- 19 -

RELEVARCE THEORY AXD THE MEANING
OF THE ENGLISH PROGRESSIVE

Viadimir 2EGARAC

Abstract

In this papar an attempt is mado to characterise the linguistic
mesning of the progressive in terms of referenco to instantiations
of properties denoted by the prodicate. Tho issuas discussed aro
introduced in section 1. The main asgunptions about the meaning of
the prograssive are given In section 2. Sactfon 3 presents a skatchy
outline of relevance theory which providas the framework for the
analysis of the contoxtual implications normally associsted with some
usas of the progressive, daveloped in section 4. Saction § addresses
the question of samantic markedness. Tho meaning of the simpla in
relation to the meaning of the progressive is discussed In section
6.?

1. Introduction

The issues to be considerad here are summed up in the following
questicns: How is the linguistic meaning of tho English progressive
to be characterised? How are the overtonos of mesning such as
‘reproof* in (1), ‘insincerity’ in (2), and ‘temporariness’ In (3),
related to tha linguistic meaning?

(1> 01d Lilly is always feeding the pigecns.
(2) John is baing polita.
(3) John is living In Muswell Hill2

Why is the progressive often felt to be more appropriata than the
simple in the present, and less appropriste In the past tense? How
exactly do the meanings of the progrossive and of the simple
contrast?

2. The moaning of the prograssive

2.1 Background

Goldsmith and Woisatschlaegor (1982) (G & W heraafter) claim
that the wmeaning of the progrossive construction falls in two
senantic domains. The first is aspectual. It deals with the ideas of
‘tnconpletion’, or ‘lack of temporal contour’, usually associated with
the progressive, and has no direct bearing on the problans to bae
considered here. The sacond domain i3, arguably, the ‘metaphysical
status' of the property denoted by the progressive predicate, and is
definod as ‘phenomenal' (in that It makes referenca to aevents
instentiating & property) and as ‘ovidential’ (in that (t makes
reference to tha evidence of tho manifostations of the property). It
ia argued that the progressive in (48) deacribes the situaticn as o
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phenomenon, an ongoing event, as opposed to the simple in (4b), which
describes It structurally, as & property spplying to the subject
Irrespective of sny actual events.

4) a. John is walking to school.
b. John walks to school.

The evidential meaning of the construction s i{llustrated by the
contrast botwaen (5a) and (Sb). While (5a) can be used felicitously to
describe the functicning of the engine on the basis of the speaker's
knowledge, (S5b) suggests that the account is based on, as G & W put
i1t, ‘evidence’ of the engine's actual functioning at the tine of
communication.

(5) a. The engine doesn't smoke anymore.
b. The engine isn't smoking anymore.

Although the progressive in (S5b) and similar examples strongly
supports the intuitions behind the idea of ‘perceptible evidence' as
pert of the linguistic meaning of the he_+ V-ing predicate, I will
argue that tha opposition betwean the ‘phenomenal® and the
‘evidential' meaning is neither tenable nor necessary.

22 Properties snd instantiations of proporties

The account of the progressive to be proposed L. the following
soctions crucially rests on the view that the linguistic meaning of
the progressive is correctly and oxhautivaly defined In terms of
roference to an instantiation of tha property denoted by the
predicata. It is asgumed that all predicatas dascribe proparties: 'foed
the pigeons’, ‘be polite’, ‘'live in Muswell H{ll’, and ‘walk to school’,
are all proparties. Some of these properties aro more readily thought
of and talked about as instantiated, i.0. as actualised as events. The
contribution of tha progressive to the mcaning of the predicate is
that it points to an instantiaticn of the property, and contrasts with
the simple, which is unmarked in this respact.

Tho strong intuitfons about tho meaning of parceptible aevidence
as boing somehow intrinsically related to the prograssive stem from
people's oncyclopaedic knowledga about instantiations of propertles,
in other words, happenings or events: Thoy take timo to toke place,
thay Involve change and have oandings and boginnings, and are
characterictically ropresented on tho bagis of parcepticon. Which of
theso features of meaning partalning to cncyclopeedic knowledge
about ovents will be more salicnt in which uttorance, wiil vary froa
utterance to uttarance and from context to contoxt. This accounts for
the i{dea of percaptibla avidenco as boing sometimes cmore and
someotinoes less prominent. But, can as vaguo a characterisation of the
linguistic meaning of the progressivo as tha one propesed here
provide tho besis for a plausiblo analysis of tha presunmably
progmatically induced overtonos {llustratod in (1), (2) and QG2 1
proposo to arguo that it can, and that tho rolavanca theory of
Sparbor and Wilson (1986) providos the pragoatic framework for an
adequato analysis of those as wall as other uses of the progressive.
Following i3 a shetchy rendering of tho main tenets of the thaory.
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3. Relavanco theory

The central assumption of rolevance theory 1is that one single
principla, ‘tha principle of rolevance’, makes it possible to answer
tha main probloms about the nature of human communication and
cognition. The account of communication davelopad within rolevance
theory is essentially inferentisl. Communication is seen 8s achieved
by providing evidence for an Intended hypothesis about the
communicator's intentions, and 18 successful when the audience
interprats the avidence on the intendod lines.?®

What i3 the nature of the process of hypothesis formation?
What is its rola? What is the context, and what part does it play in
utterance Interpretation? How is the implicit import of utterances
doternined? The answers to all these questions lie with the principle
of ralavance.

Every act of Inferentisl communication carrtes a guarantse of
its own optimal relovanca.

Let me exanine briefly the key constituents of the dafinition:
, » and guaranige of optimal relevance.
Relavenca 1is dofinad In terms of tha intaraction between nawly
acquired information and cne's existing essuaptions about the world.
New information oay interact with already existing sssumptions
oaking up the context to give risa to contextual effects, which
include the making of hypotheses such as the weak Iwmplicatures
nornally essocisted with naetaphorically used utterances like: “John is
a piglet.®
Assuming that the speaker could not have intended to convey
the idea that John litarally is & piglet, the hearer forms hypotheses
about what the communicator could have intanded to communicate: 'John
s untidy’, ‘John's room is in & mess’, .. . Intuitively speaking, the
metaphor conveys an impression about John, not asny single ides, or
clearly circumscribed set of ideas about him. In terms of relevance
theory, an impression i5 described as “a noticeabla cheanga in one's
cognitive environmant, ... resulting froa relstively small alterations
in the aanifestness of many assumptions, rather than from tha fact
that a single assumption or a few new assumptions hava all of a
sudden bacomo very manifest® (Sperber end Wilsen 1986:59; sea also
Wilson and Sperber, this wvolume). The overtones of reproof,
Insincerity and temporarinass, discussed in section 4, ere falt to be
labals for different impressions, rather than single assumptions, and
the words usad to designate thoso impressions sro only mora or less
adequate summeries (i.e. Incomplate Interpretations), of the
assumpticns making up the Impressicns typically assoclated with
cartain usas of tho progressive.

Ralevance is not only a function of contextual effects, but also
of tha processing effort involved In the interpretation of the
uttarance, including the construction of hypothesas like thoso just
mentioned In connaction with motaphor. Essentially, the greater the
contextual effects and the smaller tho processing effort, the more
relevant tho new information will be.
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The requirement of optimal relevance is satisfied If the
utterance (or some other ostensive stimulus) achleves an adequate
range of contextual effects at the expenditure of the minimum
Justifiable processing effort.
rasts on tho view that people naturally assuma that other humans who
angage in comnunication with them, use ostensive stimull which are
raolevant enough to be worth their attention. It is assumed that the
communicater takes the responsibility for using an utterance which
is consistent with the principle of ralevance, i.e. an utterance which
a rational compunicator night have expected to be cptimally relavant
to the hearer, and that human cognitive apparatus is designed in such
a way that we spontsnecusly and unconsciously try to maximise the
relevance of information.

Can relevance theory explain the overtones {illustrated in the
axamples (1) to (3)? An sttempt is made in the next section to
demonstrate that it can and s tentative account is preposed to
indicate the way in which a more datalled analysis within the same
framework would daal with the issues at stake.

4. Relavance theory and the overtonas of ‘mild reproof’,
‘insincarity’ and ‘tesporariness’

4.1 Two elements seem to combine to give rise to the shada of
meaning of mild reproof. The first ono is the impression that the
event is boing talked about as experienced, the sacond Is that
sentences like (6a) and (7a) are examplos of hyperbole.

(6) a. Old Lilly is always feeding the pigeons.
b. Old Lilly always feeds tha pigeons.

(7> a. The baby is always crying.
b. The baby always cries.

In wvirtue of pointing indoxically to instantiations of
propertiag, the progressive raefers to somothing observable, possible
to be rapresented on the basis of percoption. Therefore, tha speaker
who uses (6a) or (78) wmay be undorstood as talking about his
personal oxperience, and this may be explofted by the hearer In
making inferonces about tho spesker's intended wmesning of the
utterance. The contrast between (7a) and (7b) i3 of particular
intarest in this connection. Both utterances literally mean scaething
1tka: 'An instance of the baby's crying oxtends over all times,
including the time of communicatfon’, but only the utterance in (7a)
is really strongly felt as expressing tho speaker's attitude toward
the situation described by the utterance. The shades of meaning such
as annoyanca, narvousness, dissatisfacticn, and the like, are nore
proaminant in (7a) than in (7b). If tho spoakor intended merely to
describe tha characteristic behavicur of Old Lilly and tha baby, the
utterances with the simple would bo more relovant, since reference to
individual instances of thase activities would not have adequate
contoxtual effects in the initial contoxt. It is the assumption that
the spesker of (6a) and (78) is conforming to the guarantoe of
optimal relavance which laads the addressee to include in the context
some assumptions about the speaker's being rolated to the situations



via experience. How does this experiential quality In the meaning of
the progressive give rise to moro specific impressions of raproof,
disapproval and the like? The answer largely follows from the fact
that (6a) and (7a) are examples of hyperbole.

Anyone who knows enything ebout paople and feeding snimals or
crying bables, cannot fall to raslise that a rationsl communicator
could not have Intended these utterances to be taken literally. In
terms of relevance theory, these utterances are {ilustrations of
loose usa. The i{dea behind this tarm is that the proposition
expressed by an utterance, while belng an intarpratatfon of a
speaker's  thought, is not necessarily a literal Interprataticn of
that thought. Relevance theory doparts from other accounts of
conmunication, including Grice's, In that it doasn't regard loose use
as a depsrture frea the norm, but takes literalness and metaphor to
be on the extreme opposite ends of a continuum. Hyperbole Is a case
in point. Nonae of the three uttorances (6a) and (7a), is edequataly
interpreted as coxpressing a literal interpretation of the thought
which it purports to raprasent. Balng aware of this, tha hosrer maskes
hypotheses about the thoughts which a ratlonal spasker conforming to
the principle of relevance may have intendad to communicata. This is
how (6a) and (7a) come to convay the impressions of mild reproof, or
disapproval. Thay erise ss a result of the effort on the part of the
hearer to maximise tha relovanco of contaxtual assumptions about the
speaker's parsonal experience in tha context of hyperbole. The
inpression of reproof consists of a number of assumptions that the
hearer makes about the spaaker's Intended meaning of (6a) and (7a):
Old Lilly spends more time feeding the pigecns than & sensible
perscn would do‘, ‘Pigeons sre not nice birds', ‘Pigeons know how to
find food and needn’'t be fed by people’, .. , and: Tho baby cries so
uuch that the spasker can hardly bear {t', The speaker disapproves of
the baby's crying', 'The spaaker is feoling apologetic about the noise
made by the baby‘, .. . The feeling that terms such as ‘reproof’ or
‘disapproval’ fail to capture fully the overtones assocjated with the
progressives in (6a) and (7a) comos from the fact that these
overtones are Iimpressions, that thay are made up of a range of
sssumptions which have simultanccusly become wmore salient (or,
technically speaking, more wmanifest), and, therofcre, cannot be
completoly described in cne single word. Which asssumptions will be
part of the imprassion crucially deponds on the context againat which
the utteranco is Interprated for relevance. For axample, if no
unpleasant noise is heard at the time of communication, (7a) is not
likely to bo intorpreted as an apology. If the hearer is confident
that the spesker is very fond of Lilly, the overtone of raproof will,
possibly, not arise at all. The crux of the matter is that by using a
comparatively simple utterance the speaker invites the haarer to form
a great number of hypotheses, and thus significantly olters the
latter's cognitive anvircnment {n an economical way. The overtones
are entiroly a function of the contaxt brought to bear on the
interprotation of the proposition expressed by the utterance. The
account of the implicaticn of insincority in (2) 1llustrates the same
point.
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42 The predicates ‘be polite' and ‘love the frult salad' denote
properties which cannot be talked sbout in terms of their instances,
becsuse they are conceptualised as non-instantiable. The property ‘be
polite' partains to character, and ‘'love’ to emotionsl disposition.
Hence. ona would expect it to be somaewhat difficult to talk about
these properties In terms of Instances.

(8) John s being polite.
(9) Mary 1s loving the fruit salad.

The literal maaning of (8) end (9) is roughly paraphrased as: John is
Instantisting the property ‘be polite’, and Mary Is instantiating the
property ‘love fruit salad'. As these properties cannot be
Instantiated, the hearer can hardly fa{l to rcalise that (8) and (9)
are not intended to be Interpreted literslly, and starts looking for
assumptions about what the speaker might have intended to convey.
This 1s how both sentences come to be Interpreted as talking sbout
behaviour. The resemblance between the idaas of ‘Instance of a trait
of character’ In (8), and ‘instance of an emotion' in (9), and the
concept of ‘behaviour® is very striking. Both (8) and (9) strongly
suggaest that by using the progressiva the speskor is sctually talking
about behaviour. It may not be clear how althar of the two utterances
can aver be optimally relevant. On the one hand, {f the speaker is
really talking about behaviour, It would seem more ralevant to do so
explicitly. On the other hand, if he is not, why use the progressive
at all? The following examples show that tho use of utterances (8)
and (9) does not nacessarily violate tha guarantea of optisal
relevance.

Suppose that three people A, B and C are present at the sazme
tize In the same place. A says scmothing to B, and B takes offence at
what A has just said. C realises that A had intended to be kind to B,
and that A‘s utterance can be Interpreted as expressing genuine
politoness. Therefore, C says to B:

(10) A is being polite.

By using the progressive, C invites the hearer to form two
hypothesas: (a) A meant to say somathing polite and (b) A is s polite
person. This makes it pegsible for B to draw the rolevant conclusion
that A's utteranca was an act of genuine politeness, a conclusion
which could probably have been darived from ‘A is pollte’ or ‘A is
behaving politaly' alone, as wall as from a conjunction of the two,
but only at tho expense of considerable processing effort.

Utterances lika (8) ere somotimes understood as implying
insincerity on the part of the subject. This implicature will arise in
cage only the asgsumption that ‘John s polite’ has rolevant cognitive
effects In gsome context accessible to the hearer, while the
agsuaption that ‘John is behaving politaly’ does not give accass to
any iInterasting contextual effects in any alrcady existing contaxt
accessiblo to tho hearer. The assumption that the spesker who uses
(10) is  conforming to the principle of raelevance, leads to the
contaxtual essumption in (11):
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(11) By saying that A s behaving politely, the speaker
indicates that he is not fully committed to the
stronger cloim 'John i3 polite’, which, if the speaker
truly believed it, would be more ralavant.

This assumptfon, when included In the context, gives access to a
number of mora or less vague implicatures. A hearer who entertains
the assumption in (11) may easily form various plausible hypothases
about the thoughts the speaker Intended to convay: ‘Jochn s
Insincere’, ‘John s dasperate to opake a good impression’, 'John is
oaking s great effort to conceal his real fealings', ... . Some other,
more straightforward formulation, would fail to give rigse to so wide
s range of implicatures, and would, cansequently ba less ralevant. The
spesker could use eny or all of the Iimplicatures of his actusl
utterance instead of that uttarance, and explicitly convay what he
means, but that would either involve the loss of other implicatures,
or a great asount of processing affort necessary for the interprat-
ation of an extremely long uttorance. The example in (9), repeated
here as (12) {llustrates the same point.

(12) Mary is loving the fruit salad.

Why 1s (12) so suggestive of Mary's behaviour as expressing the
grest and genuine pleasure gho finds in eating a particular fruit
salad? Becausa the first assumptions that como to mind about the
situation in which (12) would be used are: ‘It is autually manifest to
both the spesker and to the hasrar that Mary doas love fruit sslasd’.
or, at least: ‘It 13 autually manifest to tho speaker and to tho
hearer that there is no reason to believe that Mary doasn't like
frult salad'. By phrasing tha uttorance in such a way that it draws
attention to the subject's behaviour, while diractly predicating the
property ‘love the fruit salad’ tha spesker strengthens the hearer's
axisting assumptions about Mary's love for fruit salad and also
instructs him to zaximise the relavance of tho manifestations of
Mary's actual behaviour, her loving the particular fruft salad which
she happens to be cating. This is how implicatures like the following
are derived: ‘Mary (s completaly abgorbed In eating the fruit salad’,
Mery finds the spoaker's gsalad particulerly good', 'One should make
fruit salad when one invites Mary', ‘My fruit galed is particularly
good this time’, ... .

Glven a different setting, the import of (12) will ba different.
For example, {f 1t is nutually manifest to the sposker and to the
hoarer that Mary didn‘'t like frult salsd on some pravious occasion,
(12) may agein be moro relavent than the corrasponding utterance
with the simple. It is the contrast between Mary's past and present
behaviour that i3 relevant hare. The simple present would, possibly
nisleadingly, suggest that the gpeaker has conclusive evidence that
‘Mery loves fruit salad’. By wusing the progressiva he distances
himself from that claim. The exaoples examined so far involve
laplicatures deriving from looge use. The overtono of moaning of
tomporariness differs in this respact from the first two.
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43 The maesning of temporarinass s particularly salient in examples
ltke (3), repeated in (13e):

(13) a. John is living in Muswell H{ll.
b. John lives in Muswell Hill.

Whether the speaker uses (13a) or (13b), the idea conveyed is that
John 1is a resident of Muswell Hill at the time of communication.
Other things being equal, the utterance with the simple form makes a
stronger claim and should be more relevant. The meaning of the
utterance with the progressive is roughly: An instance of the
property ‘live in Muswell Hill' apples to John at the time of speech.
It contrasts with the mesning of the simple in (13b), which is
scmathing 1ike: The property ‘live in Muswell H{ll’ applies to John as
typical of him at the time of speech. Generally speaking, if there Is
no evidence to the contrary, the property ‘lve in X' is taken as
relatjvely stable, nearly synonymous with be an inhabitant of X'.
The use of the progressive in talking about such properties
highlights the neaning of transience, svailable to the hearer as part
of his encyclopasedic knowledge about events. By using the
progressive, the speaker indicates that he considers the otherwise
less appropriate form, more appropriste in this particulsr case. Tha
hearer forms hypotheses about why the spesker has chosen the
progressive and stops st the conclusion which seems the most
relevant to him, namely, 'John s temporarily residing in Muswell
Hill'. In other utterances, the temporariness assoclated with
instantiations of properties is not exploited at all. Congider (14):

(14) a. The Earth {s turning on its axis.
b. The Earth turns on 1ts axis.

In the light of common knowledge that an everlasting property of the
Earth is spoken about as instantiated, it would not meke sense avan
to consider the {implicature of limited duration as part of the
intended meaning. If the speaker had the intention to convey the idea
of temporariness, he would have had to do so eaxplicitly, es the
hearer cannot be axpected to think about the event in (l4a) ss
transient. Having no doubts as to the omnitemporal nature of the
process, and assuming that the speaker shares his balief, the hesrer
will exploit tha meaning of perceptible evidance in  (14a)., While
(14b) with the simple is taken as a statement of fact, (14a) comes
with some implications of the spesker’'s personal involvement in the
situation, his perceptus]l experienca of an everlasting situation,
reflected In the implication of the persistence of the process over
tima. Another {issue ralated to the experiontisl quality of the
progressive, known as tha problem of sementic markedness in the
progressive (cf. Lyons, 1977:688~9), also receives a natural
explanation within the framework of ralavance theory.
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5. Markednass

It i1s often observed that the progressive is semantically marked
in the past tense and in the futurate 4 - construction,
and unmarked in the present tense. The following example is taken
from Whiteker (1983):

(15) She'll be coming round the mountsin,
When she comes,
She'll be wearing silk pyjemas,
When she comas,
She'll be riding six white horsas,
When sha comas, ...

This song of marching troops is Intuitively felt to convey something
of eye-witness testimony of an event in the future. Soma uses of the
progressive in the past tense illustrate the point aequally well.
Compare (16a) and (i6b), for example:

(16) a. It rained yesterday.
b. It was raining yesterday.

Both (16a) and (16b) are about one or several Instances of rain in
the past. The difference batwean the two utterances is that the
former morely states that there was an instance of rain, whereas the
latter points indexically to that iInstance. In interpreting an
utterance which points indexically to an instantiation of a proparty
in the past, or in the future, the hearer, who is trying to maximise
the relevanca of the utterance needs to include in the context
assumptions about the circumstances in which the particulsr instance
took, or will take, place. These contextual assumptions may be more
or less difficult to construct, depending on the available clues.
Naturally enough, when the pregressive is used in the prasent tense,
all the relavant contextual assumptions will be easily accessible. The
instance of raining talked about is simultanecus with the time of
communication and with tha speaker’s and the hesrer's eswareness of
the Instantiation of the proparty which they are talking about.

In terms of relevance theory, semantic merkedness would be &
function of tho processing affort required in the derivation of
assumptions necessary for the contextualization of the proposition
expressed by the uttarance. The greater the processing effort ‘the
more semantically marked the utterance. I now propose to show that
this account of markednoss providas the basis for the charactar-
isation of the meaning of the sfmpla.

6. Tha meaning of tha aimple

How exactly doas the maaning of the simple differ frem the
neaning of the progressive? The question will bo only tentatively
asddressed here in the hopa that what is said will suffice to indicate
that a more detailed analysis is possible.
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6.1 The progressive, arguably, always makes reference to an
instantiation of a property, while the meaning of the simple seems to
vary considerably. In utterances like (4b) (repeated in (17a)), the
predicate with the sinple present tense form makes no referance to
any event at all, and s, in this respect, like verbs of process In
the simple present tense, in generai. By contrast, the simple past
tense form In (16a) (repeated In (17b)), is about ona or nore
instances of rain in the past.

(17) a. John walks to scheol.
b. It rained yesterday.

Utterances such as (17a) suggest that the simple (s expressive of
the meaning of characteristic activity, those like (17b) that it {s
used merely to state the fact that an event occurred. According to
the view adopted here (following Morris 1984:152), all the siwple
says is that the property applies to the subject raferent. This
position, howaver, requires that the difference in meenings of the
predicates in (17a) and (17b) receive a pragmatic explanstion.

One of the main tenets of relavance thaory (cf. Sperber and
Wilson (1986), chapter 4, sectlon 3) {s that the role of pregmatics in
astablishing the propositional content of the utterance Is not
confined to reference assignment and disamblguation, but is, In fact,
far more significant than that. A detalled discusston of the point
that the logical form of an utterance must often be substantially
enriched to arriva at the proposition expressed is givan in Carston
(1988). The undarspecification of temporal reference by the linguistic
neaning of the verb form is {llustrative in this connection:

(18) a. 1 have had breakfast.
b. I have been to Tibet.

The Information concerning temporal specificatfon recovarable from
the decoding of the linguistic mcaning of tho utterances in (18) is
the same: roughly speaking, for (18a) the speaker has hed breakfast
at sone time in the past, and for (18b) the spoaker has beon to Tibet
at soma time in the past. But (18a) and (18b) are normally taken to
have very different temporal Interprataticns. The formar is
understood as locating the avent at some relatively proximate time in
the past, the latter as merely stating what it says, that the spesker
did visit Tibat. Tho difference in the moanings of tho two uttarances
follows from the principle of ralevanca. In every readily conceivable
contoxt, (18a) has adequate contextual effects only if understood as
Intended to convey the {idea that the speskar has had breskfast
comparativaly recently. As oppesed to (18a), (18b) mey bo relevant
enough when construed without any asguaptions about the lapse
between the time of communication and the timo of the spesker's visit
to Tibet. It {s the assumption that the speaker is conforming to the
principle of relevance that leads the hearer pragmatically to enrich
tha loglcal form of (18a), the output of linguistic docoding, to the
lavel of a proposition like: 'The speaker has had breakfast today'.
The seme kind of oxplsnation holds for the habitual meaning of
characteristic activity of the simple prosont. The linguistic meaning
of (178) says that the property ‘walk to school' somehow applies to
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John. How the property applies to the subjact referent is determined
by the principle of relevance. It follows from the account of
porkedness given in section 5 that the progressive is the more
relevant form in talking about events simultanaous with the time of
communication. Consequently, the use of the simple to describa such
events would not be consistent with the principle of ralavance. The
assumption that the principle has baen observed leads tha hearer to
make 8 hypothesis about what proposition the speaker could have
Intendad to communicate, and the one consistent with tha guarantes of
optimal relavance will not involve reference to instantiations of the
property denoted by the predicate. In talking about past avents,
however, the simple is normally the more relevant form. Hence, tha
Interpratation that an instantistion of the property is talked about
remains available and highly salient, as in (17b).

1 hope to have shown how, given a fairly simple characterisation
of the linguistic meaning of the progressive, relavance theory
provides a natural explanation for some aspects of its meaning
which arise in use. In this section, I have tried to indicate the way
in which the analysis can be naturslly extended to the simple, as
waell. If the account proposed Is correct, the approach shouid be
axpected to have further significant ramifications for the study of
verbal aspect in general.
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Notes

1. My thenks go to a number of people for their comments on an
earlier varsion of this papar delivered at the LAGB confarence in
Balfast, April 1989. | am particulsrly indebted to Neil Smith and
Robyn Caraton for all the support, encouragement and halp they have
given me (n my work, and, more specifically, for resding and
discussing with me the first draft of this paper.

2. Tha examples (1), (2), (3), (4), (5), (8) and (14) are taken and/or
adapted from Goidsmith and Woisetschlaegar (1982). Those in (18) are
due to Sperber and Wilson (1986:189).

3. This section is only the barest outline of the theory and largely
draws on Wilscn and Sperbar (1986). A mcro technical account is given
in Sperber and Wilson (1986), chapter 3.
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