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Underspecification: Ambiguity

Our utterances, on their own, often fail to provide an audience
with enough information to determine what we said in speaking
as we did.

Suppose I utter (1):

(1) The rabbi married my sister.

Is she getting married by him or to him?
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The Role of Context

What allows an audience to bridge the gap between my
utterance and my intentions is the context.

Context A body of information—typically common and
presumed to be common to among conversational
participants—on which speakers rely in planning
their utterances, and on which audiences rely in
interpreting those utterances.
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Underspecification: Context Dependence

Another way in which our utterances can fail to determine what
is said is by containing context-sensitive expressions:

(2) We had roast duck last night.

In order to determine what I said in uttering (2), the audience
needs to know at least the following:

1. Who is speaking,
2. what day it is,
3. who the “we” comprises, and
4. that in the context, “had” means “ate for dinner”.

4



Underspecification: Pragmatic Enrichment

But there are still other ways in which what is said can depend
on context. Consider (3) and (4):

(3) I’ve had enough.

(4) The king has arrived.

Here, the audience has to pragmatically “complete” what the
speaker says by relying on context. There are different names
for (the result of) this process:

• Impliciture [Bach, 1994]
• Explicature [Carston, 1988]
• Free enrichment [Recanati, 2001, 2002]
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Felicitous Underspecification

But often, the context does not provide enough information for
the audience to determine a unique semantic value for a
context-sensitive expression. Consider (5) and (6):

(5) Sophie’s skis are really working for her. King [2018]

(6) Ben is athletic.

Many contexts will determine only a range of semantic values
for some context-sensitive expression. In such cases, speakers
leave open a cloud of propositions.
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Standard Machinery: Common Ground and the QUD

Context can be modeled by a set of worlds: the context set.

Conversations have a topic, which can be represented as a
question under discussion (QUD).

• The QUD partitions the context set into mutually exclusive
and exhaustive sets of possibilities (complete answers).

• Assertions update the context by eliminating candidate
answers to the QUD.
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Communicating with Underspecification

Suppose that context leaves open a range R of candidate
contents for an assertion. There are two basic options for
recovering a unique content:

Diagonalize Stalnaker [1974/2002, 2014], Barker [2002].
Disjoin (or conjoin) Stokke [2018], King [2018].

• Or we can move to a totally different view of content and
assertion, à la MacFarlane [2020] or Buchanan [2010].
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Communication Involves Uncertainty

No Uncertainty
Each of these proposals ignores uncertainty: the content of an
assertion, and what the audience recovers in successful
commmunication, is unique and entailed by the context.

Uncertainty
But it is overwhelmingly plausible that many contexts will leave
audiences uncertain about the content of an assertion, while
making some candidate contents more likely than others. See
[Parikh, 2001, Peet, 2016], cf. [Lassiter, 2011]
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Communication is often Strategic

Cooperative Conversation
Each of the above proposals focuses on underspecification as it
arises in fully cooperative conversation, in which interlocutors
are aiming to communicate or share knowledge efficiently.

Strategic Conversation
But speakers often are not aiming to communicate or share
knowledge efficiently—they are speaking strategically—and
underspecification can be a powerful tool for achieving a
strategic speaker’s goals.
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The Plan

1. Strategic Underspecification

2. Pied Piping and Contextual Fragmentation

3. A Model of Fragmentation and Retroactive Update
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Strategic Underspecification



The Goal of Conversation

Share Knowledge: The goal of conversation is to share
knowledge about a topic of common concern.

cf. [Szabó, 2020]
Answer the Question The goal of conversation is to make a

complete answer to the QUD common ground.
Roberts [1996], Stokke [2018], King [2021]
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Non-Communicative Goals

Call goals that conflict with the goal of sharing knowledge or
answering the question or non-communicative goals.

What are some examples of non-communicative goals?

• Saving face
• Gaining status
• Getting likes and being liked
• Fostering solidarity
• Manufacturing perceived agreement
• Avoiding commitment, conflict, or censure
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Strategic Underspecification

Electoral Strategy I am a politician, you are a member of my
constituency, and we meet at a town hall. Your goal is to come
to have knowledge about my policies and plans, and whether
you vote for me will be determined by whether you think our
positions are aligned. My only goal is to get you to vote for me.
You ask me about my views on gun control, but I have no
knowledge of what your views on the subject are.

I respond:

(7) I think we should do everything in our power to keep
guns out of the hands of dangerous people.

14



Strategic Underspecification

Vaccine Evidence I’m a public health administrator, and I’m
trying to get as many people as possible to take a vaccine
against a recently discovered and highly dangerous disease.
There are countless studies that have been run concerning the
vaccine, and most of the data indicates that the vaccine is safe
and effective, although some small studies point toward
potentially serious side-effects. On the one hand, I don’t want
you to take me to have lied or exaggerated the evidence for
their safety, but I also don’t want to admit something that will
keep you from getting one.

I utter:

(8) There’s no evidence that the vaccine is harmful.
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Strategic Underspecification

Troop Withdrawal You’re a high-ranking general and I’m a
low-level analyst at the Pentagon. You’re known for having a
temper, don’t like people contradicting you, and tend to belittle
people who do. I’m in the uncomfortable position of being
grilled by you in a meeting without having any idea about your
views. You ask: should we pull our troops back from this
outpost?

I reply:

(9) We have to make sure they’re stationed in the safest
available location.
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Strategic and Impoverished Contexts

Each of these cases has a common structure.

1. There is some non-communicative goal I want to realise.
2. I’m uncertain which specific speech act to undertake to

realize it.
3. I deliberately underspecify, and deliberately leave you

uncertain about what I mean, in order to achieve my goal
under uncertainty.

Contexts like this are strategic and impoverished.
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Modeling Uncertainty

Here is a simple proposal about how to model the resulting
uncertainty.

Suppose that context leaves open a range R of candidate
propositional contents for my speech act.

• The audience computes a conditional probability
distribution, PR|U (t|u): the probability that the speaker
meant t given that they’ve uttered u.

• If this probability distribution is calculated via Bayes’ rule,
the shape of this distribution will depend on the audience’s
priors (about the speaker, the context, etc.)

• In turn, this probability distribution will determine the
audience’s actions in downstream conversation.
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Advantage 1

Makes Rejection Difficult: In leaving an audience uncertain
about what was meant, underspecification makes rejecting or
challenging a speaker’s speech act difficult.
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Advantage 2

Keeps ’em Guessing: Underspecification will typically force
an audience to take their best guess at what the speaker said
and respond on this basis.
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Advantage 3

Allows Gauging and Calibration: Underspecification allows
speakers to draw out information about their interlocutors in
order to further specify in subsequent conversation.
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Advantage 4

Allows Changes in Commitment: Underspecification allows
for strategic retroactive changes in commitment—both plausible
deniability and plausible assertability.

cf. [Peet, 2016, 2017] and Weiser [1974]
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Guessing and Retroactive Commitment

Politician: We should do everything in our power to keep guns
out of the hands of dangerous people.

(10) a. Constituent: Great, but what are you going to do
about all of the guns already in circulation?

b. Politician: Requiring background checks for all gun
purchases is just a first step—eventually we hope to
implement a comprehensive buyback program.

(11) a. Constituent: But what about the second
amendment? Law abiding citizens have the right to
bear arms!

b. Politician: Those are exactly the people I’m going
to make sure are allowed to keep their guns.
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Guessing and Retroactive Commitment

There’s no evidence that the vaccine is harmful.

(12) a. I can’t believe those science-denying
anti-vaxxers—people are dying because of them!

b. They don’t care that there isn’t a single shred of
evidence for their claims—they’re just sowing doubt.

(13) a. Well, there is some limited evidence that there can
be bad side-effects, but it’s almost certainly
outweighed by the benefits.

b. Of course, I just meant that there isn’t any evidence
that’s good enough to warrant not getting
vaccinated.
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Pied Piping and Contextual
Fragmentation



Two Questions

Illocutionary Force What speech act, if any, does a speaker
undertake in deliberately underspecifying?

Common Ground How does this form of speech affect the
common ground?
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No Assertion

I claim that in deliberately underspecifying, the speaker does
not make an assertion. Why not?

1. No Gricean meaning intention.
2. No specific content retrievable by the audience.
3. Speaker intends to avoid, rather than undertake, a

determinate commitment.
4. No initial update to the common ground. Instead:

fragmentation.
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Purely Manipulative Intentions

A speaker utters U to an audience with a purely
manipulative linguistic intention iff

PM1 S intends for U to be interpreted in some way that realizes
their non-communicative goal.

PM2 In order to fulfill the intention in PM1, S deliberately
underspecifies the content of U.

PM3 S intends that R not recognize, or at least that S be able to
plausibly deny, that PM2.

When a speaker utters words with this kind of intention, I’ll say
that they’re pied piping.
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Deception about the Conversation

Pied piping is not an illocutionary act. It is what Bach and
Harnish [1979] call a covert collateral act—a kind of mock
speech act.

When it is successful, the audience takes the speaker to have
engaged in a fully determinate illocutionary act.

• The pied piper thus deceives audiences about what has
been said, and whether a speech act has
occurred—sometimes retroactively!
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Fragmentation

How does pied piping affect the common ground? Short answer:
it doesn’t.

• Interlocutors take their best guess about the content of a
speech act, change their beliefs about the common ground
accordingly.

• But their guess will typically not be transparent to the
speaker. So the audience’s update will not be an update to
the common ground.

Rather, pied piping temporarily fragments interlocutors’
conceptions of the conversation.
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A Model of Fragmentation and
Retroactive Update



Speech Acts

We can model underspecification in an interpretation game.

Suppose it is common ground that in speaking as I do, I either
assert (14-a), assert (14-b), or am pied piping.

1. I will keep guns out of the hands of people who fail
background checks. (tb)

2. I will keep guns out of the hands of people who aren’t
constitutionally entitled to them. (tc)

3. I am pied piping. (tbc)
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Utterances

Now consider three possible utterances:

(14) a. I will keep guns out of the hands of dangerous
people (mbc)

b. I will keep guns out of the hands of people who fail
background checks (mb).

c. I will keep guns out of the hands of people who
aren’t constitutionally entitled to them (mc).

What the receiver calculates µ(t|m): the probability that I’ve
asserted t given that I’ve uttered m.
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Guesses

Finally, suppose that there are three possible guesses that you
can make concerning my speech act:

1. ab, where you guess that I’ve asserted tb

2. ac, where you guess that I’ve asserted tc

3. abc, where you guess that I’m deliberately underspecifying.
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Nature

tb
tc

tbc

S

mb mbc

S

mc mbc

S

mbc

(1− ϵ, 1)

ab

(1, 1)

ab

(0, 0)

abc

(1− ϵ, 1)

ac

(1, 1)

ac

(0, 0)

abc

(2, 0)

ac

(2, 0)

ab

(0, 1)

abc

Figure 1: Manipulating with Underspecification
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Bayesian Updating

Bayes’ rule allows you to compute the posterior belief
µ(tb|mbc)—i.e. the probability that I have assert that we should
institute background checks, given that I utter (14-a)—as
follows:

µ(tb|mbc) =
σ(mbc|tb)× Pr(tb)∑
t′∈T σ(mbc|t′)× Pr(t′)
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Linguistic Trust in Bayesian Updating

The presumption of cooperativity plays a crucial role in your
update.

• It is captured in your priors over my strategies—i.e. the
conditional credences σ(mbc|tb), σ(mbc|tc), and σ(mbc|tm).

• The more likely you think I am to utter mbc when I mean
tb, and the less likely you think I am to utter mbc when I
have a manipulative intention, the more cooperative you
take me to be.

The more cooperative you take me to be, the more you will
increase your credence that I mean something specific with my
underspecified utterance mbc.

35



Fragmentation

Your guess causes fragmentation. The reason is that how you
guess depends on your priors, and plausibly, I don’t know your
priors.

c0

c1

a1

c2

a2

c3

a3

You’ve made what you take to be the most plausible update.
But given that I am ignorant of your priors, until you respond,
the context will be defective.
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Response Dependence

But once you respond, it will typically reveal how you
interpreted me, and I can then retroactively update:

(15) a. Constituent Great, but what are you going to do
about all of the guns already in circulation?

b. Politician Requiring background checks is just a
first step—eventually we hope to implement a
comprehensive buyback program.

(16) a. Constituent But what about law-abiding citizens?
We need guns to protect ourselves.

b. Politician Those are exactly the people I’m going
to make sure are allowed to keep their guns.
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Defragmenting the Context

c0

c1
a1

c2

a2

c3

a3

r1

c0

c1
a1

c2

a2

c3

a3

c4

r1
Defragmentation occurs
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Response Dependence

c0

c1
a1

c2

a2

c3

a3

c4

r1

c5

r2

39



Retroactive Update

Nature

tb
tc

tbc

S

mb mbc

S

mc mbc

S

mbc

(1− ϵ, 1)

ab

(1, 1)

ab

(0, 0)

abc

(1− ϵ, 1)

ac

(1, 1)

ac

(0, 0)

abc

(2, 0)

ac

(2, 0)

ab

(0, 1)

abc

Figure 2: Manipulative Retroactive Update
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Summing Up

1. In cases of deliberate underspecification, apparent
assertions do not update the common ground—they
fragment the context.

2. If updates are sensitive to credences, how they fragment
the context will depend on an audience’s priors, which may
not be common ground.

3. Fragmentation will often be remedied in downstream
conversation.
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Morals about Assertion

But this should give you pause about assertion more generally.

• If uncertainty is pervasive in communication, then either
(a) we’re not making assertions very often, or (b) the
standard story about assertion is wrong.
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Thanks very much!
Contact details:

justin.z.dambrosio@gmail.com
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