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Acceptability in Context

1. THE PROBLEM

1.1 One of the crucia problems of current grammatical theories is their
empirical foundations. What do grammars actually account for? Lin-
guistic intuitions of native speakers, systematic language use, a set of
socioculturally determined conventional norms or something else? It
need hardly be recalled here that Chomsky’s Saussurean distinction
between ‘competence’ and ‘performance’ has met with growing criticism,
both in psycholinguistics (cf. Bever 1970) and in sociolinguistics (Labov
1970). On the one hand, it has been stressed that linguistic intuitions are
only alimited part of our linguistic abilities and that cognitive strategies
play an important role in our verbal performances. On the other hand, a
social basis in the form of a ‘homogeneous speech community’ has
turned out to be a too-gross simplification, and the usual conception of
grammatical ‘rule’ is presumably too idealized. Such and similar objec-
tions, based on serious empirical research, has blurred the handy
methodological distinction between theoretical properties of utterances,
viz. their grammaticalness, and their ‘real’ properties, determining their
factual acceptability.

1.2 It is the aim of this paper to shed some light on this problem from the
point of view of recent work in text or discourse grammars and in
pragmatics and their empirical, especially cognitive, basis. In both
research directions it has been shown that grammaticalness of sentences
and acceptability of utterances, respectively, should be accounted for
relative to the structure of verbal and non-verbal context. Nevertheless,
it should be made clear whether the attempts toward the elaboration of
some fragments of a text grammar can be empirically warranted (at least
from a formal or theoretical point of view). Some familiar questions,
concepts and criteria are expected in such an inquiry, e.g., with respect
to the ‘psychological reality’ of discourses or discourse rules and
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categories or with respect to the existence of linguistic intuitions about
the well-formedness or coherence of discourses or of a clear distinction
between atext and a semi-text or non-text of alanguage.

In the perspective of current work in psychology and psycholinguis-
tics such a ‘traditional’ approach to the problem of the empirical basis of
text or context (pragmatic) grammars must be made with care. For
example, we have no a priori grounds for deciding whether some
phenomenon should be accounted for in terms of a grammatical ‘rule’ or
in terms of a cognitive ‘process’. That deficiency seems to weaken the
usual criticism of text grammar, viz. that sentences belong to compe-
tence/grammar and discourses to performance/cognitive or social
theory, since such a distinction is no longer clear even for sentences.
Thus, we witness a progressive merging of grammars and cognitive
models, especially in recent proposalsin Artificial Intelligence.?

1.3 Our main point, thus, is to show that, even if a more sophisticated
version of the distinction between grammaticalness and acceptability is
maintained, such a distinction should be made explicit in the perspective
of systematic (con-)textual analysis. In other words, if a grammar is the
central, theoretical core of a theory of performance, it should contain a
set of discourse rules and a pragmatic component in order to establish
the required connection with models of cognitive strategies and social
conventions.

2. THE PHILOSOPHY OF ‘ACCEPTABILITY’

2.1 Since the notion of ‘grammaticalness’ has been given extensive
attention, it seems useful to begin our discussion with a brief specifica-
tion of some central features of the different notions of ‘acceptability’ in
social, psychological and linguistic (meta-)theories. We want to know
which explicit meaning can be assigned to such terms as ‘accept’,
‘acceptance’, ‘acceptability’ and their cognates.

2.2 A first problem in such a preliminary philosophical account is
whether (to) accept’ should be described as an act. According to recent
work in action logic,® an act is a bodily event, a ‘doing’ — or the absence
of such a doing — caused by a conscious organism, a ‘person’, able to
control his own doings, intending to perform such a doing and usually
with the purpose to thereby cause other events to happen, to not happen
or (not) to continue. This awkward sentence is an abbreviated informal
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definition of the results of much philosophical and logical work and
neglects specific intricacies. Now, under this definition, at least one
reading of the term ‘accept’ can be described as an act. When | accept a
present or an invitation | usualy perform a series of doings (e.g., moving
my hand, nodding or saying something). These doings are intentional
because | have to decide whether | shall accept something or refuse or
reject it. The purpose of such an act may be the event/ state of my
becoming/ being ‘happy’ with the thing 1 accepted, i.e., the redization of
the purpose may be consistent with my wishes and/ or those of some-
body else or be consistent with some social convention. The accepted
‘thing’ may be an object that is concrete and transferable (i.e., in
possession), an act or an interaction, with which the desired state or
event can be brought about.

We use the verb to accept, however, in this reading only in order to
denote an act which is not ‘situationally evident’, so to speak. If, say,
somebody gives or sends us a book, it is natural to ‘take’ or ‘receive’ it. In
an ‘accepting’ situation, however, there exists a serious possibility that
the thing offered may be refused or rejected, as we saw above. In such
situations we decide whether to accept or to refuse, and hence we have
reasons or grounds for such acts. These reasons are based on our
evaluation of the offered object with respect to the chance that its
acceptance realizes or continues a desired state of affairs. Hence, the
object must satisfy a number of specific properties judged satisfactory in
that perspective. One of the additional conditions is finally that the one
who accepts, the ‘acceptor’, not only has the freedom to decide whether
to accept or not but also has the recognized ability or right to judge
whether the desired properties are satisfied. This places the acceptor,
perhaps only momentarily, in a dominating position with respect to the
‘offerer’.

The logical form of the predicate ‘to accept’, thus, is at least a four
place relation:

(1) X accepts Y from A because of V
or
(2) X accepts 'Y, with properties W, from Z.
A formulation closer to our normal usage of the term would be:

(3) X accepts Y asU from Z.
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e.g., in such sentences as ‘He accepted that book as a present from John’,
or ‘The faculty has accepted that book as a doctoral dissertation’, where
the objects must satisfy certain criteria. In the formulae (1)-(3) X and Z
are person variables, Y an object variable and V, W and U are property
(or intentional object) variables. Other arguments, e.g., for time, place
or circumstances, may be added: we may accept something in some
possible world which we reject in another because our desires or their
possible chances of realization may be different.

2.3 The above analysis, in philosophical jargon, of the act of accepting
seems to bear also, a least partialy, on our usual understanding of
‘acceptability’ in linguistics. Substituting the variables in (3) for the
corresponding constants, we would get something like:

(4) A (native) speaker-hearer accepts an utterance from another speaker
(e.g., alinguist) as a sentence of his language.

This is roughly the full form as it is usually understood, but a couple of
difficulties arise. It is true that a native speaker, according to our
definitions given above, must be assigned the abilities to judge whether
the object satisfies certain properties and, if not, to reject or refuse the
object. The properties in question are both grammatical properties and
‘cognitive’ properties like structural complexity, length, etc. However, it
is well-known that the language user may well not be able to accept the
utterance ‘as a sentence’ because he may not have the notion or concept
of a sentence at al and certainly not the theoretical concept of a
sentence. Thus, he may accept the utterance simply ‘as a (good, normal)
utterance of his language’. Acceptance, in such cases, may be implicit
(tacit) or explicit. The explicit case is rare and only occurs in those
situations where evaluation of utterances is required (in tests and in
teaching the language). Acceptance (or rejection) in that case is the
intentional act, based on motivated decisions, where the motivation may
be intuitive but where the decision itself must be ‘known’. As Bever
(1970) has pointed out, such an act requires specific (linguistic) abilities.
The implicit case of acceptance is the ‘normal’ or natural one and
occurs in the course o/ a conversation. It may be asked whether
‘accepting’ in such acaseis an act or whether accepting isinvolved at all.
When hearing an utterance of his language during a conversation, a
language user does not seem to do something which we may qualify as
the act of acceptance. To be sure, he does listen or read, which are acts,
because they are controllable doings: he may decide not to listen or to
read. But, the act of acceptanceis not simply performed by accomplish-
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ing the acts of listening or reading, since these acts are also conditions
for regjection. Next, phonemes morphemes will be identified and the
syntactic structure analyzed with a set of rules and strategies together
with a semantic ‘parsing’ that puts interpreted words or phrases in the
appropriate ‘logical’ categories of a meaning representation, etc. This is
(very, very) roughly what happens, and perhaps the language user also
does these things, but they occur to his mind rather than his causing
them intentionally to happen. They are not even ‘mental acts’ (whatever
that may mean) but series of mental events, i.e., processes. If the process
takes a normal course, i.e., if the syntactic structure corresponds to the
rules present and the semantic interpretation makes sense, the utterance
(as such) is automatically accepted, much in the same way as a computer
may accept a sentence if it has the appropriate programs to process it.
The mental processes going on are thus normally not thought about and
may even be inaccessible. We only know that something is wrong when
the input utterance does not satisfy the different rules, strategies and
categories we have available (our ‘tacit’ language knowledge). In that
case there are grounds to reject the sentence or part of it, a rejection
which may be expressed or not. The expressions of rejection are often
conventionalized and need not be treated here. Thus, whereas rejection
is an act according to the definition, acceptance of a linguistic utterance
is either simply a cover term for the complex mental processing or it is a
‘negative’ act like omissions or forbearances. However, as acts these
doings must be intentional, which is hardly the case in sentence
processing. So, we’ll say that acceptance is an automatized mental act
(or series of mental acts) because in certain circumstances it is controlled
consciously, thought about and carried out. [n this respect the act is like
that of a decision (or even is a decision, whether the input utterance
satisfies the rules and structures in the processors). Hence, the sole
external evidence that a mental act of acceptance is carried out in a
course of conversation isthe absence of explicit rejections.

The acceptance of an utterance, moreover, is not merely based on
syntactic and semantic rules/ strategies but also on pragmatic rules,
conditions and structures. In that case the utterance is accepted not
(only) as an object but as a speech act. Instead of talking of an utterance-
object (atoken of an utterance type or a sentence type), we may analyze
the speech act in the usual way and perhaps speak of morphophonologi-
cal, syntactic and semantic (propositional, referential) ‘acts’, with the
same proviso for ‘acts’ as made above. At these levels, the different acts
may be said to be appropriate or not, depending on whether in most
similar circumstances most language users would accept them, which is
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part of the definition of a convention (Lewis 1968). This pragmatic
condition reminds us of the fact that the simple phrase ‘acceptability of
an utterance’ (worse: ‘of a sentence’) not only can be intended as
implying an ‘act’ by hearers/ readers but should also imply some act of
the speaker having produced the utterance. ‘Producibility’ seems too
awkward, but we would need a term indicating the fact that an utterance
also satisfies the rules and structures (and the intentions) of the speaker.
Although we may ideally require that the producible is also acceptable,
this may in fact often not be the case.

We shall now attempt to demonstrate that only relative or contextual
grammatical ness reflects systematic processes of acceptance.

3. RELATIVE GRAMMATICALNESS

3.1 There are well-known cases of sentences which are grammatical but not
acceptable. Let us here andyze some examples of the converse case:
‘sentences’ which are acceptable but not grammatical in the strict sense:

(5) A: Did you hit him?
B: No. Heme.

(6) A: With what has the postman been murdered?
B: John thinks with a knife.

(7) A: Sorry, | couldn’t makeitin time.
B: Obviously.

As such, the utterances of speaker B can hardly be called grammatical
by a grammar accounting for isolated sentences, although they are
perfectly acceptable in the whole conversation. Hence cognitive strate-
gies should be called on to help explain such cases of systematic (i.e., not
ad hoc) acceptability. Strategies operating on the typically incomplete
B-inputs alone, however, can not be of much help. In (5) there may be
ambiguity between direct and indirect object me, in (6) the first
interpretation would be that with a knife is an instrumental linked with
the immediately preceding predicate think and in (7) the adverb may be
sentence- or predicate-modifying. Hence, any serious cognitive model
can account for the B-utterances only in relation to the A-utterances.
Structural and substantial information from the preceding utterance is
thus necessary for the interpretation, and hence the acceptability, of the
following utterances of the conversation: in (5) he substitutes for you
(referring to B) and me substitutes for him, where the verb/ predicate
remains identical and is deleted in surface structure, whereas in (6) and
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(7) a whole proposition is deleted for which one additional category
(instrumental, adverb) is provided. It should be stressed that whatever
cognitive processes are involved, they must at least partially be based on
(al-or-none) rules: e.g., He I, in (5) would be both ungrammatical and
unacceptable. So it seems to make sense to speak of grammatical and
ungrammatical incomplete sentences and that requires treatment of
dialogue discourses like (5)-(7) in the grammar. The particular rules,
e.g., of substitution and deletion, involved in these examples may well
have proper cognitive correlates (avoiding repetition, perceiving/ mark-
ing contrastive information, etc.).

3.2 The problem, then, is: what would such a grammar ook like? First
of all, it must be stressed that the phenomena discussed above regularly
appear within the sentence:

(8) I hit him, and he me.
(9) Peter thought that the postman was murdered with an umbrella,
but John thinks with aknife.

So, in any case, a grammar must capture the generalization that certain
rules apply similarly in complex sentences and in sentence sequences.
Given that a classical sentence grammar (syntactically, semantically or
categorically based) can account for (8) and (9), the argument would be
that the same rules (transformations) would account for the discourse
phenomenon. This view is the standard criticism against text grammars,
and it is correct — at least, as far as these cases are concerned. Of course,
some adjustments must be made (for example, transformations would
have to apply across ‘independent” S-nodes, in which case, what sort of a
node would the topmost be?) but they would (perhaps) be marginal. If
this is correct, and if the grammar captures the generalization, it would
no longer be a sentence grammar but a (weak) discourse grammar
because it characterizes structures of discourses. More correctly, the
difference would disappear; we would just have grammar, and that is the
way it should be.

Thus, an adequate grammar accounts for the structure of (complex)
sentences and of certain structures of sentence sequences (discourses)
which are based on the same rules determining the structure of complex
sentences. In classical terms this might imply, for example, that in such
cases the deep structures of the sentence/ sequence are identical but that
their surface structures are different. One problem immediately arises
here: why are these surface structures different; are they just structural
variants, i.e., having the same meaning and pragmatic function?
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Other questions arise at the same time: if the different structures are
variants and if they are based on the same rules, may we freely make
sentences out of sequences and sequences out of complex sentences? If
so, sentence grammars and discourse grammars coincide. Of course,
that assumes that classical sentence grammars provide all the semantic
constraints determining complex sentences (which they don’t).*

3.3 Although it may be demonstrated that important differences (especi-
ally pragmatic) hold in general between complex sentence expressions
and sequences, we shall take some clear cases where a sequence is not
easily reduced to a complex sentence with the same meaning:

(20) (@ John! Can you hear me? Shall | help you?
(b *John, can you hear me and shall 1 help you?

(11) @ Can you tell me thetime? | have no watch.
(b *Can you tell me the time and | have no watch.
(© Did you tell him the time because he had no watch.
12) (@ | promiseto be there in time. Will you aso be there?
(b *| promise to be there in time and will you aso be there?

(13) (@ Yesterday | had afunny dream. | was president and ...
(b) *Y esterday 1 had afunny dream and 1 was president ...
14 3@ Peter is drunk. He always is when he visits Amsterdam.
(b) ?Peter isdrunk and he always is when he visits Amster-
dam.
(15 @ Perhaps Harry isill. He was not at the meeting.
(b *Perhaps Harry isill because he was not at the meeting.

In al these cases the (b)-sentences are ungrammatical, awkward or mean
something different from the (@)-sentences. Apparently, utterances
manifesting different speech acts (like request and statement in (11)),
having different (meta-)levels of communication as in (10), sentences
under the scope of some ‘world-creating’ noun (predicate) as in (13),
generalizations (14) and motivations/ conclusions can not simply be
expressed in one sentence.

Although we cannot, in this brief paper, give a serious analysis of the
examples, we may note that the ungrammaticalness of the (b)-sentences
is essentially for pragmatic reasons. Thus, in (11) the meaning of the
second sentence is not directly connected with the meaning of the first
sentence. Rather the proposition underlying the second sentence is a
condition for the appropriateness of the speech act of a request or
guestion, i.e., a question is appropriate only if | do not yet know the
answer or have no means to supply the answer myself (by looking at my
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watch). More generally, we might suppose that a sequence of sentences
is a onemany mapping from speech acts: one speech act may be
accomplished by the utterance of one or more sentences, but severa
speech acts cannot be accomplished by uttering one sentence except
perhaps in cases of indirect speech acts, see Searle (1973) and Franck
(1974). The theoretical problems are intricate here. An alternative
proposal may be that sentences and speech acts are related by a one-one
mapping: each sentence-utterance accomplishes one speech act. Yet, at
least at one level of description (see below), it might be useful to let a
whole sequence-utterance be one speech act, e.g., a statement. Thus the
sequence

(16) 1 am cold. Could you please close the window?

manifests a statement and a request, but as a whole seems to function as a
request, where the statement specifies one of the conditions, viz.. the
motivation, of the request. If this observation is correct, mappings from
pragmatic structures may have discourses or fragments of discourses as
their scope and not only sentences. Notice also that a one-sentence
version of (16), viz.

(17) I am cold, so could you please close the window?

has very peculiar properties. The connecting so, here, does not have
semantic character, i.e., relating facts or propositions by causal, logical
or conceptual implication, but has pragmatic character: it relates the fact
expressed in the first sentence with the action (viz. the request) of
appropriately uttering the second sentence, not with the ‘content’ of that
second sentence, at least not directly. This is perhaps a reason why the
written version of (17) is not well-formed because so should introduce a
new, independent sentence. Our intuitions about sentence boundaries
seem to be very unreliable indeed as an empirical base for a (sentence)
grammar.

3.4 The conclusions which may be drawn from the preceding (admitted-
ly till highly informal) remarks seem to be the following: (a) a grammar
accounting for isolated sentences underpredicts their (un-)acceptability
— as utterances — in a discourse; (b) acceptability of sentences in a
discourse is not only based on cognitive interpretative processes but on
rules which may also hold for complex sentences; (c) theoretical notions
like ‘sequence’, ‘discourse’ or ‘text’ are necessary because not every
discourse can be reduced to a complex sentence (nor the converse, cf. if-
clauses); (d) whatever the semantic equivalence of sentences with



48 Acceptability in context

sequences. their surface differences are based on underlying pragmatic
differences. Finaly, it may be noticed without further examples that
sentences which as such are both grammatical and acceptable may
become unacceptable in the discourse, e.g., because of presupposition
violations. That is, a sentence can be interpreted only, and hence
accepted, relative to the set of interpretations of previous sentences (a set
which may be empty, see below). In formal semantic terms, not to be
spelled out here, this means that a sentence can be interpreted only in
those model structures related with the model structures of the previous
sentences. That is, instead of sentence models we have discourse or text
models (Ballmer 1972).

Thus, the general conclusion is that acceptability is in principle better
‘modeled’” by a grammar accounting for the structure of sequences.

4 PRAGMATIC ACCEPTABILITY

4.1 Sentences are not only interpreted/accepted with respect to previous
sentences (indeed, the previous sentence set may be empty as we saw)
but also to pragmatic context. Neither the precise structure of the
pragmatic context nor the rules and constraints relating it with the
structure of the utterance can be discussed herc.5 We shall assume a
pragmatic context to be defined primarily in terms of sets of proposi-
tions and rules characterizing the internal structure of speaker and
hearer: their knowledge, beliefs, wishes, etc. Semantic models are in this
way ‘contextualized” with respect to speaker and hearer and some other
properties of the (fragment of the) possible world in which they are
communicating.

A first generaization which comes to mind is to reduce all ‘textua’
rules to ‘contextual’ rules. That is, we let constraints from preceding
sentences be equivalent to constraints from ‘previous’ propositions in
the epistemic sets of speaker and hearer, changing linearly with the
production of subsequent sentences. Elsewhere (van Dijk 1974a), we
have given some arguments against such a reduction of a discourse
grammar to a pragmatic sentence grammar: the pragmatic component
must be added to a proper discourse grammar. Above, for example, we
hinted already at the fact that pragmatic mappings may have whole
discourses as their scope.

Although it cannot be denied that sentences change the pragmatic
context (e.g., the knowledge of the hearer), the constraints in an uttered
discourse cannot be fully explained on the basis of an (ordered?) set of
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propositions alone, e.g., a presupposition base. On the other hand, such
a pragmatic base is necessary, e.g., for the interpretation of pronouns
that have no antecedents and are being used deictically. Similarly,
previous sentences as such are not enough to provide the necessary
information for the interpretation of following sentences; entailments,
meaning postulates, etc., based on previous sentences must be supplied
by the set of pragmatic presuppositions and corresponding inference
rules. What is aso needed is the preceding verbal (surface) structure of
previous sentences. Assuming that a passive sentence has an abstract
underlying proposition with a structure like its active counterpart, we
would not be able to explain why the following discourse is ungramma-
tical:

(18) A: Was he hit by you?
B: *No. Heme.

Other arguments against the reduction hypothesis relate to the use of
connectives, adverbs, predicates, etc. (thus, consequently, conclude),
presupposing previous sentences/ utterances, not merely propositions
(which might have entered the epistemic set of the hearer in a different
way). Hence, a discourse may have its proper underlying theoretical unit
(a ‘text’) even when, in performance, production and perception are
controlled by linear cognitive processes moving from sentence/ clause to
sentence/ clause.

4.2 Utterances, as we saw, are acceptable if their underlying discourses
satisfy the rules of relative grammaticalness and interpretability. At the
same time an utterance is acceptable in a conversation only if it is a
speech act which is also appropriate relative to other (speech) acts of the
conversation or interaction. The various appropriateness conditions are
those given in recent philosophical and linguistic work and need not be
specified here for the different speech acts. Thus it seems difficult to
have one discourse-utterance manifesting both a request and an order
because the preparatory conditions for these acts are inconsistent.
Similarly, a request for an object can not precede or co-occur with the
act of taking the object by force. Thus, just as a sentence can not be said
to be grammatical/ acceptable in isolation, so a speech act can not be
said to be acceptable in isolation: two speech acts which as such are both
appropriate may be incoherent or inconsistent or may have conflicting
contextual pre-conditions. The same holds for the function of speech
acts in interaction, though this is not an object for linguistics proper but
for sociolinguistics or sociology.






