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Language and joint intentionality

Chapters

Language and joint intentionality: reflecting on orders of
intentionality is the exception, not the default when

communicating

5.1 Introduction

In section 1.2.2 of Chapter 1 I have distinguished the three main roles of
language in relation to mindreading, as used in this thesis. Language can
represent mindstates and the relationships between them (first role), either
formally, in propositions of the form “A thinks that B intends that C...etc.”, or
naturally, using a mix of different linguistic elements capable of viewpoint
coordination. Various types of these linguistic elements were discussed
throughout the previous chapters. Going from the smallest to the largest level
of analysis, these were: lexical items such as the viewpoint packages “allegedly”,
“accidentally”, and “mistaken”, grammatical constructions such as
complementation and the inquit-construction, the patterns of focalisation and
reported speech and thought (STR) that coordinated the different perspectives
presented in Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway, and the expository strategies of narrative
that aided the audience in understanding the complex thoughtscape
underlying Shakespeare’s Othello. What all of these linguistic elements had in
common was that they provided conventionalised ways in which speakers of
English could represent mindstates and the relationships between those in

discourse—from a single belief held by one person up to an entire thoughscape.

"Versions of this chapter, especially Sections 5.3 and 5.4, were presented at the 47th Annual
Meeting of the Societas Linguistica Europaea (SLE) in Poznan, Poland, 11-14 September 2014,
and at the Perspective Project Kick-off Meeting in Nijmegen, The Netherlands, 17 November
2014. See the Reading Guide for more details.
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In this way, it was argued that natural languages support not only
efficient communication of mindstates and thoughtscapes, but seem also
capable of providing support for cognition (second role). When looking at one
particular usage event, language can provide a form of short-term “online”
support: I have argued that the way in which mindstates and their mutual
relationships are represented linguistically can execute strong influence on the
ease or difficulty with which they could be processed (think of the expository
strategies making a complex thoughtscape manageable and viewpoint packages
conveying multiple intentional relationships at once in a holistic way). When
looking at the longer term, language users somehow internalise ways in which
language makes mindstates and their relationships insightful, which can
account for what some researchers have referred to as “implicit support” for
mindreading: I have discussed research suggesting that various aspects of
language usage, once mastered, work as scaffolding, conceptual underpinning,
or training for our intentional reasoning skills. For example, experimental
evidence suggests that children aged 3-4 who were for a while exposed more
intensively to embedding constructions and perspective-shifting discourse, pass
false-belief tests earlier, presumably because their general “thinking repertoire”
got enhanced when they learned to master particular grammatical patterns
(Lohmann and Tomasello, 2003; Milligan et al., 2007). Also it has been
suggested that stories in all their different appearances, ranging from the day’s
latest gossip or a myth told around the campfire to an award-winning novel,
help both children and adults to develop and sharpen up their mindreading
skills over time (see Chapter 1, Section 1.2.2; Chapter).

Language was also argued to be itself heavily dependent on our
mindreading abilities (third role). In the current chapter, this dependency will
be investigated in more detail. According to researchers such as Sperber (1994;
2000) and Scott-Phillips (2015), it takes the capacity to reason at four or five
levels of intentionality to exchange even very basic utterances.” This position is

intuitively controversial: if language is naturally capable of representing

% 1 agree with both Scott-Phillips and Sperber on many points regarding language and
meaning. However, there also is an important issue on which I disagree: the way they construe
the relationship between linguistic interaction (or, more generally, “pragmatic competence”)
and multiple-order intentionality, which they refer to as “recursive mindreading” or “recursive
metarepresentation”. This issue will be central in this chapter.

156



Language and joint intentionality

complex thoughtscapes, does that mean that an addressee of a short story
involving, say, four mutually linked perspectives essentially has to deal with a
total of eight or nine intentional states, four or five from the communicative
situation plus four from the story? And if so, how can this be unified with
evidence that dealing with multiple intentional states is cognitively demanding,
or, for that matter, with the claim that humans can deal with at most five levels of
intentionality reliably (see Chapter 1, Section 1.2.1)? What is the role of linguistic
and narrative elements capable of viewpoint coordination, such as the
viewpoint packages discussed in previous chapters? And how does all of this
affect our evolutionary story?

These questions lead up to the objectives of this chapter, which has two
main parts. First, as announced in Chapter 1, I will contest the claim made by
Sperber and Scott-Phillips. Using the concepts of common ground (Clark, 1996)
and joint cognition (Hutchins, 2006; Verhagen, 2015) I will argue that only in
exceptional cases do we need to bother about any layers of intentionality.
Regarding some aspects I will be relatively brief in my analysis, and refer to
existing work or point out opportunities for future research. Other aspects,
however, will turn out to be closely tied to points made in the previous
chapters, and be elaborated in full detail. An important role will be played by
the ratchet effect: linguistic items “store” communicative experience of
generations of language users on which every new generation can build.” This,
then, leads to the second part of this chapter: providing an integrated conceptual
model for analysing the particular class of linguistic elements central in this
thesis so far, namely: elements capable of viewpoint coordination in discourse.
After the model has been introduced and explained, I will briefly explore some

of its consequences for our evolutionary story.

% The term “ratchet” is taken from Tomasello (1999). My usage of it here is compatible with his,
however, I apply the idea more specifically to linguistic items whereas Tomasello speaks about
cultural conventions more broadly.
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5.2 Association, ostension, and shared intentionality

Throughout the literature, it is quite generally recognised that human
communicative interaction “as we know it” requires some form of mindreading
on behalf of both interlocutors, irrespective of whether we use language,
gestures, facial expressions, or any other means to get our messages across (see
e.g. Verhagen, 2005; Levinson, 2006; Tomasello, 2008). The usual argument is
that signallers have to design their communicative behaviour such that their
particular audience will be able to infer from it what they mean, and addressees
have to reckon why a signaller picked out this particular behaviour—both these
tasks entail a degree of understanding of the other’s mindstate. However, on top
of this, some researchers have made a case for why human communication
cannot succeed just by virtue of basic mindreading competencies. Indeed,
Scott-Phillips makes this point explicitly: what most linguists and philosophers
of language have failed to appreciate, according to him, is that sophisticated
intentional reasoning skills including “recursive mindreading” are a
prerequisite not only for the successful execution of communication-as-we-
know-it, but also for such communication to evolve and develop at all (2015: 68-
69). The argument thus has two components: it deals with the question “Which
mindreading skills enable interlocutors to take part in communicative
interaction as we know it today?” (“synchronic”), and with the question “Which
mindreading skills were necessary for the emergence of such a form of
communicative interaction in the first place?” (“diachronic”). It should be noted
that these two components are not always brought forward and supported
separately by Scott-Phillips, but in this chapter I find it useful at several points

to keep the synchronic and the diachronic stories apart.*

% Note that this is a different divide than the “classic” one between ontogeny and phylogeny
(Tinbergen, 1963). Here I mean not “development over a lifetime” versus “development over
evolutionary time”, but “the working of communication as it is now” versus “the emergence of
such communication over time”. In fact, my notion of “synchronic” is closest to Tinbergen’s
question of the proximate mechanism, whereas what I call “diachronic” covers both his
developmental and evolutionary questions.
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5.2.I Scott-Phillips’ two models of communication

The starting point of the idea advocated by Scott-Phillips goes back for a large
part to Sperber (1994; 2000) and Sperber and Wilson (1995; 2002), and ultimately
has its roots in what could be called the “pragmatic turn” in linguistics and
philosophy of language that began with the second half of the twentieth
century.” It sets human communicative interaction, whether or not involving
language, apart against other communication found in nature by arguing that it
is, at its core, not a system of “coding-and-decoding” information. A coding-
and-decoding system can be found in (to follow Scott-Phillips’ example)
grasshoppers producing six different signals associated with six different states
of the grasshopper world: “I would like to make love”, “You are trespassing my
territory”, “How nice to have made love!”, and so on (2015: 5, citing Moles, 1963:
125-126). Various forms of code-system communication can be found
throughout the primate world, including in humans, ranging from olfactory
cues (smell) guiding behaviour of newborns, to spontaneous emotional
vocalisations working as alarm calls, and, potentially, (Duchenne) laughter
signalling social solidarity (see Scott-Phillips, 2015: 5-6; Burling, 2005). Even
though such code systems need not be fully deterministic or, for that matter,
trivial, the primary mechanism linking signals to messages is association: every
signal type stands for one particular meaning type (or, if a code is probabilistic
instead of deterministic: a class of meaning types). However, association falls
short of explaining human communicative interaction, given that there are
many ways in which we can express a particular meaning, while at the same
time all of our expressions can have multiple different meanings. The example
given in Section 1.2.2 of Chapter 1 was that of someone saying to a friend “hey,
there is Ann”, which could mean “all right, we can go inside”, “let’s go
somewhere else”, “what a coincidence”, and so on, depending on the
circumstances. The same goes for non-linguistic communication: if we raise a
full glass of beer in the air while seeking eye contact with someone who also

holds a full glass, this probably means “cheers!”, while it can also mean

" Sperber has developed his insights on the basis of Grice (1957), although Grice was not
interested in evolution. For overviews covering also the important contributions made by
Austin (1962), Searle (e.g. 1969), and Wittgenstein (e.g. 2006 [1953]) see Hacker (1986: esp. chapter
6-11) and Keller (1995).
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“thanks!” if the other person is the one who just paid for the round, or “do you
want one as well?” if the other is holding an empty glass.

Neither the utterance “hey, there is Ann” nor the behaviour of raising a
glass and seeking eye contact stand for all of these meanings in the sense of the
code model: there are no one-to-one associations. There is a different system at
work that forms the basis for the production of meanings, which Scott-Phillips
describes as the “ostensive-inferential” model of communication (2015: 7-13; see
also Sperber and Wilson, 1995). According to this model, signallers have the
intention to alter an addressee’s mindstate or behaviour in some way. They
provide particularly designed evidence for this, thereby enabling the addressee
to draw the right inferences. This evidence can take the form of a string of
words, but could, depending on context and desired effects, just as well be a set
of gestures, facial expressions, or any other behaviour, as long as it is in some
way ostensive: it has to be possible for the addressee to infer not only what the
signaller wants her to understand (referred to as the “informative intention”),
but also that the signaller is trying to communicate this in the first place (called
the “communicative intention”). As an illustration, consider the example he

borrows from Sperber (2000):

Mary is eating berries. She wants Peter to know that she thinks that the
berries are very tasty, so she eats them in a somewhat exaggerated,
stylized way, and pats her tummy as she does so. This reveals two
things to Peter: (i) that Mary thinks the berries are tasty (this is the
content of her informative intention); and (ii) that Mary wants to
communicate this fact to Peter (this is the content of her
communicative intention). If Mary simply ate the berries
enthusiastically, but did not do so in a stylized or exaggerated way,
Peter would still be able to infer that they are tasty, but not because
Mary had expressed either an informative or a communicative
intention. There would be no communication in that case.

(Scott-Phillips, 2015: 9)
In other words, given that there is no fixed set of signals associated with

particular messages in this case, Scott-Phillips (along with Sperber) suggests

that each signal must in principle first be negotiated qua signal—a process that
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is explained by the ostensive-inferential model of communication, but not by
the code model (see also Stolk, 2014, for discussion and an experimental
approach). Ostension and inference are thus the basis of human
communication, according to Scott-Phillips. On top of this, he argues, there is
also a code at work: the conventions of a language provide global links of
linguistic forms to certain meanings. In this way, ostension and inference make
human communication possible in the first place, and the linguistic code makes
it even more powerful (2015: 15-17).

The two different models of communication require quite different skills
on a cognitive level.” In principle, the code model only requires a “glossary”
listing all signals and associated meanings (which can be as simple as with the
grasshoppers, but also more complex). This can be a genetically inherited
glossary, but the capability to develop such a glossary through associative
learning can also do the job. The ostensive-inferential model, by contrast,
requires a great deal of flexible reasoning abilities, including mindreading. In
order to design the right evidence for their intended meaning, signallers need
not only take into account the context (where and when the communication
takes place, who is present, etc.), but also what their addressees (already) know
and believe about the topic and context. Addressees, in turn, must factor in
what they think the signaller believed about them, the topic, and the context
when designing the signal, in order to make the right inferences. Both
interlocutors must thus be able to reason about contextual factors, including
the other’s intentional states, for ostensive-inferential communication to be
possible.

I support the distinction between the code model and the ostensive-
inferential model and agree with the analysis that the requirements on the
cognitive level are the ability to form associations in the case of the code model,
whereas flexible reasoning abilities including mindreading are needed in the
case of ostensive-inferential communication. Yet this is where the debate

begins: I disagree with the amount and complexity of the mindreading Scott-

™ My aim in this section is clearly not to provide exhaustive lists of what is required for
communication on a cognitive level. Rather, I will highlight important differences between the
kind of cognitive structure needed for the code and inferential models to work (see also Scott-
Phillips, 2015: 64), and in 5.2.3 [ will do the same for my alternative communication model.
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Phillips and Sperber consider to be necessary. In what follows I will argue that
they misconstrue the complexity needed in theory. On top of that, I will argue
that in practice we hardly need any mindreading at all for successful
communicative interaction, by discussing various mechanisms that save

interlocutors from cognitively taxing mindreading efforts.

5.2.2 Cognitive requirements of ostensive-inferential communication

As said at the beginning of the previous section, Scott-Phillips explicitly makes
the point that many others across the literature agree that some mindreading is
needed for human communication, but that its exact role and complexity are
rarely spelled out. In order to get a grasp on this, he sets up the following

argument, using a series of different scenarios taken from Sperber (2000):”

Scenario one. Mary is picking and eating berries. She does this because
the berries are edible.

Scenario two. Mary is picking and eating berries. Peter is watching
her, and hence forms a belief about the edibility of the berries. Here,
Peter believes, that the berries are edible (because otherwise Mary would
not be eating them). Note that Mary may or may not know that Peter is
watching. Whether she does or not, it makes no difference to her
intentions or behaviour.

Scenario three. Mary is picking and eating berries. Peter is
watching her. Mary knows Peter is watching her, and she wants him to
believe that the berries are edible. So: Mary intends, that Peter believes,
that the berries are edible. Here, note that Mary’s behaviour is identical to
her behaviour in scenarios one and two. All that has changed is that in
scenario two Mary informed Peter about the edibility of the berries
only incidentally [...] whereas here she does so intentionally — and she
can satisfy this intention (that Peter believes hat the berries are edible)
simply by picking and eating berries. She need not and does not do
anything more than this. Mary’s intention is an informative intention.

Scenario four. Mary is picking and eating berries. Peter is

™ Note that Scott-Phillips uses numbers in subscript to indicate orders of intentionality: “Mary
intends, that Peter believes, that...”.
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watching her. Mary knows Peter is watching her, and she wants him to
believe that the berries are edible. Furthermore, Peter knows that Mary
knows that he is watching her and, for whatever reason, he has reason
to believe that she would like him to believe that the berries are edible.
Correspon-dingly, he believes, that she intends, that he believes; that the
berries are edible. Mary, however, does not know that Peter believes this.
After all, she has not yet made her intention manifest to Peter. Indeed,
Mary’s physically observable behaviour is the same as it is in scenarios
one, two, and three. As yet, she has not picked berries in a way that
signals to Peter that her behaviour is intended to be informative. She
has not yet signalled signalhood. All that is different between this and
scenario three is that here Peter believes, correctly, that Mary has an
informative intention.

Scenario five. Mary is picking and eating berries. Peter is watching
her. Mary knows Peter is watching her, and she wants him to believe
that the berries are edible. Furthermore, Peter knows that Mary knows
that he is watching her, and Mary knows that Peter knows this. As such,
when she eats the berries, she intends, that he believes, that she intends;
that he believes, that the berries are edible.

(Scott-Phillips, 2015: 65-66, based on Sperber, 2000, and Grice, 1982;

italics and subscript numbering in original)

Scenario five embodies a significant leap according to Scott-Phillips: here Mary
has reason to change her behaviour from regular, unremarkable picking to any
degree of slightly stylized or exaggerated picking. She now has two intentions,
the informative intention (labelled ;) she had earlier and the communicative
intention (;) to “signal signalhood”, which is new to this scenario. However, only
if Peter recognises both intentions, “ostensive-inferential communication

proper” has emerged:

Scenario six. As per scenario five, including the fact that Mary picks and
eats berries in a particularly stylized, exaggerated manner. Because of
this, Peter grasps both of Mary’s intentions, informative and
communicative, as laid out above. As such, Peter believes, that Mary
intends, that he believes; that she intends, that he believes; that the berries are
edible. (idem)
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Scott-Phillips states that in a world with only the scenarios one to four, there
would be no difference between doing things because you need or want to, and
doing things in order to communicate with others, since “nobody would signal
signalhood” (2015: 67). Only in scenario six is signalhood signalled and
recognised. At this stage, a form of interdepence between signaller and addressee
has emerged which Scott-Phillips considers to be a defining characteristic of
human communicative interaction: this only obtains if there is mutual
recognition of the communicative intention to exchange a particular
informative intention, presupposing four and five orders of intentionality to be
handled by the speaker and addressee respectively.

After having laid out this strand of reasoning, Scott-Phillips anticipates
three types of critique (2015: 68-75): (i) scenario five and six look complicated
and cognitively taxing, while we all know from experience that communicating
in this way is not; (ii) experimental evidence suggests that children and patients
suffering from autism spectrum disorders cannot reason at higher orders of
intentionality, but they certainly can be communicatively competent; and (iii)
experimental evidence suggests that the limit of orders of intentionality for
normally developed human adults lies around five, suggesting that
communicative interaction as such is already at the limit. With respect to (i) he
points out that there is no a priori reason to assume that something we
experience as simple, is also simple in formal terms. He draws a parallel with
vision: a formal model of this skill will clearly not be as straightforward as the
act of seeing itself feels to us (see Scott-Phillips, 2015: 10). I agree with this in
principle, however, we should of course note that this does not work as an
argument the other way around: the alleged discrepancy between how vision
feels from experience and how complex it may be formally, does by no means
entail that everyday communication, feeling easy, should be complicated in
formal terms. Besides that, a reason why Scott-Phillips’ parallel might not be a
feasible one is that vision, being widely spread throughout nature, and
pragmatic competence, being unique to humans, require explanations on very
different evolutionary time scales. Without a priori excluding anything in the
case of human evolution since the divide from the other great-ape lineages, the

shortage of evolutionary time is an argument for looking at the most
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economical hypothesis in terms of cognitive complexity first (see also
Tomasello, 1999).

Regarding (ii) and (iii), Scott-Phillips explains that there are in principle
two ways out of the seeming contradictions posed by these types of critique:
either the analysis he (and Sperber) set out overcomplicates the matter, or the
experimental evidence is wrong and dealing with multiple-order intentionality
is much easier and less effortful compared to what is generally assumed.
Clearly, Scott-Phillips sets out to argue for the latter. I agree at least partly with
him on this point, and do also think that there are issues with the ways in which
the experimental evidence has been produced and interpreted (Chapter 6 will
deal with this in more detail). However, the two ways out of the seeming
contradictions he suggests are not mutually exclusive: besides agreeing that
there are some issues with the experimental evidence, I still think that his
analysis overcomplicates the matter—in the next subsection I will explain why.

In short, his argument is thus that he sees no possibility to leave out any
of the steps of recursive mindreading leading to the emergence of “ostensive-
inferential communication proper”, as cited above. Therefore, he states,
experimental evidence must be at least partly wrong when suggesting that
mindreading involving five orders of intentionality is highly cognitively
demanding (see Chapter 1, Section 1.2.1), developing late in childhood or even
adolescence (idem), and not available to people suffering from certain cognitive
disorders (idem). He suggests that ever since mindreading has been investigated
experimentally, starting from the late 1970s, the actual abilities of human test
subjects have been masked by methodological shortcomings. For example, as
soon as false-belief tests were carried out “implicitly”, i.e. not using explicit
questions of the type “Where does she think the sweets are hidden?”, the age at
which children were able to pass them could be brought down dramatically
(from around 3-4 years of age to 12-18 months; see Baillargeon et al., 2010, but
see also Apperly, 2011: 29-30 and Heyes, 2012). Similar arguments can be made
for people suffering from several psychopathological conditions: different tests
have led to better results.

These are indeed important points, which should be kept in mind for the
next chapter. However, Scott-Phillips takes them too far in my view: in Chapter

6 I will analyse an “implicit” version of the mentalising test designed under his
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supervision, which allegedly demonstrates that normally developed human
adults are capable of handling up to eight or nine orders of intentionality
effortlessly. His line of reasoning is the same here: he suggests that previous
versions of the test have masked the actual performance, and that this is the
first one being ecologically valid, thus providing insight into the capacity as it
“really” is. He concludes: “There are good reasons, both theoretical and
empirical, to conclude that recursive mindreading is not cognitively
demanding. More likely, it is, like simple mindreading, something we do
habitually and subconsciously, as part of our everyday, low-level perception of
the world around us” (2015: 73). I will get back to this in the next chapter. In
what follows here, I will take the other of the two suggested paths: instead of
(only) criticising the existing experimental evidence, I will (also) scrutinise
Scott-Phillips’ theoretical analysis of communicative interaction and argue that
it is misguided regarding the amount of mindreading complexity it presumes to

be necessary.

5.2.3 Individual versus shared intentionality

Brought back to its core, the point I intend to make here can be summarised as
follows: whereas the basic cognitive unit in Scott-Phillips’ (and Sperber’s)
analysis is that of a human individual, I argue that the basic cognitive unit of
human communicative interaction should rather be understood as at least two
people sharing a great deal of beliefs and intentions. As a consequence, all the steps
suggested to explain how two individuals reach a state of mutual recognition of
communicative and informative intentions are rendered superfluous. In other
words, where Scott-Phillips sees communicative interaction as a process in
which signaller and addressee have separate sets of intentional states which
they eventually seek to “pair”, I suggest to see communicative interaction as a
process in which interlocutors sharing a set of intentional states negotiate what
is and what is not part of their shared intentionality.

My view relies for an important part on Clark’s work on common ground
(1996) and joint projects (2006), and on Verhagen (2015), who brings together
insights from Tomasello’s and Rakoczy’s notion of self-other equivalence (2003;

see also Tomasello, 2008; 2014), Searle’s we-intentionality (1995), and Hutchins’

166



Language and joint intentionality

work on group-level cognition (1995; 2006). In the rest of this subsection I will
provide some more details on the idea of shared intentionality. After that, I will
explore what a communication model based on joint intentionality demands
from interlocutors on a cognitive level, especially with respect to mindreading.
The core idea of shared intentionality underlying communicative
interaction is that interlocutors consider a particular set of beliefs and
intentions to be mutually shared or “common ground”. Or perhaps rather: they
a priori act as if these intentional states are shared, until they have evidence to
the contrary. Which set of beliefs and intentions is considered common ground
depends on the identity and situatedness of the interaction partner(s). As
suggested by Clark and Marshall (1981) there are multiple types of “sources” of
common ground. First of all, people can be in the same here-and-now, which is
in linguistics generally referred to as sharing the same “Ground” (Langacker,
1990; Verhagen, 2005). In that case they can, for example, use deictic
expressions (including pointing and eye gaze) under the assumption that the

>

other can figure out what they mean: they both believe that “now” stands for the
same moment in time, “here” for the same place, “the book over there” refers to
a particular book of which they both believe it is that one rather than another,
and so on. Another source can be one’s personal relationship to someone,
formed by a shared history of previous interactions. When speaking to a friend
I can, for example, refer to a mutual acquaintance by just using her first name
“Susanna”, given that we are used to referring to her in this way—in other
words, we both know who we mean. However, if I want to refer to the same
person when speaking to my mother, I may have to say “Susanna Smith”, since
when my mother and I say “Susanna” we usually mean a different Susanna. In
the case of strangers who do belong to the same cultural-linguistic group as we
do, most of the common ground is less specific, but we can still assume that a
great deal of beliefs are shared, most notably of course the conventional rules of
our language. If I produce the sound “huis” (meaning “house” in Dutch) in front
of any stranger in the Netherlands, there is a big chance that both our
individual histories have assured that we both think of a fairly similar concept.
In fact, within the Netherlands it is safe to assume this until encountering

alongword
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evidence to the contrary.” Finally, our common ground with all other humans
who are strangers and not members of our cultural-linguistic community is still
sufficient for some form of shared intentionality to support communicative
interaction: this is what we rely on, for example, when looking upward to refer
to the sky, or when referring to “food” or “eating” by miming that we take a bite.

Note that people who are in one’s personal social network, often also
share membership of a cultural-linguistic community, and that both people in
one’s network and strangers who are members of this community are humans.
Therefore, my version of the sources for common ground, adapted from Clark
and Marshall (1981) and Verhagen (2015), can be conceptualised as a series of

concentric circles:

» Verhagen (2005) makes a categorical distinction at this point: (i) all linguistic signals, which
rely on sounds (or signs, writing, etc.) being conventionally linked to particular functions within
a linguistic community; and (ii) linguistic items that, on top of this, rely on particular knowledge
shared between communicators, such as deictic expressions presupposing shared knowledge of
the communicative situation or Ground. Tomasello and Rakoczy (2003) rather seem to suggest a
continuum where shared knowledge can be very general within a linguistic community on the
one side, and very specific between two interlocutors on the other side. This is what I suggest
here too.
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all humans

members of same
7 . . . .
cultural-linguistic community

—————

. -
. ~
-+ personalsocial ™
'
network

Figure 1 - Types of “sources of evidence” for common ground, adapted from Clark and
Marshall (1981) and Verhagen (2015) (I have added the outer circle, slightly altered the
categories, and introduced dashed lines for the second and third circles). Which knowledge is
considered to be part of the common ground depends on who the interaction partners are. Are
they part of the same interaction event, and do they thus share the same here-and-now, i.e.
same Ground? Are they people with whom I have a history of interaction? Are they members of
the same linguistic and cultural community? Are they humans (or perhaps the question should
be: are they normally developed human adults)? The dashed circles indicate that it is possible
that interlocutors sharing the Ground can but need not be part of each other’s personal social
network, and can but need not be members of the same linguistic community.

Groupings like “all Dutchmen” or “all Italians” may yield strong prototypical
examples of cultural-linguistic communities, but the definition of such
communities also extends to, say, Londoners, dentists, fans of The Police,
Oxford students, cricket players, generative linguists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and
so on. Whenever a Dutch dentist meets an American dentist, there will be
particular knowledge they can consider to be shared on the basis of the
community they take part in by virtue of their profession. This probably

includes particular experiences and practices, but may also involve a specific
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lexicon (sometimes also known as jargon, e.g. “endodontics” for root canal
therapy) or certain behavioural conventions (e.g. never provide details about a
patient’s identity). Clark (1996; 2006a) points out that some communities are
nested (e.g. Londoners, Brits, speakers of English) and others are cross-cutting
(e.g. Oxford students, Police fans, speakers of English). Viewed this way, people
are members of many different communities. When two people interact, they
generally have a gradation of common ground, based on the amount of shared
community memberships: for example, any two Oxford students can assume
that the other knows what to wear when sitting exams, whereas Oxford
students who are also members of a particular college can not only assume that
the other knows about exam dress codes, but also about who used to live
upstairs from the old kitchens.

Note that if shared knowledge is indeed a crucial basis for
communication, one would expect that people interacting for the first time try
to assess whether they share membership of one or more communities,
potentially providing them with some common ground. According to Clark
(2006a) this is indeed why most conversations with strangers begin by
exchanging information about residences, interests, occupations, and so on. At
the same time, accents, dressing style, or other aspects of people’s overall
“habitus”, may work as cues (overtly or in disguise) for membership of
particular communities. This is not just a matter of finding “something to talk
about”, but goes much deeper: it is about finding out what the conventional
rules underlying the interaction are. To start with, common ground includes
knowledge of what to consider as a meaningful signal. Cricket players may
draw crucial inferences from gestures hardly even noticeable by outsiders. Or
what is just a plate with some used cutlery on it for a member of one
community, may to members of another community signal “I haven’t finished
eating yet”. Broadly speaking, these examples are not very different from the

fact that speakers of any spoken language recognise speech sounds as
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meaningful signals, but only some also recognise “clicks” as such.” In all cases,
membership of a particular community has, over time, assured that individuals
take a particular bit of behaviour as being meaningful in a communicative
setting.

Among members of these communities there is thus no need to negotiate
these behaviours qua signal, to “signal signalhood” in Scott-Phillips’ terms. Once
they have identified an interaction partner as a member of the same
community, hence established a basis for common ground, they can use a
signal in the same way as this signal has been used towards them by members
of this community. This is what Tomasello and Rakoczy (2003) have referred to
as self-other equivalence, leading not only to community-wide consensus over
what does and does not count as a meaningful signal, but assuring also that
linguistic form/meaning pairs become intersubjectively shared within cultural-
linguistic communities. In other words, if the principle of self-other equivalence
is systematically adopted by members of a community towards other members
of this community, this yields a mechanism through which conventions spread
reliably. These conventions can be taken in the broadest sense, ranging from
what to regard as a signal in the first place, or what to communicate about and
what to leave implicit, to more specific conventional associations between
forms and meanings such as the gesture “thumb up” signalling a positive
attitude, the sound “bal” referring to a round object suited for playing particular
games, or the word order “John hits Peter” meaning that Peter is at the
receiving end of the action.

The crux in the case of cultural-linguistic communities is that no previous
contact between two individuals within a community is needed for them to
have a similar set of knowledge states “installed” on their individual cognitive
systems. On top of or besides such communal common ground, personal
interaction is another way in which shared knowledge can be built, updated,

and extended. As soon as two people start interacting, they not only do this

™ E.g. the Khoeid languages spoken by hunter-gatherers peoples in Namibia (see VoRen, 1997).
The difference is of course that such sounds are elements constituting symbols through
combination—a very powerful trait of human language—whereas cutlery arranged on a plate
is a symbol by itself. There is clearly a lot more to say about how combinations of sounds
become conventionally associated with particular meanings, both developmentally and
evolutionarily, but that is not relevant for my purposes here.
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“against the common ground they believe they already share [but also] as a way
of adding to that common ground” (Clark, 2006a: 107, referring to Stalnaker,
1978). This can involve superficial updates (e.g. finding out about a mutual
acquaintanceship with “Susanna Smith”, enabling unique reference using her
name), but also go as far as two people (or a small clique of a few people), who
interact frequently, developing their own words, constructions, accent,
behavioural rules, and so on.

In this way, we have specific common ground with all people in our
personal social networks, besides or on top of the common ground we might
have with them by virtue of shared membership of various cultural-linguistic
communities, sharing the same “here-and-now” of the interaction (“Ground”),
and/or, in the minimal case, being human. An important observation can now
be made: once the degree and nature of common ground with a particular
interaction partner have been established (possibly through visible cues,
accent, conversations about interests, occupation, residence, etcetera), it is
possible to derive inferences about this interaction partner’s individual
knowledge, if need be. For me as a speaker of Dutch it is possible infer about
another speaker of Dutch that she will know that the sound “huis” can be used
as a signal to draw the attention to some house. Also, I can draw the inference
that she will know that I know this, given that she knows that I am a speaker of
Dutch too. Theoretically, I can draw infinitely many inferences like this about
what other speakers of Dutch know, what they know that I know, what they
know that I know that they know, and so on (this point is also made in different
forms by Clark, 2006a, and Verhagen, 2015, both referring to Lewis, 1969).
However, this is not what I need to do by default before communicating with
them, given that “as such” these inferences add nothing new: each of them is a
derivate from the already existing common ground between all speakers of
Dutch, not a step towards the emergence of such common ground. The same
holds true for any form of common ground. When I sit behind my desk and my
office mate has gone out, before going home I can leave a note on his desk
saying that I won’t be “in HQ” before next Tuesday, knowing that he will know
that [ mean our office by HQ (“Head Quarters”). And he will know that I know
that he knows what I mean. Also, when we both sit behind our desks, I can

point towards the windowsill, where our coffee machine is situated. He may
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nod, which I can take as an indication that he indeed would fancy a cup. This
works because I know that he knows where our coffee machine stands, and I
know that he knows that I know this, and I know that he is a coffee drinker, and
that he knows that I know that he is. All these inferences about who knows what
about the meaning of “HQ”, or the location of the coffee machine and the desire
of it being put to use, can be derived from our personal common ground and the
common ground provided by our co-presence in the same here-and-now. Most
of the time, we never get around to drawing such inferences, although it is
possible to think of contexts in which we might do so. For example, imagine
him saying “no thanks” once I put the freshly brewed cup of coffee in front of
him. We might enter a conversation about what went wrong in the previous
communication: I could say that I thought he wanted coftee because he nodded
when I pointed at the coffee machine, to which he might reply that he
understood 1 wanted to lower the blinds and therefore pointed at the window. In
this example, intentional reasoning seems to enter the stage only because of a
misunderstanding inciting some reflection on differences in perspectives.
Towards the end of this chapter I will follow up on this point of explicitly
constructing the different perspectives involved in an interaction event, also in
the light of the distinction between holistic and compositional complexity
introduced in the previous chapter.

The analysis at this point closely resembles what I have covered in
Chapter 1 by introducing the “Schelling mirror world” (following Levinson,
2006). Interlocutors toss into the Schelling mirror world a piece of behaviour
(words, gestures, facial expressions, or otherwise) which they consider suitable
for letting the other draw the desired inferences. “Meetings of the mind”
(Levinson, 2006: 49) in this world can, as discussed, occur by virtue of having a
shared sense of salience. We can now see that such a sense can be derived from
common ground using the principle of self-other equivalence: I can pick the
behaviour I find most appropriate in order to evoke a particular inference in my
interlocutor, which is, given our common ground, by definition also the most
appropriate inference in her eyes. Only if this goes wrong, may we need to
figure out what happened asking ourselves what the other was thinking, and
possibly what the other thought we were thinking, what the other thought we

were thinking the other was thinking, and so on. Even without a previous

173



Chapter 5

misunderstanding we may want to reflect on the communicative situation in
such a way, perhaps for purposes of analysis or strategic planning ahead.
Crucial, however, is that complex mindreading or intentional reasoning comes
with such reflection, and is not relied on by default.”

Or is it after all? How often do we need such reflection? Are we not in
need of reflection on the communicative situation all the time, either implicitly
or explicitly? As also mentioned in Chapter 1, various mechanisms seem to be
saving communicators from having to engage in cognitively demanding
mindreading most of the time. First, following the idea of relevance as worked
out by Sperber and Wilson (1995; 2002) most communication comes down to
the signaller picking the first (i.e. the most relevant) expression that comes to
mind and the addressee picking the first interpretation that comes to mind.
Sperber and Wilson themselves argue that sophisticated mindreading skills are
needed for this process. However, I agree with Apperly that they seem to
overlook that especially their updated account of relevance (2002) renders
mindreading almost entirely superfluous: given that interlocutors are “in
complementary predicaments”, it is “a good bet for [them] to follow their own
individual cognitive paths of least resistance” (Apperly, 2011: 115). Both pick the
most relevant expression or interpretation first; if this does not lead to a
satisfactory result, they can try the second-most relevant expression or
interpretation, thus working downwards on the gradient of relevance. This fits
with what various psycholinguists studying “alignment” have found: Pickering
and Garrod (2004) argue explicitly that due to these mechanisms (relevance,
alignment) interlocutors can refrain from constantly making inferences about
the other’s mindstates (see also Apperly, 2011: 116). Besides this, Apperly makes
another point that is relevant here: in everyday interaction, we do not have to

go to the bottom of everything. Rather, we seem to work with representations

” Note that Tomasello seems to come to a similar conclusion in his 2014 book (see especially
page 38). However, it is unclear from this passage, and from the parts of his 2008 book that he
refers to here, what his exact position is in “diachronic” and “synchronic” terms. Does he see
shared intentionality as a feature that emerges from and is conceptually underpinned by layers
of embedded intentionality, but is in practice usually not decomposed into these constituting
layers? In that case he would defend the same diachronic story as Scott-Phillips (2015) does, but
a (somewhat) different synchronic one. Alternatively, his view could be that both the diachronic
and synchronic stories can do without these layers, which is what I suggest in this chapter and
in the Conclusion below.
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that are “good enough” for the interaction to keep going, but no better (2011: 114-
119 and personal communication). If required in a c