies ,  then, the 
hearer modif ies h i s  model o f  one o r  more worlds, 
based not on detached sentences o r  propos i t ions 
f l o a t i n g  i n  some abs t rac t  semantic space, but  on 
h i s  observation t ha t  a c e r t a i n  person has per- 
formed a c e r t a i n  speech act .  

6. Relat ions among speech acts .  But there 
i s  more t o  the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  a t e x t  than i u s t  

- - -  
d - -  

the interpretation of i nd i v i dua l  speech acts.  A 

speech a c t  i s  performed f o r  some purpose, w i t h  
some goal i n  mind. And mmplete understanding 
o f  a t e x t  invo lves the a b i l i t y  t o  i n f e r  such 
goals and purposes a t  ev&y l e ve l ,  gfom i n -  
f e r r i n g  the purpose o f  r e f e r r i n g  expressions t o  
i n f e r r i n g  the speaker's o v e r a l l  goal i n  con- 
s t r u c t i n g  the t ex t ,  One can understand every 
sentence i n  a t e x t ,  yet  come away puzzled a t  what 
i t  was the speaker was t r y i n g  t o  say, o r  what 
the par ts  of  the t e x t  had to do w i t h  each other.  
To understmid the purpose o f  a speech ac t  i s  t o  
understand how i t  re la tes  t o  a goal ,  how i t  i s  a 
step toward the achlevement o f  t h a t  g a l .  The 
most appropr ia te  k i nd  o f  theory for t & i s  aspect 
o f  a t e x t  i s  a theory o f  plans, i n  which pur- 
poses, goals, ac ts ,  and i n ten t i ons  p lay  a c r u c i a l  
ml e. 

There are a large number o f  goals a speaker 
can have i n  cons t ruc t ing  a t ex t ,  i nc l ud ing  many 
tha t  are i r r e l e v a n t  t o  comprehension: t o  der ive 
roya l t i es ,  f o r  example, o r  t o  confuse an enemy 
by f u rn i sh ing  misinformat ion.  A proper theory 
o f  t ex t  comprehension must d i s t i n g u i s h  goals 
l i k e  these from those tha t  are cen t ra l  t o  com- 
munication and comprehension, probably by means 
of condi t i o n s  1 i ke those Grice . (1957) proposes 
as c r i t e r i a  f o r  meaning. 

C .  What can go wrong. Then we can SKetch 
the task o f  t e x t  comprehension as fo l lows  

1. From the  sounds o r  markings, H must 
recover what sayings are recorded i n  
the tex t ,  i n  what order.  

2, From t h i s  H must recover what speech 
ac ts  have been performed, i n  what 
order .  

3. From each speech act  H must reccver 
what f a c t s  are being asserted, denied, 
promi sed, e tc .  

4. From t h i s  H must i n f e r  what rnodifica- 
t i ons  he is lntehded t o  make i n  h i s  
model of the wor ld,  and how t o  make 
them i n  the most cons is tent  way; 
t h i s  i s  no t  a d i r e c t  f un< t i on  o f  
the fac ts ,  as discussed e a r l i e r .  

5. For each speech ac t  H must i n f e r  a 
purpose t ha t  i s  cons is ten t  w i tH  the 
purposes he i n fe r red  f o r  e a r l i e r  
speech acrs;  or he must rev ise  
e a r l i e r  hypotheses about purposes 
accordlngly.  Questions H must i n f e r  
answers to  are, "Why d i d  the speaker 
perform t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  speech act, 
a t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p o i n t  i n  the text?"  
and "Why does he want me t o  have 
t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  f a c t  j u s t  now?" 

6, From speech acts  and t h e i  r purposes 
taken j o i n t l y ,  he must cons t ruc t  a 
hypothesis of the speaker's goal i n  
the t e x t ,  and o f  the p lan  t h a t  the 
speaker i s  f o l l ow ing  i n  a d v a n ~ i n g  
toward t ha t  goal. A t  each step the 
purpose of  a given speeah a c t  must 
somehow be construed as cons is tent  



wieh, and ac tua l l y  advancing tha t  
plan, o r  the plan hypothesis must 
be modif ied so that  i t  can. 

From PTyp~theses about the speaker's 
plan4 and goals i n  the text ,  the 
hearer w i l l  form expectations: 
hypotheses about what the speaker 
i s  l i k e l y  t o  do next i n  advancing 
toward the goal of the tex t .  

These matters do not  proceed i n  separate compart- 
ments, o f  course, but feed each other.  The p lan  
one has constructed so f a r  can inf luence decisions 
about what speech ac t  i s  performed i n  a given 
utterance, f o r  example, and the i n te rp re ta t i on  o f  
pronouns can be inf luenced by hypotheses about 
the speaker's goals, j u s t  as a decision about what 
a r e f e r r i n g  expression i s  being used t o  r e f e r  t o  
can in f luence the process o f  i n f e r r i n g  a plan, and 
expectation9 about what the speaker w i l l  do next 
can in f luence the i n te rp re ta t i on  o f  what he 
ac tua l l y  does. 

From t h i s  sketch we can der ive a p i c tu re  of 
where things can go wrong i n  comprehension, g i v i n g  
some ins igh t  perhaps i n t o  not ions l i k e  "Aext 
s t i u c  t u re  ,I1 'Ire levance ," and "coherence. " 

The hearer can have d i f f i c u l t y  i n  tasks 
through 3 ,  of course, but the mattenr seems 
straightforward, so I w i l l  not discuss i t .  D l f f i -  
c u l t i e s  can a r i se  i n  task 4 i n  a t  least - two ways. 
F i r s t ,  the world described may be so f a c t u a l l y  o r  
l o g i c a l l y  b izarre,  o r  so inconsistent w j t h  the 
hearer 's be1 i e f s  (a descr ip t ion  o f  plng pong i n  a 
black hole, f o r  example), t ha t  the hearer i s  un- 
able t o  c s t r u c t  a consistent model w i t h  any 
degree o f 2 e t a i I .  The term "incoherent" n i g h t  be 
appl ied t o  such cases, but  I th ink  t h i s  i s  no t  
what l j n g u i s t s  mean by " textual  coherence," which 
I w i l l  discuss-below. 

A second k ind  o f  d i f f i c u l t y  w i t h  task 4 
aris_es when the fac ts  are consistent, but the 
hearer l acks the know1 edge netessary t o  f i gure 
~t how t o  construct a consistent model t ha t  
incorporates those facts ,  For example, i f  I 
describe i n  d e t a i l  a walk thraugh the South Side 
o f  Chicago, a person who has been there before 
w i l l  be able t o  construct a much more r i c h l y  de- 
t a i l e d  model o f  my walk than a person who has not .  

D i f f i c u l t i e s  can a r i s e  w i t h  task 5,  insofar  
as the hearer i s  able t o  understand c l e a r l y  what's 
being asserted, but unahle t o  determine the 
speaker's purpose i n  asserting i t .  Here i s  the 
place t o  look f o r  an adequate def i n  i t i  on o f  
relevance. Actual ly  there a w  two senses o f  
the word i n  ord inary usage. One can speak o f  
relevance-as a r e l a t i o n  between fac ts .  One f a c t  
i s  re levant  t o  another when the t r u t h  o f  one de- 
pends in'some way on the t r u t h  o f  the other. But 
1 th ink  more of ten,  l i n g u i s t s  who speak o f  
"relevance1' as a problem o f  text, comprehension 
have i n  mind a problem t h a t  1s best t reated i n  
terms o f  purposes behlnd speech acts. Given a 
hypothesis about the goal and plans o f  a speaker 
i n  a tex t ,  a given "sentence" ( i .e .  speech ac t )  
i s  taken t o  be i r re levan t  when the hearer i s  un- 
able t o  see how i t  funct ions w ~ t h i n  the p lan  t o  

advance toward the gaal . Relevance under t h  i s 20 
i n te rpre ta t ion ,  then, i s  a r e l a t i o n  between an 
ac t  and a goal, no t  a r e l a t i o n  between sentences, 
i f  i n  recounting my rec ipe f o r  Wienerschnitzel 

describe my new driveway, i t ' s  not t h a t  the 
sentences are i r re levan t ;  ra ther ,  I have done - 
something i r re levant .  The same passage may 
count as f u l l  o f  i r re levanc ies ,  r e l a t i v e  t o  one 
goal, bu t  un i formly re levant ,  r e l a t i v e  t o  another 
goa 1 . 

Task 6 i s  probably the most complex and 
d i f f i c u l t ,  and the one ~e know leas t  about. But 
I suspect tha t  i t  i s  a 1 i k e l y  source of  progress 
i n  understanding such important but e lus i ve  
notions as Hcoherence,ll " t ex t  structure,"  dnd 
18topic." I n  understanding a t e x t ,  the hearer 
unconscidusly searches ou t  a primary goal behind 
the tex t ,  and t r i e s  t o  construe every p a r t  o f  the 
tex t  as a purposeful step toward that  goal, 
according t o  some plan. I f  the heaker i s  unable 
t o  reconstruct the goal o r  plan, o r  indeed 
decides there i s  none, .the t e x t  wi 1 1  be judged 
"incoherent." Coherence i s  not a formal property 
o f  tex ts ,  nor o f  " log ica l  Structures" o f  t ex ts ,  
but a func t ion  o f  the hearer 's a b i l i t y  t o  r e l a t e  
par ts  o f  the t e x t  t o  a p lan  f o r  achieving some 
goal. I f  i t  should turn ob t  t ha t  the coherente 
of t ex ts  cor re la tes  w i th  the number o f  pronouns, 
i t  would be a mistake t o  conclude tha t  l o t s  of 
pronouns makes a t e x t  coherent. Rather, i t  would 
s h w  t h a t  coherent tex ts  tend t o  be ones where 
the speaker says a l o t  about one o r  two top ics,  
ra ther  than saying bne th ing  about 32 topics,  
I t i s  the coherence o f  M a t  the speaker i s  doing 
i n  the t e x t  that  gives r i s e  t o  the abundance o f  
pronouns; the formal property of having a l o t  o f  
pronouns does not g ive r i s e  t o  coherence. 

A t  .least some aspects o f  " t e x t  s t r ~ c t u r e ' ~  
can a l so  be t reated i n  these terms. An  idea1 
u n i f i e d  paragraph, f o r  example, i s  a u n i t  o f  
funct ion,  not of form; the speaker forrdulates 
a subgoal as a step toward the brimary goal of  
the t e x t  and sets about t o  achieve t h a t  goal i n  
a ser les of speech acts,  Insofar as the hearer 
i s  able t o  discover t h i s ,  the ser ies o f  speech 
ac t s  w i l l  be judged t o  be a u n i t ;  but a u n i t  of 
funct ion,  not o f  form, def ined no t  i n  terms o f  
sentences o r  proposi t ions, but communicative acts  
of some person, who uses those sentences t o  c0nut.y 
those proposi t ions. 

: t  i s  l i k e l y  tha t  an understanding o f  task 6 
w i  1 1  lead t o  an understandtng o f  " topic" as 
we l l ,  A t  present, there are near ly  as many 
d e f i n i t i o n s  of titopfcil as there are l i n g u i s t s ,  
and none o f  the d e f i n i t i o n s  i s  c lea r  enough to  
be usable. For some l i n g u i s t s  the top ic  i s  a 
c e r t a i n  WP i n  a sentence; fo r  o thers a top ic  i s  
something a sentence has, though the NP may not  
be present i n  the sentences. For some every 
sentence has a top ic ;  f o r  others,  on ly  some 
sent ces have topics.  But I suspect tha t  a.11 7 o f  t ese attempts miss Q a wide mark. F i r s t ,  
i t  i s  not NP1s tha t  are topics,  but the th ings 
i n  the world they r e f e r  to.  Second, I suspect 
tha t  such d e f i n i t i o n s  can never be made sense o f  
i n  t h a t  i t  I s  speakers, not  sentences o r  even 
tex ts ,  t ha t  have topics.  If so, then the proper 
theore t ica l  treatment o f  fittop ic" would be framed 



I n  terms o f  a theory o f  complex communi cat  i ve 
acts,  not formal l i n g u i s t i c  propert ies.  

I V .  Conclusion 

I n  t h i s  speculative paper I have proposed a 
way o f  looking a t  the comprehension o f  connected 
tex t  that i s  counter t o  the I i n g u i s t ' s  usual way 
o f  looking a t  language. My main po in t  i s  that 
ce r ta in  notions are more l i k e l y  t o  receive ade- 
quate treqtment i n  a theory tha t  incorporates a 
theory ~f speech acts, a theory o f  plans and goals, 
and a theory of inference, i n  place o f  a theory 
tha t  looks f o r  answers i n  terms o f  formal proper- 
t i e s  of texts.  I t  rema-ins, o f  course, t o  develop 
such theories toka level  where my claims can be 
r i gorous 1 y tested, The construct ion o f  such 
theories should be a prime goal o f  theoret ica l  
l i ngu is t i cs .  
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