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Abstract 
 

The border war between semantics and pragmatics has an early version in the 
dispute between Mates and Cavell. While Mates argues for a strict separation be-
tween semantic inferences and mere pragmatic regularities, Cavell argues for a 
“logic of ordinary language”, identifying the commitments following the act of 
saying something. This answer gives a clue to the contemporary debate between 
minimalists and contextualists: we may either think that pragmatic inferences are 
only effective after the proposition is grasped, or think that it is part of the deter-
mination of what is said. However, Cavell has also another answer, that seems 
much less amenable to logical regimentation: we understand what an agent is 
committed to as we evaluate what is appropriate to do in a given situation. In this 
latter case, there is no logic to backtrack to the very determination of what is said: 
the agent is attuned to the complexity of her contexts of action, but it does not 
lead to a local adjustment of concepts. This is precisely what a semanticist does, 
according to Predelli: she is attuned to the complexity of human purposes, and 
represents this contextual sensitivity at points of evaluation of sentences, but does 
not build this complexity into his semantic system. Predelli is at odds both with 
minimalists and contextualists in this respect, and we can see the specificity of his 
position as we construe different maps of the theoretical landscape. A bit of his-
torical perspective opens up new ways to see some current discussions. 
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1. Introduction 

It is a border war, or maybe a series of border wars, and it was so even before 
the territory was charted. There is a distinction between what I imply and what I 
merely indicate by my words, says Mates, that corresponds to the frontier be-
tween semantics and pragmatics (Mates 1958: 72). Mates still lacks the vocabu-
lary to talk about that peculiar sort of inference that is authorized by pragmatics, 
but not by semantics. The lack of a proper vocabulary is also the lack of a sys-
tematic theory, that will soon begin to come to light with the introduction of the 
concept of implicature in Grice’s Lectures Logic and Conversation (see Soames 



Ernesto Perini-Santos 74 

2003: Ch. 9), and, in more complicated ways and with a longer pre-history, 
around the concept of presupposition (see Horn 1989).  

With Grice, we have the beginnings of a theory about different sorts of in-
ferences that do not follow from logical principles and can be identified by a 
small battery of tests. My aim is not to tell this story, but to notice that, from the 
start, the frontier between semantics and pragmatics points towards the distinc-
tion between what is part of the meaning of words and what follows from their 
use. Nota bene: I do not mean that this is the start of the dispute between ordi-
nary language philosophers and those working within a formal language tradi-
tion. Mates is an early way of seeing it as a distinction between pragmatics and 
semantics in the wake of the aforementioned dispute. This is not part, for in-
stance, of the important Quine’s review of Strawson (Quine 1953). 

Cavell seems to take a further step in the direction of Grice in his answer to 
Mates. He claims that there is a “logic of ordinary language” (Cavell 1958: 181; 
italics in the original) that explains what a speaker “MUST MEAN” (Cavell 
1958: 178; capital letters in the original): what follows from what she says, but 
not from the meanings of her words. Grice’s theory is precisely a theory of such 
commitments. It is probably far-fechted to read a call to a Gricean-like solution 
in Cavell, especially in the light of more contemporary theories that share the 
same Austinian and Wittgensteinian influences, and reject Grice’s theory. How-
ever, we still have to account for what ‘logic’ means in his argument. 

Be that as it may, I am mainly interested in the other, un-Gricean response, 
that we can also read in Cavell’s paper and that cannot be cashed out in terms of 
a “logic of ordinary language”, or so I will argue. In effect, as he identifies what 
“we must do (or say)” (Cavell 1958: 193; again, italics in the original) with what 
action is appropriate in a given context, Cavell aims at a much more open eval-
uation of what one does in “infinitely complex contexts” (Cavell 1958: 185; Ma-
tes 1958: 168). 

There is a theoretical interest in taking a look at this point of history and 
devise different ways to see a debate that seems locked in a discussion about 
where to place pragmatic inferences. And, as we open up different vistas on this 
subject, I will suggest an unexpected proximity between Cavell’s and Predelli’s 
take on the debate.  

In the paper, I will go back and forth between Mates and Cavell’s exchange 
in 1958 and the contemporary debate. In section 2, I will describe in broad terms 
the contemporary opposition between minimalism and contextualism in seman-
tics. Cavell’s reaction to Mates is the subject of section 3: I will argue that he has 
two different responses to Mates, and suggest a first approximation with the pre-
sent debate. In section 4, we will see different ways to map the contemporary 
debate. In one to these classifications, Predelli’s solution appears as an outlier, 
as I explain in section 5. The vicinity of Cavell’s and Predelli’s views is the ob-
ject of section 6. A brief gesture towards a theory that might cover what is out-
side the reach of semantics is made in section 7. 

 

2. Minimalism vs. Contextualism 

Here is one way to describe the frontier between semantics and pragmatics. Se-
mantics deals with inferences authorized by what is encoded in the language, 
while pragmatics is a theory about inferences that are not grounded in the code, 
using rather contextually available information. 
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What matters is the cognitive procedure associated with each particular instance 
of language use, whether it constitutes a conventional code or an ad hoc infer-
ence (Ariel 2010: 119). 

 
Ariel is concerned mostly with the distinction between grammar and pragmat-
ics. We are not very far, however, from the way the debate between minimalism 
and contextualism is usually framed in semantics: whether the proposition ex-
pressed by a sentence in a context results exclusively from a compositional 
mechanism, or non-meaning governed processings are required. If the former 
theory is correct, then pragmatics enters the story only after the proposition ex-
pressed is grasped by the hearer; if the latter is the case, the very determination 
of the proposition involves already pragmatic mechanisms. Using Ariel’s terms, 
the question is whether what is said is determined exclusively by the conven-
tional code, or ad hoc inferences are needed, backtracking to the determination 
of what is said. 

The point can be explained using the contrast between primary and sec-
ondary pragmatic processes: 

 
The contextual processes which, like saturation, are (sub-personally) involved in 
the determination of what is said I call primary pragmatic processes. In contrast, 
secondary pragmatic processes are ordinary inferential processes taking us from 
what is said, or rather from the speaker’s saying of what is said, to something 
that (under standard assumptions of rationality and cooperativeness) follows 
from the fact that the speaker has said what she has said (Recanati 2004: 17). 
 

The divide between minimalism and contextualism concerns primary pragmatic 
processes, whether they are exclusively meaning-governed mechanisms, or in-
clude also the free enrichment of propositions, as Recanati has it. The latter is, 
of course, also the Relevance theoretic answer: the content of explicatures is 
“derived in two distinct ways depending on its source, by linguistic decoding or 
by pragmatic inference” (Carston 2002: 117). 

Both sides are much less uniform than this description might suggest. On 
the minimalist side, for instance, one may take different positions on whether or 
not to extend the domain of indexicals, so as to have more or less extended 
meaning-governed context sensitivity. On the contextualist side, there are differ-
ent views about the stability of the linguistic input to primary pragmatic mecha-
nisms and how it enters in the determination of what is said. Moreover, neo-
Griceans dispute the appropriateness of the exclusive division between what de-
pends on the linguistic code and on ad hoc inferences. And, as it is often the 
case, there are disagreements on who deserves the labels of ‘minimalist’ and 
‘contextualist’. 

 
3. Cavell’s Contextualism 

With this very general picture in mind, it is clear that Mates sides with minimal-
ists, and Cavell with contextualists. The logic of ordinary language he calls for 
should not be read only in post-propositional processings, but is also part of the 
fixing of what is said—of what one must say. But this is not the only way to 
think about the frontiers between semantics and pragmatics, or at least not the 
only way to react to the position delineated by Mates. In the very same issue of 
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Inquiry, Cavell suggests two ways to respond to Mates. The first answer is that 
what we say authorizes inferences beyond what is encoded in the language: 

 
What needs to be argued now is that something does follow from the fact that a 
term is used in its usual way: it entitles you to (or, using the term, you entitle 
others) to make certain inferences, draw certain conclusions. (This is part of what 
you say when you say that you are talking about the logic of ordinary language.) 
(Cavell 1958: 180-81). 
 

One way to understand what is a “logic of ordinary language” points to a set of 
inferences that are authorized by one’s use of words, and not by the meanings of 
the words used, inferences that may be systematically described—otherwise, we 
could not speak of a “logic”. So understood, we are not very far from distin-
guishing, by inferential tests, what is encoded in the language and what belongs 
to a theory of human action. And, as I have already noticed, seen in the light of 
more contemporary worries, this logic of ordinary language will have both pre- 
and post-propositional effects. 

If this is so, Cavell’s remark seems to demand precisely the sort of theory 
that will soon emerge with Grice. Let me say, again, that I am not suggesting 
that this is the way to develop Cavell’s argument. On the contrary, I do not 
think that the sort of normativity that he has in mind (what one must say) is 
what regimented in Grice’s theory. We may consider, for instance, Travis’ criti-
cal reaction to Grice from a point of view that has much in common with Cav-
ell’s.1 But if there is a logic to be unearthed here, it will be something in the vi-
cinity of Gricean theories. 

However, in the very same paper, there is another way to react to Mates’ 
view that cannot be cashed out in inferential terms: 

 
A statement of what we must do (or say) has a point only in the context (against 
the background) of knowledge that we are in fact doing (or saying) a thing, but 
doing (or saying) it […] badly, inappropriately, thoughtlessly, tactlessly, self-
defeatingly, etc.; or against the background of knowledge that we are in a certain 
position or occupy a certain office of station, and are behaving or conducting our-
selves inappropriately, thoughtlessly, self-defeatingly (Cavell 1958: 193). 
 

In order to identify what we must do, we have to look at situations in which 
one’s actions, both linguistic and non-linguistic, receive a negative evaluation. 
In the words of Austin, “the abnormal will throw light on the normal, will help 
us to penetrate the blinding veil of ease and obviousness that hides the mecha-
nisms of the natural successful act” (Austin 1979: 180). We are no longer look-
ing for inferential patterns, but for ways to act in “infinitely complex contexts”. 
And this opens up new perspectives on the contextualist/minimalist debate. 

 
4. Different Solutions to Travis’s Challenge 

Of course, this very early reaction is not in itself a stance on the debate as it has 
unfolded, say, since the last decade of the last century. However, I think that if 

 
1 For Travis’ assessment of Grice, see Travis 2008. For the proximity of Cavell’s and 
Travis’ views, see, e.g., Cavell 1976: 52 and the purposes in the various Travis’ examples.  
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we use different criteria to group together at least some current positions, we 
make room to something that is, in a certain respect, similar to Cavell’s second 
response.  

Minimalists claim that a contextual effect on the proposition expressed by a 
sentence can only be triggered by the meanings of its terms. This account keeps 
a strictly compositional determination of the truth-conditions of sentences. For 
contextualists, on the other hand, the contextual effects on the proposition ex-
pressed can be linguistically controlled, as it is the case of sentences with indexi-
cal terms, but they may also result from non-meaning governed mechanisms. In 
the latter case, the proposition is said to be freely enriched. These very general 
theoretical constraints lead to different treatments of cases in which different oc-
currences of a sentence, with no (apparent) indexical morpheme, seem to have 
different truth-conditions.  

Let us consider the famous story of the green leaves, due to Travis: 
 
Pia’s Japanese maple is full of russet leaves. Believing that green is the colour of 
leaves, she paints them. Returning, she reports, ‘That’s better. The leaves are 
green now’. She speaks truth. A botanist friend then phones, seeking green leaves 
for a study of green-leaf chemistry. ‘The leaves (on my tree) are green’, Pia says. 
‘You can have those’. But now Pia speaks falsehood (Travis 1997: 89). 
 

Let Pia’s first utterance be 

(1) The leaves are green, 

and the second utterance be 

(2) The leaves are green. 

1 seems to be true, and 2 false, but both talk about the same state of the 
world. There are a couple of options open for the minimalist. She may consider 
that 1 and 2 have different truth-conditions, either in virtue of a hidden indexical 
component — ‘green’ is an indexical term (e. g. Szabó 2001) —, or because 
‘green’ has different meanings in each utterance, so that they are not utterances 
of the same sentence after all. (Kennedy and McNally 2010) The minimalist 
may also claim that 1 and 2 have the same truth-conditions but convey different 
implicatures (Sainsbury 2001). Only in the first approach is there a contextual 
effect triggered by the meaning of a word, but they all deny any sort of free en-
richment. Let us call these solutions, respectively, INDEXICAL, AMBIGUITY, and 
IMPLICATURE.  

Contextualists claim that the difference in truth-conditions between 1 and 2 
is not explained by a compositional process, but by an adjustment of the concept 
‘green’ to the context of use, in relevance theoretic terms, by the creation of an 
ad hoc concept (see Carston 2002). If this is the case, then the truth-conditions of 
sentences are not determined exclusively by compositional processes but involve 
also a conceptual adjustment that is not meaning-governed. This solution may 
be called FREE ENRICHMENT. There is another way of seeing 1 and 2 as having 
different truth-values, without any ad hoc conceptual adjustment, nor with any of 
the minimalist strategies: 1 and 2 are evaluated at different circumstances, and 
that is all it takes to take care of Travis’ example (Predelli 2005: 119-69). Let us 
call this solution CIRCUMSTANCE. 

There are different ways to organize the responses to this case. We may put 
together the solutions that keep the intuitive difference of truth-conditions be-
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tween 1 and 2 (INDEXICAL, AMBIGUITY, CIRCUMSTANCE, and FREE ENRICH-

MENT), in opposition to IMPLICATURE, that claims that they have the same 
truth-conditions but convey different implicatures. We may also use the princi-
ple of compositionality as the criterion: INDEXICAL, AMBIGUITY, and IMPLICA-

TURE keep a strict compositional determination of truth-conditions, as opposed 
to FREE ENRICHMENT. I am not sure where to place CIRCUMSTANCE in this re-
spect, but I will put it together with minimalists, since there is certainly no con-
ceptual adjustment. But there are other ways to classify these solutions. For IN-

DEXICAL, AMBIGUITY, and IMPLICATURE, every difference in truth-conditions, if 
any, is explained by a difference in the stable meanings of the terms, and this is 
rejected by CIRCUMSTANCE and FREE ENRICHMENT—indeed, for Predelli, IN-

DEXICAL and AMBIGUITY are “hopelessly ad hoc” (Predelli 2005: 135). But there 
is still another way to classify these solutions: INDEXICAL, AMBIGUITY, IMPLICA-

TURE, and FREE ENRICHMENT claim that if there is any distinction in truth-
conditions, it is due to the different contributions of the terms of the sentence, 
while for CIRCUMSTANCE the difference lies in the circumstances of evaluation 
and cannot be traced back to sub-sentential components. Here is a representa-
tion of these different ways to classify theories: 

I  
          Different truth-conditions           Same truth-conditions 

 

INDEXICAL 
AMBIGUITY 
CIRCUMSTANCE 
FREE ENRICHMENT 
 

 
IMPLICATURE 

 
II  

Difference in truth-conditions (if any)  
        only compositional  

Difference in truth-conditions  
            not only compositional 

 

        INDEXICAL 
        AMBIGUITY 
        IMPLICATURE 
        CIRCUMSTANCE? 

 

 
  FREE ENRICHMENT 

  
III  

Difference in truth-conditions (if any)  
         only in stable meanings 

Difference in truth-conditions  
            not only in stable meanings 

 

INDEXICAL 
AMBIGUITY 
IMPLICATURE 
 

 
  FREE ENRICHMENT 
  CIRCUMSTANCE 

 
IV  

Difference in truth-conditions (if any)  
         only in the meanings 

Difference in truth-conditions  
            not only in the meanings 

 

INDEXICAL 
AMBIGUITY 
IMPLICATURE 
FREE ENRICHMENT 
 

 
   CIRCUMSTANCE 

 
There are some lessons to be gleaned from these tables. The first one is that 

INDEXICAL and AMBIGUITY are always together—and, with the exception of ta-
ble I, IMPLICATURE also patterns with them. They constitute the minimalist 
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cluster. FREE ENRICHMENT, unsurprisingly, is often in a different case. CIRCUM-

STANCE is less clear. To begin with, I am not sure whether it should be placed 
with the minimalist cluster in table II, echoing a Predelli’s remark concerning 
the likely dissatisfaction of traditionalists with his approach (Predelli 2005: 150). 
More importantly, like FREE ENRICHMENT, it does not situate the difference be-
tween 1 and 2 (given that they have distinct evaluations) in the stable meanings 
of the terms. Still more relevant, it is the only solution that does not take the dif-
ference in the truth-conditions to be in the meanings of terms, whether in the 
stable meanings or in some ad hoc concept. We might say that the difference is in 
the global utterance, but this is not very informative: there is an important theo-
retical reason why CIRCUMSTANCE is an outlier in last table. 

 
5. The Point of Linguistic Productivity 

In order to understand both the proximity and the distance between FREE EN-

RICHMENT and CIRCUMSTANCE, consider the explanation of linguistic produc-
tivity. According to minimalism, linguistic creativity is only explained by a 
compositional mechanism. Without a compositional account, there is no expla-
nation of how we produce and understand sentences we never encountered be-
fore (see, e.g., Stanley 2007: 8-9). With a compositional account, on the other 
hand, there is “no mystery why our understanding of complex linguistic items 
has an indefinite range” (Borg 2004: 56). It is clear that the productivity of hu-
man languages cannot be explained without the principle of compositionality, 
but it does not follow that the understanding of sentences is determined exclusive-
ly by a compositional process. Part of the creativity lies, precisely, in knowing 
how a concept may have different contributions to propositions in different situ-
ations. The reason is that  

 
[we] cannot predict or give a qualitative exact specification of all past and future 
human interactions with nature […] Hence this kind of multiplicity of senses or 
uses remains an uneliminable aspect of our use of [words] (Moravcsik 1998: 43). 
 

This reaction seems to lead to FREE ENRICHMENT—after all, it seems that we 
face a contextual adjustment of the sense of ‘green’. But we may also think that 
what we really need is the contextual adequacy of the utterance of sentences, or 
even of sub-sentential utterances (Predelli 2011) taken as whole, and not a local 
adjustment of its components.  

How can we agree with Moravcsik’s claim without postulating ad hoc con-
cepts? Here is Predelli’s answer. In a semantic system, utterances are represent-
ed as sentence-context pairs, or, in Predelli 2005’s terminology, clause-index 
pairs. An interpretive system should assign to a clause-index pair an intuitive as-
signment of truth-vales across circumstances or points of evaluation, that is, an 
intuitive t-distribution: 

 
The discussion of the relationship between clause–index pairs and utterances is 
important, because systems—namely, procedures that operate on the former—
aim at empirical adequacy; i.e., at consistency with pre-theoretic intuitions per-
taining to the latter. What is desired, among other things, is that the interpretive 
system, when supplied a clause–index pair appropriate to a certain utterance u, 
gives results suitably related to (at least some among) our intuitive verdicts about u 
(Predelli 2005: 6). 
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A formal system is empirically adequate if it has an intuitive t-distribution, 
in this case, the same clause-index pair being true at the point of evaluation 1, 
and false at 2, and that is all.2 And that is why, according to Predelli, we should 
be satisfied with CIRCUMSTANCE: a semantic theory does not see beyond t-
distributions. The theorist should be attuned to variations in purposes leading to 
1 being true and 2 false, and choose accordingly a representational system with 
an intuitive t-distribution. This sensitivity is not itself, however, part of a seman-
tic theory. While IMPLICATURE does not deliver an intuitive t-distribution, the 
mistake of INDEXICAL and AMBIGUITY, but also of FREE ENRICHMENT, is to 
construe this sensitivity back into the meanings of the terms: 

 
if the relativization of truth-value to points is to yield any informative account of 
the relationship between meaning and truth, the type of information provide may 
not renegotiate the very meaning of the expression in question (Predelli 2005: 13n). 
 

Incidentally, this refusal of unstable concepts explains why CIRCUMSTANCE is 
grouped with the minimalist cluster in table II. What is crucial is that a semantic 
theory aims at an intuitive distribution of truth-values for 1 and 2 (contra IMPLI-

CATURE — table I) without the ad hoc theoretical moves of INDEXICAL and AM-

BIGUITY (table III), nor, indeed, FREE ENRICHMENT’s ad hoc concepts (table IV). 
The result is that there are variations in truth-evaluations due to factors that are 
not represented within semantics. More precisely, the different evaluations of 1 
and 2 have a proper place in the theory—they are distinct points of evaluation. 
However, why sentences have this t-distribution, that is, the way they are repre-
sented by a semantic system, is part of the pre-theoretical task of choosing the t-
distribution—in Carnap’s terminology, it is an external question. That is why 
CIRCUMSTANCE is an outlier. Let us start now our way back to Cavell. 

 
6. Cavell and Predelli’s Semanticist View 

As we have seen, Cavell has two lines of response to Mates: calling for a yet-to-
be-created logic of ordinary language, and suggesting that the sort of commit-
ment that goes beyond what is encoded in the language should be found in a 
more elusive understanding of what kind of action is appropriate in a given cir-
cumstance. There are different ways to deploy a logic of ordinary language, 

 
2 Predelli presents his theory as a mere development of Kaplan’s semantics, which is, of 
course, the origin of the term ‘circumstance’. It is not clear, however, that aiming at an 
intuitive t-distribution, and only at that, is faithful to everything Kaplan requires of cir-
cumstances. For him, circumstances “must include all elements with respect to which 
there are content operators” (Kaplan 1989: 511n). If we add that circumstances include 
only such shiftable elements, that is, elements that “can be sufficiently well defined and 
isolated” (Kaplan 1989: 504) so as to be the object of an intensional operator, Predelli 
makes a step beyond Kaplan: there are no operators over the purposes of a speech act, 
which is what explains the distinction between 1 and 2. In other words, two utterances of 
the same sentence might receive different truth-evaluations in virtue of a distinction in 
circumstances that is not accounted by a parameter shifted by an intensional operator.  
Maybe this difference is due to the distinct concerns of Kaplan (indexicals and demon-
stratives) and Predelli (wider contextual variations), but it is nonetheless a difference that 
should be acknowledged.  
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specifying inferences that will explain what is conveyed beyond what is said. 
These pragmatic inferences will find its way back into the determination of what 
is said, in different contextualist frameworks.  

It is less clear how this latter move could be built from Cavell’s second re-
sponse. For a start, we can act inappropriately in many ways, and it would be 
useless to try to give a precise description of how this may happen—actions take 
place in “infinitely complex contexts”. We can be more optimistic about a 
“grammar” of ordinary actions, probably at the cost of a less precise notion of 
grammar. But another way to react is simply to say that there is no systematic 
theory to be found here. Cavell’s second answer and Predelli’s stance converge 
in claiming that what explains the variation of t-distribution across points of 
evaluation cannot be systematically represented—it does not belong in a seman-
tic theory, as Predelli has it, nor in some sort of logic of ordinary language, as 
Cavell sways from his first to his second answer, or, at least, to my reading of 
his second answer.  

For Cavell, what is appropriate or not in a given context comes naturally to 
us. This also seems to be a good description of Predelli’s view. The semanticist 
is one who understands the “infinitely complex contexts” in which ‘green’ is 
used and represents this complexity in an intuitive t-distribution, a sheer intui-
tive t-distribution, as it were. However, why she has made this choice is not part 
of the theory.  

CIRCUMSTANCE is an outlier in table IV because what motivates the con-
struction of an intuitive t-distribution is not in the meanings of terms, neither 
encoded in the stable meanings, nor in locally adjusted concepts.  

This solution avoids a problem pointed out by Picazo, following Travis’ 
lead, for FREE ENRICHMENT: if a speaker can build ad hoc concepts, we would 
expect them to be stable across at least a subset of contexts of use, and “it should 
be possible to coin occasion-insensitive words” (Picazo 2020: 235). However, 
we can reiterate the argument so as to devise pairs of occasions of use in which a 
putative ad hoc concept created, say, for ‘green’ in 1, would still lead to different 
verdicts. In Predelli’s picture, since we explain the variability only at the level of 
points of evaluation, and without having to construe it back in mental represen-
tations, nor in the meanings of words, there is no pressure to find, at some level, 
an invariant item. It is also a way to explain the complexity of our use of words 
without multiplying (ad hoc) senses, breaking apart Moravcsik’s disjunction 
(“Hence this kind of multiplicity of senses or uses remains an uneliminable as-
pect of our use of [words]”): multiplicity of uses without multiplicity of senses. 

Much depends on what one expects of a semantic theory. If we refrain from 
building metaphysical or cognitive theories on the back of the meanings of words 
(as Borg would probably agree), we may still have an intuitive t-distribution, by 
understanding the distribution of truth-evaluations across points of evaluation as 
responding to our intuitive judgements, instead of mending stable meanings, or re-
fusing intuitive t-distributions (while Borg seems to be caught between IMPLICA-

TURE, AMBIGUITY and INDEXICAL see Borg 2004: 265). 
 
7. Theories of Language and Theories of Action 

The fact that context sensitivity is not accounted for in semantics does not mean 
that it is outside the reach of any theory. The contextual variation between 1 
and 2 is inscribed in the “action landscape” (Rietveld and Kiverstein 2014): we 
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understand the distinction between these utterances as we understand what a 
botanist does, and what is involved in redecorating a room (supposing that this 
is Pia’s motivation to paint the leaves green). We know what an agent does, as 
she engages in these activities, and we also know what she is expected to do in 
each case. I take it that this is what Cavell means, as he talks about the “com-
plementarity of rule and statement”:  

 
When we say how an action is done (how to act), what we say may report or de-
scribe the way we in fact do it […] but it may also lay out a way of doing or say-
ing something which is to be followed (Cavell 1958: 184). 
 

The normativity to which agents are sensitive is partially inscribed in their un-
derstanding of the action landscape—not only what is expected from the role 
each agent takes on, but also how they interact with objects, how to start and to 
end an interaction etc. And it is also the sort of capacity that we, as interpreters, 
deploy in understanding that 1 is true, and 2 false. 

A semanticist building her system is attuned to these different kinds of ac-
tivity, just as she is attuned to what counts as an appropriate outfit, or as a vehi-
cle, in different situations, and so on, for the different contextualist-flavoured 
examples. This belongs to a “pre-semantic” phase of the construction of seman-
tics systems (see Predelli and Stojanovic 2008: 69). We may have many things 
to say about what is appropriate or not in each, it is just not part of semantics. 
My suggestion is that it is in itself an interesting result, to see the proximity of 
theories of language and theories of action. 

 
8. Conclusions 

I have argued that there are two responses to Mates in Cavell’s well known 1958 
paper: one answer calls for a logic of ordinary language, and, if there is a logic to 
be found, it will be something close to Grice’s theory. Another answer does not 
seem to be so optimistic about a systematic theory of what we say and do, as we 
talk. If we think that there is a logic accounting for the commitments we are 
bound to have as we talk, we can ask whether this logic is only effective after the 
fixing of what is said, as Mates and contemporary minimalists want, or whether 
it is already operative in determining the proposition expressed, as contextualists 
have it. However, if there is no logic to be found here, as, I think, is suggested by 
Cavell’s second answer, then this exclusive question is no longer available. Seen 
from Predelli’s viewpoint, it means that semantics will not explain context sensi-
tivity, it will only represent it in an intuitive t-distribution.  

One might have the impression that, at the end of the day, the proximity of 
Cavell’s second answer and Predelli’s theory is rather thin: we know what they 
do not want to be part of a semantic theory. Worst, this proximity may even by a 
mirage, since it depends on reading two different reactions to Mates in Cavell’s 
paper, an interpretation that might well be rejected. However, I think that it al-
lows us to see that there are different ways to frame the debate between mini-
malists and contextualists. More precisely, thinking that it is all a matter of 
where to place pragmatic inferences is unduly restrictive.  

While this is certainly not new, given, in particular, Travis’ position on 
these issues, finding a proper theoretical spot to this position, as I have suggest-
ed in table IV, may be of some interest. And finding Predelli as an outlier in this 



Opening Up New (and Old) Vistas on the Contextualist-Minimalist Debate 83 

table may also shed a new light on these issues, since he may be a bridge be-
tween more formally oriented approaches and “ordinary language” theories. Fi-
nally, the connection with Mates and Cavell very early exchanges shows how 
the theoretical landscape may have been narrowed, in particular with Grice’s in-
tervention. A little bit of historical perspective may open new ways to see some 
current discussions.3 
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