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CAR PRAGMATICS FIX PARAMETERS ?

Nail SMITH

Abstract

This paper investigates the role of pragmatic principles in the
fixing of syntactic parameters. The question s first clariffed by
excluding a number of possible unintended interpretations, and an
outline of the central claims of relevance theory and of the notien
of parsmetric variation is provided . There follows a brief critique
of Hyams's claim that the pragmatic principle of "Avoid pronoun” is
causally involved in the fixing of the pro-drop paramater. This
leads {nto a general discussion of how parameters might be fixed,
with examples drawn from the “Head-first/Head-last® and *Subject
antecedent" parameters, paying particular attention to the role of the
principle of relevence (n determining the child's cholce. The
conclusion (s a hedged affirmative: pragmatics provides some of the
evidence for the analysis which leads to the fixing of the
parameters.

1. Introduction

The appropriate response to the questlon in the title is
presunably Joadian: it all depends on what you mean by “pragmatics"”,
by “fix" and by “parameters". A usaful angswer as opposed to such a
temporising response, might also depand on what you mean by “can®,
end whather it is to be taken as suggesting "does", but for the
moment the problem {s camplex enough without including modality.*

The problem is complex because the simple answers “yaes"® and
“no" both seem obviously right. If the domain of pragmatics includes
“the Interpretation of utterances in context”, the answer has to be
“yes®, as it seems reasocnably clear thst the child learning his or her
first langusge noust be able, at least partislly, to interpret the
utterances which constitute tha primary linguistic data on the basis
of which the grammar is learned. But the (pragmatic) interpretation
of an uttersnce standardly presupposes the gremmatical analysis of
that utterance, so the answer has to be "no", as it seems reasonably
clear that the child cannot use a davice which presupposes the
grammar to learn that gremmar. In one of his recent compllations,
Chomsky (1987: 7) says: "Thesa processes of (language acquisition)
take place In different ways depending on external events but the
basic lines of davelopment are intermally datermined”. This seems to
suggest 8 “no" answer, but - again depending on what precisely
constitutes an internal or external event - could conceivably lend
itself to the opposite Interpretation. Given that paremeter sattings,
by definition, vary from language to language, one might ipso facto
expect thelr fixing to depend on external events - e.g. pragmatic
factors: i.e. a "yes" answer looks plausible.
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To meke the question expliclt snough to be answerable at all I
shall assume the pragmatics to be that of Sperber and Wilson (1986)'s
relevance theory, and the paramater fixing (equivalently “setting") to
be thet of Chomsky's principles and paramaters theory (e.g. Chomsky,
1981a, 1981b, 1986; Roeper and Williams, 1987). As a general
background | also presuppose the validity of Fodor's language of
thought hypothesis (Fedor, 1975).

This combination of choices (i.e. relevance theory, the language
of thought, and the principlas and pasrameters framework) provides a
more reascned basis for the question posed at the outsaet. For
Sperber and Wilson, pragmatics 1s Included within a general theory of
cognitlon; for Chomsky, "the way in which tha development of the
graomar takes place is ... independent of other kinds of socisl and
even cognitive interactions (1982: 115), so we would appear to have
an explicit “no® answer to our question, s view which 1 have
previously explicitly endorsed (Smith, 1988a: 198>. 1 wish to argue
here, however, that that answer is overly simple. Before locking more
closely at the details of the theorfes involved, It Is worth spelling
out what else these choices exclude.

2. Exclusions

Fodor's by now well-known position on first langusge acquisiton
{s encapsulated in the quotation: “learning s langusge presupposes
the ability to use expraessions coextensive with each of the
elezentary predicates of the language being lesrned® Fodor, 1975:
80>. This leads directly to tha conclusion that there must be an
innate language of thought, with at least the expressive power of any
natural language. Although the datailed implications of Fodor's clsim
are still a matter of contention, (see, a.g., Carey, 1982, esp. p.357)
it is reasonably certain that this thesis renders implausible the
position of e.g. Halliday, who champions the view that language is
socially determined and claims that "in the very first instance, he
(the child] {s learning that there is such a thing as langusge at all”
<1975: 10). The only plausible construal of this remark In the
current context would be that the child is becoming aware that
communication can be effected by using a syntactically structured
medium analogous to that he uses to think with. Such a position is
conpatible with the possibility that, given a few lexical items, the
child can initially bypass natural languaga syntex by exploiting
pragmatic processes to set up & representation in tha language of
thought. As the natural language Is gredually mastered, the child
would then establish a napping between the language being learned
and the language of thought. (For discussion of Halliday's position,
seae Soith 1988b; for the positicn that the languaga of thought is the
natural language acquired, see Smith 1983.)

Thae ralevance of these ramarks here is that for many people
pragmatics subsumes notions of social intersction and control, which
are irralevant to the acquisition of grammar except In so far as they
are concomitants of the normal input of data the child needs as
triggering devices. That is, thaere is no evidence that differences of
social environment determine differencas of grammatical development.
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As Dore (1979: 360) put It: “... while abstract linguistic structures
can not be acquired by the child on the basis of his communicative
experience, a communicative environment is nacessary to provide the
child with empirical sources against which to assess his hypotheses
about structure“. Apart from the questionable asssumpticn that
children test their nascent hypotheses, this remark seems as valld
now as a decade ago. Despite the cogency of Dere's obsarvation, the
same volume contains typical examples of a not unusual confusion
between the acquisition of grammar and the acquisition of the ability
to participate in inter-perscnal Intersctfon. For instance, Bates and
MacWhinney claim that "the child’s acquisition of grammar is guided
not by abstract categories, but by pragmatic and semantic structures
of communication interacting with the performance constraints of the
speach channel® (Bates and MacWhinney, 1979: 168). Elsewhere In the
same article (p.210) they talk of the child “encoding" aspacts of the
language in a way which presupposes the existence of the granmar
which is putativaly being acquired.

There are two further excluslons it is necessary to meke. First,
o number of writers have suggested that caertain rules or principles
of the grammer might be usurped by pragmatic considerations. That
is, whst were previously deamed to be bona fide grammatical rules
may turn out not to need incorporating into the grammsr at all as
the phenomena concerned fall cut automatically from Independently
motivated pragmstic considerations. A typical example {s provided hv
Lust (1986) who discusses whether part of binding theory can be
reduced to pragmatics. Similerly, Kempson (e.g. 1988 and work In
progress) has embarked on a rovisfonist attempt to construct a
graomar in which binding theory, while articulated within the
grammer, Is implemented outside it, with the appropriate
generalisations captured by relevance theory. Cleasrly, to the extent
that such attempts are successful, there will bes in these domains
simply no parameter to fix. For present purposes I shall assume that
in some domains (including binding theory), there are psramaters and
that therefore the question of whother pragmatics is causally
involved In fixing thaom remalns coherent.

Second, there Is an extensive literature on the effact of
“pregmatic context® on the child's interpretation of sentences to
which he Is exposed. For instance, Lust (1986: 82ff) discusses the
effect on children's judgments of coreference of priming with the
name of one of the characters mentioned in the test sentences, and
shows that {t Increases the probability of their opting for
coreference when this Is configuraticnally excluded. Again, the
conclusion must bo that such considerations are {rrelavant to the
fixing of parameters, as the experimental paradiga concarned
presupposes that the relevant part of thea grammar has already bsen
at least partly internalised, even though certain aspects of it may
be over-ridden. Thera is no ccherent possibility that the “pragmatic
context” determines the form of the grammatical rulas as opposed to
the interpretation of individual sentences construed by reforence to
these rules.
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3. Relavance

With these clarificatory preliminaries out of the way, we can
turn to an outline of the main features of the pragmatic and
linguistic theories invoked. The following remarks are intended to
act as priming devices for the already initiated rather then as
tutorial overviews for the nacphyte. The latter are referred to
Sperber and Wilson (1986) and Chomsky (1986) respectivaely.

The heart of Sperber and Wllson's theory is the principle of
relevance given In (1):

(1) Every act of ostensive communication communicates the
presumption of its own optimal relevance (1986: 158)

This somewhat opaque formulation can be taken for present
purposes as equivalent to: “Every utterance carries a guarantee of
optimal relevance to the hearar”, which can be further Interpreted as
follows. An utterance is relevant if, and only if, it has "contextual
effects”, that 1is, if it allows the hearer to deduce conclusions that
would follow naeithar from the utterance alone nor from the context
alone; it is optimally relevant if, and only if, it achieves adequate
contextual effects, and puts the hearer to no unjustiftable effort in
achieving them. It is consistent with the principle of relevance, on
a given Interpretation. if, and only if, a rational speaker might have
expected it to be optimally rolavant to the hearer on that intaerpret-
ation. All coaprehension involves the (unconscicus) use of the
criterion of consistency with the principle of relevance, as can be
aost clearly seen in, for instance, processes of reference assignment
and disambiguation. Consider the utterance of @)

(2) He's taken the collection

The grammar tells us that some male person has done something
involving & collection, but whether “he" refers to the churchwarden
you were just chatting to, or an unknown burglar; whether “take” is
synonymoug with ®solicit® or ®steal®; and whether the “collection” is
the ncney solicited or the Meissen absconded with, are pragmatically
determined. If you have just entered a ransacked room with somecne
who then says (2) to you, you will interpret it as a comment on a
theft rather than as a quotation from a vicar, simply bacause that is
the only construal that a rations) speaker could have thought worth
your attention: the only reading that is consistent with the principle
of relevance. If you have just asked your pew neighbour where Fred
has disappeared to and he responds with (2), you will take it as a
comment on a normal part of the church ritual. In neither case is
the other interprotation impossible, given additional contextual
assumptions, but the complexity of the contaxtualising legardemain
necessary to arrive at It makes it vanishingly unlikely.

Qur sability to exploit contextual infermation in this way is
automatic end unconscious: so much so that wa frequently fail to
notfca indaterminacies or ambigulties In utterances addresssed to us.
Even the child still in the process of acquiring his {irst language
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can reprasent to himself enough of the context to make some
understanding possible, (see Smith 1988b, for further discussion), and
It is not implausible that the tendency to meximise the ralevance of
Inconing stimuli, and the notion of cptimal relavance, sre innate. If
S0, one might wall imagine that consideraticns of relevance could be
exploited in the process of language development.

4. Paramaters

The principles and parameters framawork argues that U(niversal)
G(ronmar) is cheracterised by a numbar of principles which, despite
their universality, sllow of a certain smount of parametric variation.
The simplest example s provided by the “Extended Projection
Principle”, according to which all sentences in all languages have &
subject. Manifestly, however, not all sentences do have overt
subjects, and languages can differ with respact to the classes of
sentence in which they allow the subject position to be eapty. OCne
part of this varistion {s accommodated by the “pro~drop parameter®.

The pro-drop parameter, which is set differently for English and
(for example) Italian, accounts for a constellation of differences
between the languages, of which the most obvious (s the potential
absence of cne class of subject pronouns in Italfan and typologlcally
siamilar languages, and thelr obligatory prasence in languages such as
English. Thus, beside (3), Italian also allows (4), whereas English
sllows only the former:

(3) Glovanni ha mangiato uns mala - Giovanni has caten an apple
(4) Hs mangiato una mela - ®Has eaten an apple

Correlating with this difference 1s the existence in “pro-drop”
langusges of so-called “free {nversicn* of the kind exenplified in
5):

(5) Ha mangiato Glovann! - Glovanni has eaten

and a number of other phencmena, including the presence of expletives
such as {t and there. A central task of current work on language
acquisition is to detarmine the precise developmental sequance In the
emergence of parsmetric phencmena and to discover what causes that
sequence.

5. Hyams

In recent work on the acquisition of the syntax of pro-drop,
Hyams (1986) argues that children assume that English is pro-drop
and hava to learn that it is not, on the basis of their exposure to
perticular pleces of evidence. This claim is of particuler Intarest
because it iIs diametrically opposed to the prediction of the “Subset
Principle®, according to which precisely the reverse saquence of
steges 1Is gone through. That s, as a non-pro-drop langusge
constitutes a proper subset of a pro-drop language, and as negstive
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evidence 1is, by hypothesis, unavailable, the child acquiring English
will start by essuming that it 1is non-pro-drop. (For discusion, see
Wexler and Manzini, 1987.

The evidence that Hyams claims children use is in part
structural, e.g. whether the language being learned contains
expletivas, and in part pregmatic: specifically, the exploitation of
the *“Avoid Pronoun Principle® which, In Chomsky's (198ls: 65)
formulation is “interpreted as imposing a choice of PRO over an overt
pronoun where possible®.?

The Avoid Pronoun Principle acounts for a choice of (6) rather
than (7) (taken from Chomsky, ibid.) where his is to be construed as
coreferential with Johnm:

(6) John would much prefer going to the movie
<7} John would much prefar his going to the movie

According to Chomsky (1981a: 227) this principle s one of those
which “interact with grammar but do not strictly speaking constitute
part of a distinct langusge faculty, or at least, are specific
reslisations in the langusge faculty of much more general principles
.« . Hyams horsalf describes it as s "unlversal pragmatic principle”
(1986: 96), and it follows logically from the principle of relevence
with its requirement that processing costs be minimised with respect
to any intended effect. That (s, (7) s more complex than (6) in
virtue of the prasence of his. The presence of this item has to be
interprated as conveying relevant informaticn not recoverable from
the empty category In (6); spacifically that {ts antecedent is not the
obvious, linguilstically present one, John, but some other person.
Simflarly, any overt linguistic entity must be Interpreted as
contributing to the interpretation of the utterance containing it, and
If no such contributory function s discernible, then the f{tem
concerned should be avoided.

If Hyams is right In claiming both that the "Avoid Pronoun
Principle® is pragmatic and that It §s causally implicated in the
fixing of the pro-drop paramater, then the question we started with
has been answered in the affirmative. Given that the “Avoid Pronoun
Principle” follows from the principle of relevance, the first clause
seems to be uncentroversially true; what is still problematic is its
causal implication in the fixing of the pro-drop parameter. Let us
examine this claim a littla moro closely. Hyams argues thet by
hypothesis the child “operates undar the Avold Pronoun Principle, and
hence, expects that subject pronouns will ba avoided except where
required for contrast, emphasis, etc. In English contrastiva or
emphatic elements are generally stressed. Once the child learns this,
any subjact pronoun which Is unstressed might be construed as
infelicitous ... the child could then deduce that if the raferential
pronoun is not needed for pragmstic reasons, it must be necessary for
grammatical ressons; i.e. & null pronominal is lmpossible, and hence,
AG=‘=PRO“ (1986: 94), that is, English is not pro-drop.

As pointed out n Smith (1988: 245{f), there are saveral
problems with this argument. First, there is some experimental
evidence, sunmarised in Solan (1983), to the effect that children
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older than those discussed by Hyams have not mastered the role of
contrastive stress. As Solan puts it: “it's easler at first to talk
loudly than {t s to learn syntsx” (1983, 182), so it is at best
dubjous to suggest that children can use their knowledge of
contrastive stress as o basis for learning other parts of the system.
Second, the assuamption that pro-drop languages do not have expletives
fs suspect. Welsh Is (probably) a pro-drop languaga but normally
manifests expletives In sentences like that In (8):

@ cy ydy e
dog 1s it - It's a dog

so the structural evidence tha child can use is less clear-cut than
Hyams's argument requires. Third, while “general®, it Is not the case
that stress is a necessary concomitant of subject pronouns (in pro-
drop or non-pro-drop languagas), so the evidence avallsble to the
child is of minimal salience.

Bacause of such considerations and {n particular because of the
need for pragmatic principles of interprotation to have an
antacedently cognised syntactic structure to work on, I concluded
previously that “i{t is In principle impossible for a pragnatic
principle to be ... implicated (in the fixing of perameters]® (Saith,
1988a: 197).

6. Fixing

This poesition in turn, howaver, is not unproblematic. In
particular it is not self-evident that the mode of operation of
pragmatic principles, wheraby they operate over linguistically decoded
strings of the grammer, carries over unchanged from the synchronic
analysis of adult speech to the ontogenetic development of the
knowladge the child ends up with. That {s, In order for the child to
convert soma linguistic fnput into & representation in his language
of thought, f{t may not be necessary for him to have a (completely)
syntactically analysed string for his pragmatic principles to work on.

Let us see a little more closely how & parameter becomes fixed,
working on the assumption put forth in Chomsky (1987: 61) that “the
initlal state of the language faculty can be regarded as .. a
deterministic input-cutput system that takes presented data as its
input and produces a cognitive system as its output”. Consider how
the child might fix the Head-first/Head-last parameter on the basis
(in part) of exposure to an utterance like that in (9):

(9) Fred ate beans

It 1s asgumed that the child knows the meanings of the individual
words and that he perceives some relation between these words and
the actions assoclatad with them on particular occasions. By
hypothesis, moreover, UG will provide him with categories llke V and
N, and X-bar theory will give him the category VP. Accordingly, ate
will be Identified as a V, boans as its Internal argument, and ate
beans will ba automatically analysed as a VP. As V Is the head of VP



- 176 -

{t follows that the psrameter will bae set to head-first. That fis,
glven the dsta and Innately specified knowledge about UG, In
particular X-bar theory, the analysis is indead deterministic.

Providad one accepts thst the child's perception of the
situation described above asllows him to identify beans rather than
Fred as the Internal argument of ate, it is not difficult to see how
this particular parameter can be fixed deterministically In the
absence of further pragmstic considaerations. Is 1t possible to
provide an equally deterministic account of the fixing of other
parameters in the same autonomous fashion? Take as an example the
subjact antecedent parsmeter, according to which & proper antecedent
for an anaphor Is either; (a) a subfect NP, or, (b) any NP. In
English, the setting for the parameter is (b); in most other languages
it 15 (a); so (10) is amblguous In English, with himself able to refer
to John or Bill; whereas its congener in Hind! or Swedish is unlvocal,
with only John as a possible antecedent.

(10)  John told Bill about himself

In adult conversation, as presumably in the case if & child, (10
would typically be disambiguated by means of the criterion of
consistency with the principle of relevance, giving a mental
rapresentation in which either John or Bfl! is identified as the
person spoken about. It does not follow, however, that the child has
used a syntactic analysis in which that interpretation is represented.
That is, for the child, himself may be identified merely as »a
referring expression, and the referent may be determined independent-
ly of tha syntax, and before the syntactic system attains its adult
steady statae.?

Despite the possibility of arriving at a correct interpretaticn
without crucial resort to the syntax, it obvicusly remains the case
that the parameter does get fixed. Moreover, this can happen only
after a {(syntactic) analysis has been tried out, and has been seen to
provide a succassful napping from the natural language to the
ianguage of thought. Further, the fixing of the parsmeter may not be
established on the basis of a single successful (nterpratation (where
the natural language syntax might be by-passed): to fix the
paramater, that by-pass must be phased out: i.e. the possible neglect
of syntax must be superseded by s stage whero, after suitable feed-
back, it i3 indeed causally involved In providing wmore tightly
constrained possibilities for pragmatic interpretation. Alternatively,
there may perhaps ba no “by-pass® stage, with 1its attendant
difficulty of requiring s (presumably omsturational) specification of
when syntax does maka an appearance; rather, one might sssume that
processes of pragmatic Interpretation must initfally operate on the
basis of the configurations provided by Universal Grammar, with
default settings for the paramaters being gradually replaced by those
of the language baing learned.

The interplay of syntactic end pragmatic principles enabling the
chiid to construct representations in the language of thought not
only accounts for the germ of truth in the claim that (ostensive)
communication is prerequisite to language acquisition, but also gives
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a partial explanation for the perhaps surprising absence of the “Evil
Nelghbour Syndrome®:® the situsticn where some maliclous being sneaks
up to the Infant and whispers in Its ear the misleading (9°):

(9') Fred besns ate

thereby mis-setting the Head-{irst/Head-last parameter with dire
results for the nascent system. Unless the Evi) Neighbour correlates
his or her interventions consistently with perceived regularities in
the child's environment, they are unlikely to optimise relevance for
the {(nfant. Accordingly, the possibility of such mis-setting is
essentlally eliminated by the principle of relevance. If the neigh-
bour is consistently =align, of course, the child will grow up
bilingual, with his or her linguistic systems differing precisely in
the satting of the relavant paremater.

7. Conclusion

Where does this leave us with our Infitial question? On the one
hand, it is clear that pragmstic factors are not directly causally
involved In the fixing of paremeters In the way that principles of
Universal Grammer such as X-bar theory are, so Chemsky's claim that
the development of grammar is Independent of cognitive considerations
is partially vindicated. On the other hend, Hyams's contention that
pragmatic principles play a role is Indirectly correct, in that it
seems necessary to assume that:

pragmatics (in the form of the principle of relevence)
contributes to providing tha data which constitute the
avidance for tha analysis which, once arrived at,
deterministically sats tha parameter.

8. Notes

%+ This article is to appear in essentially the same form In a book
edited by Iggy Rocs, to whom I am grateful for inviting me to present
{ts predecessor at the University if Essex, and for coercing me into
rasuscitating (t subsequently. [ sm likewise grataful to those who
contributed to the discussion and forced me to revise my ideas (some
of which sppeared In Smith, 1988e). I am particularly indabted to
Michaal Brody, Robyn Carstecn, Annsbel Cormack and Deirdre Wilson, who
have all plied me with constructive suggestions and saved me from
{nnumerable solecisms sand stupidities. 1 alone am to blame for
remaining errors and infelicities in the paper. Iggy is to blame for
its appearing at all. (Joad, incidentally, was a well-known British
philosopher who was noted for prefacing his reply to any and every
question with the words “It all depends what you mean by ... ™)
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1. Note that to be able to *“avoid a proncun" presupposes the
grammatical knowledge of what a “pronoun” is, though in the present
case it might be sufficient to exploit the difference between the
presence and absence of phonological content, which would be
constrained by considerations of processing effort. See Fodor, Baver
and Garratt (1974); Gleitman et al. (1988), for discussion of this
problem. For the noticn of triggering implicit here, see Davies (in
prep.).

2. That the syntactic and pragmatic systems nay be dissociated In
this way {s evident from casaes such as that of “John" (see Blank et
al. (1978)» or "Clive* (see Smith (1989)).

3. | am grataful to Jonathan Kaye for this delightful locution.
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