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Reference in three keys 
 
In this talk, I will compare between three types of pragmatic approaches to referring 
expressions, assuming two interrelated goals: (1) to shed light on theories of reference by 
analyzing different approaches to the grammar-pragmatics interface (2) to shed light on 
theories of the grammar-pragmatics interface by analyzing reference.  

A minimalist brand of pragmatic research views pragmatic interpretative 
mechanisms as lying outside the grammar. Grice 1975, and later the Neo-Griceans (Horn 
1984, Levinson 2000) and Relevance theorists (Sperber and Wilson 1986/1995) take 
conventionality to be the hallmark of grammar, and inference as the hallmark of 
pragmatics. Such researchers see as their goal to tease apart coded and inferred meanings, 
relegating to inference (rather than code) as much meaning as they possibly can. 
Accordingly, Kempson 1988, Reboul 1997 and Levinson 1987, 1991, 2000, Wilson 1992 
have argued that extragrammatical pragmatics (Relevance theory for the first two, Neo 
Gricean maxims for the third) can successfully account for referential choices in 
discourse. 

An intermediate position re the grammar-pragmatics interface is presented by 
functional pragmatists. Since semantically equivalent forms are used under different 
contextual circumstances, a distribution which we cannot inferentially account for, they 
argue for form-(discourse) function correlations within the grammar (see Prince 1978, 
1988). Referential theories in this spirit are Chafe 1976, 1994, Givón 1983, Ariel 1990, 
2001, and Gundel et al 1993. Under these theories, referential forms are each correlated 
with some discoursal or cognitive function (e.g., pronouns with 'activated' for Chafe, 
‘high accessibility’ for Ariel, 'in focus' for Gundel et al, etc.). 

Discourse grammarians present the most radical approach to the grammar-
pragmatics interface. Many reject the grammar-pragmatics divide: Discoursal patterns 
driven by pragmatic pressures grammaticize and actually constitute grammar. Hard-core 
grammatical phenomena, and not only optional choices among alternative forms, are 
accounted for by discoursal (pragmatic) factors according to Bybee et al 1994, Du Bois 
1987, Givón 1984, Hopper 1987, and Hopper and Thompson 1980. Ariel 1999, 2000, 
where I examine the discoursal and typological distributions of pronouns, resumptive 
pronouns, verbal agreement markers and unexpressed (zero) subjects, analyze grammatical 
and grammaticized referential forms as resulting from recurrent discoursal patterns.  

My conclusion re reference is that its many aspects require us to rely on all three 
types of pragmatic approaches (even though some specific theories may have to be 
rejected). Similarly, my conclusion re the different approaches to the grammar-
pragmatics interface is that they actually complement each other, and are equally 
important for accounting for the whole array of linguistic phenomena (even though some 
approaches may only be suited for some but not all linguistic phenomena). 
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