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Abstract 

Discourse-level Information Structure and the Challenge of 
Metadiscursives 

Megan Alexandra Hyska, MA

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

Supervisor:  Josh Dever 

In Information Structure: Towards an integrated formal theory of pragmatics 

(2012), Craige Roberts offers a modeling apparatus designed for use in giving a unified 

analysis of diverse pragmatic phenomena. As part of her account, Roberts offers precise 

conditions on what an utterance must be like in order for it to count as felicitous in any 

particular context. A key condition is that, in order to be felicitous, an utterance must 

count as an answer to what Roberts calls “the question under discussion.” I demonstrate 

that this account generates some false predictions regarding the class of utterances I will 

call “metadiscursives,” as well as that of epistemic reports. I will then consider several 

possible alterations to Roberts’ view that would preserve the spirit of her project and 

render the account invulnerable to my objections. 
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1: Introduction 

Much post-Gricean work in pragmatics investigates the conditions on an 

utterance’s success at the pragmatic level1 not out of a desire to catalog felicity conditions 

for their own sake, but because implicit judgments concerning pragmatic success are seen 

to affect various stages of language processing. In her influential Information Structure: 

Towards an integrated formal theory of pragmatics2 (1996, 2012), Craige Roberts offers 

a modeling apparatus that makes predictions about an utterance’s relevance, and which is 

designed for use in giving a unified analysis of diverse phenomena associated with the 

pragmatic level of language processing. The key notion of Roberts’ account is that of 

discourse-level information structure, which is thought of as, roughly, the set of relations 

that obtain between discursive “moves” (i.e. utterances). Information structure is 

demonstrated to show significant promise as a tool for modeling the effects of prosodic 

focus on English-language utterance meaning (p. 26), as well as operator domain 

restriction, conversational implicature, and speech-act-type identification, inter alia (pp. 

59-63). Her model has also been put to use in experimental settings to test such things as 

the relationship between information structure and syntactic disambiguation (Zondervan, 

Meroni & Gualmini 2008), and in crosslinguistic filedwork on the phenomenon of 

“projection” (Tonhauser, Roberts, Beaver and Simons 2010, 2013; Tonhauser 2012). 
                                                
1  As opposed, say, to its grammaticality or semantic well-formedness. 
2 Throughout this essay, where author and work associated with a page number are unspecified, let it be 
assumed that it is this work of Roberts’ which is in question. 
3 There is a question about whether it is ever, strictly speaking, an utterance that is relevant/ Relevant on 
Roberts’ model, rather than the content of that utterance. I’ll allow myself to speak loosely and call 
utterances themselves relevant (and Relevant—which, as will be seen, is distinct) throughout the following 
paper, since Roberts allows herself a similar liberty. I simply note here that the relevance/ Relevance of an 
utterance might be derived from the relevance/ Relevance of its content. 2 Throughout this essay, where author and work associated with a page number are unspecified, let it be 
assumed that it is this work of Roberts’ which is in question. 
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In giving an account of information structure, Roberts offers a necessary 

condition on what an utterance must be like in order for it to count as felicitous in any 

particular context. The key condition is that, in order to be felicitous, an utterance must 

count as an answer to what Roberts calls “the question under discussion.” As I will 

demonstrate, this account generates some false predictions regarding several classes of 

utterances. I will be particularly interested in the class of utterances I will call 

“metadiscursives,” though I will also pay some attention to another class, “epistemic 

reports”. In what follows, I outline Roberts’ view (Section I) and present a case of the 

sort that I argue poses a challenge to her account (Section II). I conclude with a 

discussion of some possible alterations to Roberts’ view that would preserve the spirit of 

her project and render the account invulnerable to the objection I’ve raised (Section III). 

 

2: Roberts’ Account 

The Thesis 

Before giving Roberts’ analysis of a “question under discussion,” I want to do a 

bit of exegetical work to justify my interpretation of the connections between her key 

theoretical notions. The notions I want to attend to specifically are felicity, Relevance, 

information structure, and that of a “question-under-discussion.”  

As mentioned, a discourse’s information structure consists in the set of relations 

that obtain between the contents of the discourse’s constitutive utterances3. Clearly, one 

                                                
3 There is a question about whether it is ever, strictly speaking, an utterance that is relevant/ Relevant on 
Roberts’ model, rather than the content of that utterance. I’ll allow myself to speak loosely and call 
utterances themselves relevant (and Relevant—which, as will be seen, is distinct) throughout the following 
paper, since Roberts allows herself a similar liberty. I simply note here that the relevance/ Relevance of an 
utterance might be derived from the relevance/ Relevance of its content. 
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relation that can hold between an utterance and elements of the foregoing discourse, and 

which does hold when all goes well, is that of relevance. Roberts’ account is essentially a 

proposal about the character of this relation. Roberts suggests a strong similarity between 

her target notion of Relevance4 and the Gricean maxim of relation (Roberts 2012, p. 21; 

Grice 1989). Like the intuitive notion of relation I take Grice to have been getting at, and 

unlike the notion of relevance operative in what is perhaps neo-Griceanism’s main 

systematic competitor, “Relevance Theory” (Sperber and Wilson 1986), Roberts’ target 

notion is not meant to do the work of all the original Gricean maxims combined. An 

utterance’s being Relevant does not, for instance, entail its satisfying the maxim of 

quality (p. 21, especially fn. 14). 

Furthermore, like Grice’s notion of relevance, Relevance is meant to be a 

necessary condition on general pragmatic success: 

…each move in a felicitous discourse, one with a proper information structure, 
will be Relevant to the question under discussion at the time of its utterance. (p. 
21) 

But Roberts’ notion of Relevance is not identical to Grice’s. This is made evident 

by her assertion that the following biconditional “follow[s] from the way that Relevance 

is defined within the Information Structure framework” (p. 20, italics mine): 

A requirement of Relevance is satisfied by an utterance (whether an assertion, a 
question or a suggestion) iff it addresses the question under discussion. (italics 
Roberts’ own, p. 1)5 

The connection between Relevance and the condition of addressing a question 

under discussion is then stipulative. In contrast, while it can be argued that Grice’s notion 

                                                
4 Going forward, where the term is capitalized (“Relevance”) let it be assumed that it is Roberts’ notion of 
relevance that is in question. I take Relevance to be a proposed account of relevance. 
5 This is Roberts’ rough first pass of this biconditional; the more nuanced version will be discussed in the 
next section, after I’ve introduced the further technical notions that it employs. 
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of relevance is properly analyzed by the “question under discussion” account, this is a 

substantive claim. While I think it’s fair to say that this is a claim that Roberts does 

ultimately want to make, it’s important that it be understood as distinct from the 

biconditional quoted above. Note that the right hand side of this biconditional will be 

made sense of in the next section’s overview of the character of a “question under 

discussion,” as well as what it is address one. 

To review, we’ve seen that Roberts makes the following claims: 

1: U is Relevant ßà U answers the QUD 

2: U is felicitous à U is Relevant 

The natural assumption is that, while 1 is a stipulative claim, 2 is a substantive 

hypothesis. That is, 2 should presumably be read as predicting that, where an utterance 

doesn’t meet the criteria on Relevance, it won’t be felicitous. 2 is therefore vulnerable to 

falsification if this should turn out not to the case. One provisionally assumes that the 

notion of felicity Roberts is invoking here is the standard one, which I follow one of her 

own introductory texts in regarding as akin to “aptness,” where: 

The aptness of an utterance depends on its expressing a proposition that one could 
take to be reasonable and relevant given the context. (Roberts 2004, p. 199) 

In short, one takes “felicity” just to signify general pragmatic success. A very 

general methodological question here concerns why we ask that a theory targeting 

relevance (that is, a particular component of general pragmatic success) be consistent 

with our intuitions concerning general pragmatic success when relevance is itself an 

intuitive notion about which speakers’ judgments could be elicited. Provided that test 

cases are set up properly, we can (and do) of course hope to isolate relevance as the 

phenomenon being tested for; the issue is not that eliciting felicity judgments can’t tell us 



 
 

11 

about relevance, but that one may wonder why we should need to approach our target 

phenomenon sideways like this. The answer, if there is one, is presumably that average 

respondents’ pre-theoretic notion of relevance is not in fact stable enough to elicit 

judgments about, or that it is too easily infiltrated by even the amount of light theorizing 

prompted by trying to behave consistently in an experimental setting. In any case, in 

keeping with what is suggested by Roberts’ work, felicity judgments will, in what 

follows, be invoked as proxies for relevance judgments. 

To review, we’ve arrived at the supposition that Roberts’ account makes the 

substantive claim that all felicitous utterances are Relevant. However, Roberts makes one 

comment that is problematically suggestive of a stipulative connection between 

Relevance and felicity: 

Even assertions or questions which are rejected by the participants can be 
determined to have been felicitous (or not) in terms of their relation to the 
information structure of the discourse in which they occur. (fn 13, p. 14) 

Where we took the standard definition of “felicity” to involve an utterance’s being 

accepted as reasonable by the audience, the above claim comes out either as contradictory 

or else as indicating that we were on the wrong track with our characterization of the 

meaning of “felicity”. If the above is rightly interpreted as saying that an utterance will be 

felicitous so long as it in fact does answer the question under discussion (surely in 

conjunction with its satisfaction other non-relevance-oriented conditions on pragmatic 

success—the other Gricean maxims, we might say), that modification looks suspiciously 

like it might amount to stipulating the following: 

3: U answers the QUD (and satisfies other maxims)à U is felicitous 

But this had better not be right. 1 and 3 (both of which are stipulative) entail that, 

at least for utterances that satisfy the Gricean maxims aside from relevance:  
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4: U is Relevant à U is felicitous 

And 1, 3 and 4 collectively entail 2 (for all U such that they satisfy the remaining 

maxims). But if the truth of 2 follows merely from the way that the various technical 

terms have been defined, then it is not a substantive hypothesis at all. All Roberts would 

then have given us would be a definitional circle. I take it that this can’t be what Roberts 

intended, and so conclude that Roberts does not actually endorse 3. But then what do we 

make of the above passage from footnote 13? 

The above worry likely turns on an overly hasty characterization of the standard 

notion of felicity. Maybe the standard notion can be seen to be compatible with the 

passage quoted above after all, so that we needn’t conclude that a stipulative connection 

between felicity and the various notions associated with information structure is being 

drawn. Perhaps footnote 13 appeals to an anticipated intuition that, where an audience 

fails to make sense of a speaker’s utterance simply because of distraction or fatigue, or 

refuses to act as though they can make sense out of it out of playfulness or perversity, this 

doesn’t rob the utterance of the aptness that it still may have had. If this is indeed 

intuitive, then the standard notion of felicity isn’t such that felicity facts supervene on the 

actual responses of an audience, but rather on the hypothetical responses of some ideal 

audience.  Positively specifying what this ideal audience must be like in a way that 

doesn’t end up making the connection between felicity and Relevance stipulative is a 

puzzle I won’t fully undertake here. I will suggest, however, that there is a very plausible 

position located between felicity’s being considered response-dependent in a way that 

would allow one fatigued or perverse audience member to change the facts about an 

utterance’s felicity, and casting felicity facts as entirely independent of audience 

responses. That is, we might suppose felicity facts to be fixed by the way that the 
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majority (whatever a suitably sized majority would be) of individuals (who are proficient 

in the language of the target utterance) are disposed to respond to the target utterance. 

If something like the above characterization of “felicity” is what Roberts had in 

mind when writing footnote 13, then we have vindicated 2’s status as a substantive claim. 

The substantive hypothesis of Roberts’ account is that Relevance is a necessary condition 

on felicity.  

What is a “question under discussion”? 

As clarified above, Roberts’ account predicts that felicitous utterances are those 

which answer the “question under discussion” at the point in discourse when they are 

uttered. It remains to give a characterization of Roberts’ notion of a question under 

discussion. 

Roberts’ apparatus for modeling information structure builds off of the familiar 

Stalnakerian (1978) model of context. On this model, a conversation has an associated 

common ground, which contains the set of those propositions such that every party to 

discourse holds them to be true (or is committed to acting as though they do), and where 

propositions are construed as sets of possible worlds. The context set is the intersection of 

the propositions in the common ground. When one speaker makes an assertion and the 

other accepts its content as true (or commits to acting as though it is for the purposes of 

the conversation), that assertion functions to add a proposition to the common ground and 

so (typically) to shrink the context set. As for questions6, Roberts endorses a view on 

which the semantic value of an interrogative is the set of propositions that would count as 

                                                
6 Roberts does not deal with utterance types beyond assertion and interrogatives (e.g. not imperatives). 
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full answers to that question (cf. Hamblin 1973)7. In the model, questions can then be 

thought of as partitioning the context set into cells, each of which contains those 

propositions which constitute some one complete answer to the question (pp. 6-7; cf. 

Groenendijk and Stockhof 1984). 

But the above does not yet provide the resources with which to make sense of 

information structure; as far as has been specified thus far, the function an assertion or 

question has vis-à-vis the context set is more or less insensitive to the relevance of the 

speech act8. If providing a somewhat unified model of the various pragmatic phenomena 

mentioned earlier indeed does require an account of something like information structure, 

this project then “requires a richer notion of context” (p. 59). Roberts’ strategy is to 

enrich the modeling apparatus by having certain intentions recorded in the common 

ground as well as the content of utterances. Specifically, when a question is raised, and 

accepted by all parties, the intention to pursue it (until a full answer is reached or found to 

be presently unreachable) is registered in the common ground (p. 5). That question 

becomes the “question under discussion” and constrains what utterances can count as 

felicitous in roughly the manner described in the previous section. Now that we have a bit 

more apparatus on the table, we can also further refine claim 1 from the previous section: 

A move m is Relevant to the question under discussion q… iff m either introduces 
a partial answer to q (m is an assertion) or is part of a strategy to answer q (m is a 
question).  (p. 21) 

                                                
7 A partial answer entails the truth or falsity of at least one the set of alternative propositions denoted by 
the question to which it is an answer. A full answer entails the truth or falsity of every member of that set 
(p. 11). An example: were the question “What did Donald Davidson like to eat?”, a partial answer would be 
“Donald Davidson liked to eat Brussels sprouts,” where this comes with no implication that Brussels 
sprouts were the only food he enjoyed. In contrast, a full answer would exhaustively list the food that he 
liked: “Donald Davidson liked to eat Brussels sprouts and baked yams and avocado sandwiches…foodn”.  
8 Unless, of course, the irrelevance of the speech act is such as to make it uninterpretable by the audience, 
in which case the irrelevance might indeed prevent the context set’s contracting to reflect the addition of 
any new information. 
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1’ U is Relevant ßà (U answers the QUD or U is part of a strategy to 
answer the QUD) 

One question, q1, is part of a strategy to answer another, q2, if any complete 

answer to q2 entails a complete answer to q1. Where this relationship obtains, Roberts (p. 

12, following Groenendijk & Stokhof 1984, p. 16) says that q2 entails q1 . For example, 

the question “Who went to the party” entails the question “Did Mary go to the Party?” 

because a full answer to the former entails a full answer to the latter. Where this relation 

obtains between q1 and q2 , it can also be said that q1 is a subquestion of q2 , and q2 a 

superquestion of q1. It should be noted that one question can also be said to contextually 

entail another when a full answer to the first question, in conjunction with some 

proposition(s) in the common ground, entail an answer to the second question. Some 

questions are then the sub- or super-questions of others only relative to certain contexts. 

In any case, answering enough subquestions will result in answering the entire 

superquestion, so that it is frequently strategic to break unmanageably large questions 

down into more easily answered subquestions. Because it is often the case that there are, 

in this sense, multiple questions being pursued at once (i.e. a superquestion is being 

answered via answers to its subquestions) Roberts’ enrichment of the common ground 

does not merely involve the addition of a slot for the single question of immediate 

interest at any given time. Rather, she imagines a question under discussion stack, where 

strategic subquestions are placed on top of their superquestions and then whisked off the 

top of the deck once they’re answered or deemed unanswerable. 

Notably, Roberts adopts Stalnaker’s view that the goal of discourse is “communal 

inquiry” (p. 6). She notes that this amounts to saying that there is always one “Big 

Question” in the background of any conversation: what is the way things are? All more 

specific questions can be thought of as strategies to answer this question, and which ones 



 
 

16 

a speaker pursues will be determined by that speaker’s domain goals, i.e. by what extra-

linguistic goals they presently have. This is an issue that will come up again in the next 

section’s critical discussion. 

A natural question arises as to what “raising” and “accepting” a question is meant 

to consist in. Accepting a question seems just to involve a failure to protest, and an 

evident willingness to cooperate with the suggested conversational strategy. As for what 

it is to raise a question, while it sometimes occurs that a speaker will utter a question in 

order to engage her interlocutor in answering it, there are clearly felicitous utterances that 

take place without a question’s being explicitly uttered beforehand. In these cases, what 

is the question under discussion? Roberts argues that, at least in English, the patterns of 

intonational focus present in an utterance convey information about what question the 

utterance is meant to address. I won’t go into this account in great depth, as my objection 

engages only slight with it. Briefly though, contrast the following utterances, where [ ]F 

marks the constituent focused upon: 

5 [Alice]F stole the cookies. 

6 Alice stole the [cookies]F. 

5 will strike a native English speaker as clarifying that it was Alice, rather than 

Bob or Carl, who stole the cookies. In contrast, 6 seems to clarify that Alice stole 

cookies, rather than a cake or a car. Just as a question is associated with the set of 

alternatives (i.e. those which would constitute answers to it), an assertion is associated 

with the set of alternatives generated by substituting other terms into the place of the 
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focused constituent. That set of alternatives can then be used to backwards engineer a 

question9. The set of alternatives generated by 5 are the answers to the question:  

7 Who stole the cookies? 

Meanwhile, the set generated by 6 are answers to the question: 

8 What did Alice steal? 

We then say that 5 is congruent with 7, while 6 is congruent with 8. On Roberts’ 

account, the question with which an assertion is congruent is a sort of presupposition of 

that utterance; the utterance presupposes that the context is such that the question it 

answers is the one under discussion. In cases where the question with which an utterance 

is congruent is not yet in the common ground, that question can sometimes be admitted 

by way of an accommodation process (pp. 31-34). This then allows questions to enter the 

common ground without being explicitly uttered by any party to the conversation. 

Naturally, one wants to know whether it’s the case that any utterance can count as 

felicitous at any time so long as the audience is comprised of sufficiently generous 

accommodators. Just as we noted in the previous section that felicity facts aren’t (by 

Roberts’ lights at least) distortable by an audience that is too stingy with their acceptance 

of conversational moves, there is reason to be skeptical that they should be distortable by 

overly generous audiences. If an utterance’s being felicitous required little more than that 

the question to which it was congruent be accommodated by the audience, the project of 

making felicity predictions would moreover be greatly undermined. 

However, there are some points in discourse that are particularly ripe for new 

questions to be introduced as those under discussion (i.e. the very beginning, and at any 
                                                
9 Though, as Roberts concedes (p. 35), assertions, even taken together with a pattern of intonational focus, 
massively underdetermine the question to which they constitute answers. This is a problem I won’t addres 
in this paper, but which certainly deserves careful consideration. 
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juncture where the prior question has been exhaustively answered or found to be 

unanswerable) and it is perhaps at these points that Roberts envisions new questions 

being introducible via this accommodation process. Moreover, we can happily accept that 

it will frequently be legitimate to presuppose a new question when that question is a 

subquestion of the prior question under discussion, as this amounts just to the initiation of 

a strategy to answer the original question. 

Some motivation 

As advertised above, an account of information structure that makes accurate 

prediction as about what moves will be felicitous, and so which discourses will be 

coherent, is valuable because it can help us develop accounts of diverse pragmatic 

phenomena in a unified manner. I want at this point to highlight one use to which Roberts 

has, along with co-authors Judith Tonhauser, David Beaver and Mandy Simons (2010, 

2013), put her account of information structure. The phenomenon in question is that of 

projective content. Projective content is that part of a sentence-at-a-context’s content that 

survives under the syntactic scope of an entailment-cancelling operator (e.g. negation, 

epistemic modals, or the “if” of the antecedent of a conditional). Typical instances of 

projection include presupposition, non-restrictive relative clauses, and appositives, inter 

alia. While many species of projective content are reliably detectable based on 

unambiguous features of syntax or morphology (e.g. the grammatical trappings of a non-

restrictive relative clause or the presence of a definite article), these four authors have 

argued that what actually renders content projective is its status as not-at-issue content. 

At-issueness is informally characterized as the content that makes up the “main point” 

(2010, p. 315) of an utterance. More precisely, the authors say that a proposition is at-
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issue just in case it answers the question under discussion, and so projecting content is 

just that content that fails to answer the question under discussion. 

There is something very compelling about the observation that many operators 

seem to target the “main point” of the utterance and not information that is being 

backgrounded. Note though that this could all be true without it being the case that the 

question under discussion analysis precisifies this idea in the right way. Another way of 

putting this is that positing a relationship between non-projecting content and the 

relevance of that content can seem plausible without such a connection between non-

projecting content and Relevance being correct. Generally the concern is that an overly 

restrictive account of relevance may make for an overly permissive account of projection. 

As we go forward to look at issues with Roberts account, this should give us one more 

reason to care about getting the conditions on relevance right. 

3: Problem Cases 

Consider the following case: 

Alexia and Bridget are out running errands before going to join their other friends. 

Bridget happens to know that Alexia is in love with one of the friends they will be seeing, 

Cara. However, both Bridget and Alexia know that Cara is not romantically available. 

Bridget and Alexia have never discussed this fact, and in fact have not discussed Cara in 

any connection thus far today. While at the bakery, Alexia says: 

A: What kind of cookies do you think Cara likes? 

To which Bridget sternly responds, 

B: Alexia, Cara has a girlfriend. 
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The general meaning of Bridget’s utterance, B, is clear: it is inappropriate for 

Alexia to be trying to woo Cara with baked goods. However disagreeable it may be to 

Alexia, B moreover seems like a perfectly relevant conversational move. But neither 

“Does Cara have a girlfriend?”, nor any plausible superquestion of this question, is at the 

top of the question stack. So B is not Relevant, and is therefore predicted not to be 

felicitous. This is a false prediction.  

This sort of counterexample constitutes my main objection, but I will happily 

admit that the above treatment of it is not yet quite right. By way of a more nuanced 

second sweep then, notice that B plausibly constitutes a flouting of relevance, designed to 

generate an implicature. B closely resembles the sort of case that Grice (1989, pp. 51-54) 

characterized as a merely “apparent” violation of his maxim of relevance. Roughly, Grice 

characterized merely apparent violations of relevance as cases where an utterance would 

be irrelevant if a speaker didn’t have some background belief (which they intended to be 

inferable) in light of which the content of the utterance was relevant to the matter at hand, 

thereby implicating the content of that background belief (p. 51)10. Roberts is likewise 

happy to accept an utterance as not actually violating Relevance so long as it provides or 

implicates an answer to a question contextually entailed by that under discussion (p. 12). 

Roberts hasn’t, to my knowledge, published work explicitly laying out her preferred 

manner of applying the information structure framework to the derivation of 

conversational implicatures, but it is reasonable to assume she again wants to say 

something that sounds like the Gricean story here (see Roberts 2012b p. 10). Below I 

paraphrase Grice’s familiar example of a merely apparent violation of relevance, and 

                                                
10 In contrast, Grice’s famous example of an actual violation of relevance is one in which a party guest 
says something rude and her interlocutor immediately begins to talk about something else, implicating that 
she disapproves of the first speaker’s utterance (Grice 1989, p. 54). 
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directly beneath it I offer a reconstruction of how Roberts might explain the derivation of 

the implicatum Grice had in mind: 

D: Where can I get petrol11? 

E: There is a garage around the corner. 

A possible Roberts-style gloss: 

1. E does not answer the question raised by D (NB: it would have been a direct 

answer if it had read “At the gas station around the corner”). 

2. If E is nonetheless assumed to be cooperative and to be consistent with having 

accepted D’s question, it must be that there is a piece of information in light of 

which E can be seen to further the strategy advanced by D. 

3. In light of the fact that petrol is sold at garages that are open and haven’t run out 

of stock (which is a proposition in the common ground), one strategy for 

answering D would be to ask, “Where is there a garage that is open and not out of 

stock?” 

4. E answers this question, thereby providing what is (contextually) a partial answer 

to D, and is therefore Relevant, if it is assumed that the garage mentioned is open 

and not out of stock. 

5. E implicates that the garage around the corner is open and has petrol in stock.12 

Returning to my putative problem case then, the fact that B isn’t obviously an 

answer to A doesn’t by itself mean that B fails to satisfy Relevance. If a derivation like 

the one above can show that B either does itself constitute a partial answer to A, or else 
                                                
11 Grice’s original has the initial utterance as “I’m out of petrol.” I’ve altered it so as to make the Roberts-
style derivation briefer, but I expect that, with a certain pattern of intonational focus assumed and a longer 
derivation, the machinery at hand could nonetheless do the job. 
12 Note that, in this case, the implicatum is not actually the answer to the question under discussion. Rather, 
by way of a presuppositional process, E itself comes to be seen as a partial answer to the question.  
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that it implicates one, the case is no counterexample at all. But this is not possible. 

Specifically, there’s no reasoning akin to that performed in step 3 which could be applied 

in the problem case: provided that Alexia and Bridget don’t have some very unusual 

mutual beliefs, there is no fact in the common ground (or retrievable for accommodation 

into the common ground) which, taken in conjunction with A, would contextually entail a 

question to which B was an answer. Nor does B implicate an answer to either A or any 

plausible contextually entailed subquestion. 

B itself (depending on intonational focus, inter alia) can be seen as an answer to 

questions like “Does Cara have a girlfriend?” or “Who has a girlfriend?” or “What does 

Cara have?” among others. It is not that it would be impossible for these questions to be 

contextually entailed by A; if a proposition in the common ground was that people with 

significant others prefer chocolate chip, then this fact in conjunction with A might entail 

a question to which B was an answer. But among the problems with this interpretation is 

the fact that we can judge B felicitous even where it is stipulated that there is no such fact 

in the common ground. B itself just isn’t even a partial answer to A. What about its 

implicatum? The implicatum is underdetermined of course, but is plausibly something 

like “It’s not appropriate/ worthwhile to woo Cara with cookies,” or “it’s not appropriate/ 

worthwhile for us to talk about how to woo Cara with cookies”. Clearly these do not 

answer A. Nor are there questions to which they are answers (e.g. “Is it worthwhile to 

talk about how to woo cara with cookies?”) which are plausibly contextually entailed by 

A. That B generates a conversational implicature does not save it from acting as a 

counterexample to Roberts’ predictions about felicity. 

A second possible objection to this counterexample is that B is evidence of a 

refusal to accept A as the question under discussion in the first place so, by Roberts’ own 
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lights, neither B nor its implicatum need answer A in order to satisfy Relevance. Of 

course, if no question to which B (or its implicatum) was an answer had been under 

discussion just prior to A either, it might seem like this objection does little to help. 

However, suppose that A was uttered at a point where there was no question currently 

being pursued, the prior one having been fully answered or else abandoned. It would then 

be just the sort of situation in which a speaker might, with no accepted question in the 

way, attempt to have a new question (e.g. “Is it worthwhile talking about how to woo 

Cara?”) added to the common ground via accommodation. B’s felicity then might well be 

predicted by Roberts’ account. 

But the counterexample is easily tweaked in a way that makes it invulnerable to 

this response. Imagine that, rather than asserting B immediately on the heels of A, 

Bridget had, for a few turns, reluctantly cooperated with Alexia’s project of determining 

what cookies Cara would like, along the following lines: 

A: What kind of cookies do you think Cara likes?  

B1: Oh, maybe oatmeal? 

A2: No, too healthy. 

B2: Oh, well in that case they have those double fudge ones… 

A3: Too gooey! 

B (in exasperation): Alexia, Cara has a girlfriend. 

B is still felicitous and can still be understood to implicate just what it did before. 

But in this case, Bridget had tacitly accepted A as the question under discussion already. 

B does not now come at a point in discourse when the way is clear for an assertion to 

introduce a new question via accommodation, and so Roberts’ framework couldn’t 

predict B’s felicity on those grounds. So the view still makes a false prediction. 
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B is a particular instance of what we’ll call meta-discursive utterances. Meta-

discursive talk concerns the strategy or organizational features of the discourse itself, and 

a distinctive feature of such utterances seems to be that (remaining maxims being 

satisfied) they can be felicitously inserted at virtually any point in the discourse whose 

merit or organization they concern. B is a metadiscursive because it generates an 

implicature to the effect that the matter being discussed is not one worth talking about. 

But among those utterances which I’m counting as metadiscursives are also 

“signposting” utterances, which remind the audience of the history and trajectory of the 

conversation, e.g. “To review, we’ve been debating whether to approve the schoolboard’s 

budget and will next discuss the results of the recent by-election.” Metadiscursives 

constitute answers to questions like “What should we be talking about?” or “What 

purpose is this segment of discourse serving?”. These meta-questions are not typically 

contextually entailed by the questions otherwise under discussion in a conversation. 

Metadiscursives as a class present a challenge to the information structure framework, 

because this framework will falsely predict their infelicity in a fairly systematic way. 

It is worth noting that the Stalnakerian paradigm which Roberts adopts brings 

with it other issues regarding metadiscursives. I am here thinking of the point thoroughly 

developed by Barbara Abbott (2008 pp. 531-535) that many normal instances of assertion 

do not deliver new information, but rather function just as “reassurance that the 

interlocutors are normal human beings” (2008, p. 532), or as rhetorical, organizational, or 

managerial devices. This runs counter to the Stalnakerian principle that proper assertions 

introduce new information (Stalnaker, see e.g. 1978 pp. 88-89, 322-325; 2002 p. 704). 

Metadiscursives of the “sign-posting” variety frequently fail to provide genuinely new 

information, as they simply remind the audience of the general character of what the 
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conversation has been about. Such utterances will be answers to questions that are just 

ineligible to be at the top of the question stack, even were the context otherwise such as 

to suggest their being there, because their answers will not be informative. Note that such 

metadiscursives would then be predicted to be infelicitous because of a sort of 

overdetermined violation of Relevance. 

Here is a way to think of the dialectic here. One might have supposed that 

modeling discourse structure would require positing many different “rhetorical relations” 

that utterances can bear to one another in felicitous discourse (cf. Mann and Thompson 

1987, Asher and Lascarides 2003). Roberts’ framework is an attempt to represent this 

apparent plurality of rhetorical relations in terms of the question-answer relation. The 

relation to prior discourse in virtue of which metadiscursives are felicitous (when indeed 

they are), is one that isn’t reducible to the Relevance relation as stated. In the next section 

I will consider two suggestions for how to adjust Roberts’ view so as to have it correctly 

generate predictions regarding the felicity of metadiscursives.  

 

Before moving on to solutions though, I want to note another class of utterances 

that are a problem for Relevance. Roberts has acknowledged that, even prior to 

considering issues with metadiscursives, Relevance is likely overly restrictive as a 

necessary condition on felicity. The following counterexample gives one reason why: 

Consider for example the sequence: Q: “Is it going to rain?” A: “It’s cloudy.” A’s 

utterance does not contextually entail an answer to the QUD (at least not in Pittsburgh, 

PA). Intuitively, it is relevant because it somewhat raises the probability of an affirmative 

answer to the QUD. (Simons, Tonhauser, Beaver & Roberts 2010 p. 316 fn 3; qtd. in 

Roberts 2012b p. 8) 
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A wide range of cases related to the one above seem, on the face of it, to 

challenge Roberts’ account. Consider again a moment in discourse when the questions 

under discussion is “Is it raining?” Then consider the following utterances: 

F: It must be raining. 

G: It might be raining. 

H: I heard someone say that it’s raining. 

I: It’s cloudy. 

J: It’s probably raining. 

K: I’m 30% sure that it’s raining. 

I expect most native speakers would judge these responses to be entirely relevant 

in such a situation. However, none among them answers the question under discussion. 

While F-K provide different types and quantities of information, what they have in 

common is that they report on epistemic states rather than on the extra-discursive world 

itself. Information about my epistemic position vis-à-vis the proposition that it’s raining 

just doesn’t provide even a partial answer to the question “is it raining?” though, and so 

Roberts’ view falsely predicts F-K’s infelicity13. I’m going to summarize a few strategies 

to fix this set of false predictions, but also show that these fixes don’t help to make 

Roberts’ view friendlier towards metadiscursives, which appear to pose a distinct sort of 

problem.  

                                                
13 Depending on your analysis of “must” expressions, you might not think F is actually a problem for 
Roberts’ view. I discuss this below. 
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4: Possible Fixes 

I’m going to focus on the class of epistemic reports first. The main suggestion I 

want to make is that an utterance should count as Relevant not only when it provides a 

full or partial answer to the question under discussion, but also if it alters the probability 

distribution over the question under discussion’s answers. To spell this out in greater 

detail, I’ll make use of a characterization of relevance advanced by Richard van Rooij 

(2003). In work arguing that relevance explains certain “strengthening” phenomena 

observed around negative polarity items, van Rooij has characterized the relevance of an 

utterance as largely determined by its “informativity”. On Rooij’s account, informativity 

is a property of both a question and its answers. The informativity of an answer, q, is a 

function of its probability, P(q), with less probable answers being more informative. The 

relation between the informativity of a question, E(Q), and that of its answers is 

expressed by the following equation: 

𝐸 𝑄 = 𝑃 𝑞 ×− log! 𝑃(𝑞)
!∈!

 

The expression -log2 P(q) is what van Rooij (following Carnap and Bar-Hillel 

1953) calls the informativity value of the proposition q, which is one answer to the 

question, Q. Note that the informativity of Q is a function of the present probabilities of 

its answers. After giving an answer to Q, full or partial, one has established a new set of 

probabilities. Specifically, in giving a full answer, one is establishing the probability of 

that answer as 1 (or perhaps something a bit beneath that), and the probabilities of all 

other answers as 0 (or perhaps something a bit above that). The value of E(Q) after a full 

answer has been provided therefore approaches 0. In short, by providing an informative 

answer to the question, one lowers the informativity of that question. However, fully 
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answering the question is not the only way to lower its informativity: one can also 

establish a new set of probabilities for the answers that stop short of ruling out any one 

answer, thereby failing to constitute even a partial answer. As it turns out, a question will 

typically have the highest informativity when its possible answers (e.g. yes and no) have 

the same probability as one another (i.e. when “it’s raining” and “it’s not raining” both 

have a probability of 0.5)14. So one way to lower the informativity of a question is to 

establish a new set of probabilities for its answers. 

 

 

 

Illustration1: E(Q) as a function of p(q),when Q:{p, ~p} 

A natural question concerns the kind of probability that is being invoked here. 

Imagine it is the case that an incumbent presidential candidate more frequently wins an 

election in a year when the USA has done well at the last Olympics. If, in the middle of a 
                                                
14 While, “Is it raining?” is a simple binary question, the result that E(Q) is maximized when independent 
issues pertinent to the question are all equally likely holds true for more complicated questions too. For 
instance, it is also true of van Rooij’s example, “Who of Jon, Mary and Sue are sick?” (2003, p. 261). The 
function from the probabilities of that question’s three independent variables to the E(Q) is just more 
difficult to graphically represent. 
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conversation about the likely outcome of the next election, an agent who didn’t know 

about, or have any expectation that the audience would know about, this election-

Olympics connection, said, “American athletes sure did well at the last Olympics,” this 

should surely be counted as irrelevant. That is, saying something in light of which the 

probability—on say, a frequentist or propensity interpretation—of some answer to the 

question under discussion is altered does not seem sufficient to render the answer 

relevant. But such cases seem to be ruled out if we assume some subjective interpretation 

of probability is the right one for our purposes here.  

The suggestion being advanced—that an utterance’s making some answer to the 

question under discussion more or less probable should be enough to make it relevant—

should also make us rethink the circumstances under which one question counts as a 

strategy to answer another. Consider a case where we’re trying to determine whether a 

coin flip resulted in heads or tails, and I know that our friend Jake always carries a 

weighted coin around, which always lands heads. I might sensibly, and relevantly, ask, 

“Was it Jake who flipped the coin?” The intuitive relevance of such an utterance might 

then push us to say that q2 counts as a strategy* for answering q1 just in case answers to 

q2 makes q1 less informative. But the case I’ve just offered in fact urges a further revision 

too, since not every possible answer to the question about Jake makes any change to the 

question under discussion’s informativity. While if it turns out that Jake did flip the coin I 

now have more reason to think that the coin landed heads, if Jake didn’t flip it we’re back 

to the drawing board. To the extent that the question “Was it Jake who flipped the coin?” 

does continue to seem relevant though, notwithstanding the possible negative answer, we 

should perhaps be persuaded to say that q2 counts as a strategy** for answering q1 just in 

case at least one answer to q2 makes q1 less informative. 
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These suggestions amount to offering a new set of conditions on what we will call 

Relevance’: 

A move m is Relevant’ to the question under discussion q iff m either lowers the 
informativity of q (m is an assertion) or is part of a strategy** to answer q (m is a 
question). 

A first worry is that this is again too restrictive even to deal with many plausibly 

felicitous epistemic reports: don’t we often tolerate utterances that decrease probability 

discrepancies between answers, and so increase the informativity of the question under 

discussion, too? If this is found to be seriously problematic, it’s obvious enough how one 

would reword the conditions on Relevance’ so as to include such utterances as well; one 

could just say that an utterance which has any effect on the informativity of the question 

gets to be Relevant’. A more interesting worry is that, while Relevance’ seems to deal 

with H-K, it may not help with F and G. 

I’m assuming here that ‘might’ and ‘must’ are both epistemic modals, and that the 

typical analysis of the semantics of epistemic modals is correct (see e.g. von Fintel and 

Gillies 2007). If that’s the case, then “must” expressions simply report on some 

information state (whether it’s the speaker’s own, or that reflected by the common ground 

or something else, and whether or how this parameter can vary will depend on the view) 

to the effect that alternatives to the prejacent have been ruled out. “Might” expressions 

report that the prejacent has not been ruled out. While these modal expressions can of 

course accompany statements of new information, they needn’t do so. When they don’t, 

their function seems not only not to be providing a partial answer to the question under 

discussion, but also not to be making any alteration to the probabilities of the answers to 

the question. Epistemic modals, as normally analyzed, just summarize the relevant 
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epistemic situation, without necessarily altering it. So Relevance’ doesn’t predict the 

felicity of expressions featuring epistemic modals. 

It should be noted that “might” is probably more concerning than “must”. For 

those that think that a “must” expression is stronger than its prejacent alone (e.g. von 

Fintel and Gillies 2010), “must” expressions are unproblematic even for Relevance, never 

mind Relevance’, because they entail their prejacents, and so will be Relevant so long as 

their prejacents are. However, those who interpret “might” expressions as weaker than 

their prejacents will find Relevance’ unsatisfying as a way of dealing with such 

expressions. “Might” expressions, on the other hand, clearly don’t entail their prejacents. 

One possibility is that “might” shouldn’t be analysed as an epistemic modal at all, but 

instead as an “attentional operator” along the lines suggested by Ciardelli, Groenendijk 

and Roelofsen (2009). On this view, the function of “might” expressions is to flag their 

prejacents as content worth attending to, rather than to report on an epistemic state. 

Naturally though, while altering the nature of the challenge that “might” expressions pose 

to Relevance’, this new characterization certainly does not make Relevance’ any better 

able to deal with these expressions. 

I don’t yet have a solution to these problems. Cases like these motivate Roberts to 

consider the much more permissive definition of Relevance below: 

A move m is Relevant at a given point in a collaborative, task-oriented interaction 
if and only if it promotes the achievement of an accepted goal of the interlocutors. 
(Roberts 2012b p. 9, bolding hers.) 

Clearly, this is not by itself a serious attempt to give a revised theory so much as a 

gesture at what the present theory is missing. As Roberts notes (2012b p. 8), such a 

weakening of the initial condition on Relevance has significant consequences for the 

view; without formally precise notions of what it is to accept an extra-discursive goal, or 
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what it is to promote one, this notion of Relevance is so vague as to be unfalsifiable. 

Moreover, it seems likely to over-predict utterance felicity. Where two speakers have 

committed to collaborating on two unrelated extra-discursive goals, X and Y, the above 

biconditional would attribute Relevance even to utterances that suddenly broke from a 

discussion designed to promote the achievement of X in order to discuss the achievement 

of Y. Such utterances, while perhaps often graciously tolerated by enthusiastic co-

collaborators, are nonetheless non-sequiturs, and so should be predicted to be infelicitous. 

Undoubtedly some revision of the connection between Relevance and an 

utterance’s answering the question is needed, for the reasons raised by Roberts et al.’s 

above example. Notably though, even the total severance of this relationship suggested 

by the permissive version of Relevance above would not resolve all of the problems 

posed by metadiscursives, even if it helps with epistemic reports. Certainly “sign-

posting” metadiscursives might now be deemed Relevant; reminding a group of 

interlocutors what the overall trajectory of their conversation is meant to be is frequently 

an indispensable effort toward promoting the accepted goals of that conversation, as 

anyone who has seen an unchaired meeting run amok will testify. But many 

metadiscursives, like utterance B discussed in detail in the previous section, don’t 

promote accepted goals, but rather suggest new ones or else quibble with goals that have 

already been suggested or accepted. Thus, it looks like B would fail to satisfy even this 

more permissive notion of Relevance, and so still be predicted to be infelicitous. In 

summary, severing the connection between Relevance and answerhood in this way 

doesn’t obviously solve the problem posed by metadiscursives, even were it specific 

enough to be otherwise satisfying. 
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Below, I give a very preliminary presentation of two strategies for fixing the 

problem with more specificity than Roberts’ above gesture. Roberts’ answer to the 

question “what must an utterance be like in order to be relevant?” can be seen as 

proceeding in two moves. First, she asserts that relevance requires that an utterance bear 

an appropriate relationship to the singular question under discussion at that moment, 

where this question is realized as a partition on the context set. Second, she tells us that 

the particular relation between a question under discussion and an utterance that is 

required for relevance is that of answerhood OR of entailment (as with the proposal, or 

answering, of a question entailed by the original question under discussion). 

The first fix I will suggest intervenes at move 1 of Robert’ account and the second 

intervenes at move 2. 

Fix 1: Add another question 

 

Recall how Roberts interpreted the Stalnakerian idea that a mutual exchange of 

information is the purpose of discourse as amounting to the idea that there is a “Big 

Question” (i.e. “What is the way things are?”) that is in the background of any 

conversation. The proposal seems to be that we should take the Big Question (BQ1) to be 

an element of the common ground of every conversation as a sort of boilerplate feature. 

Other boilerplate features of the common ground plausibly include propositions that 

speakers almost always assume to be shared knowledge15. 

One might posit an additional boilerplate element of the common ground: another 

Big Question. The second Big Question (BQ2) is something like, “What is the goal of 
                                                
15 I assume that boilerplate features, while standardly present, can nonetheless in principle be removed 
from the common ground. If one’s interlocutor is someone whom one, for any reason, takes to lack even 
the most basic normal beliefs, boilerplate propositions would then be susceptible to removal.  
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this discourse?”16 Why have this additional element? It is not because answers to BQ2 

don’t also count as answers to BQ1. Rather, it is so that a given utterance can still be 

assessed for Relevance based on whether it provides something like a partial answer to 

the question under discussion: there are now just two question stacks which the utterance 

should be assessed in relation to. The idea is that, for the purposes of the typical first-

order business of the conversation, felicitous utterances will count as answers to whatever 

subquestion of BQ1 is presently at the top of stack 1. But metadiscursives, while failing 

to answer the question at the top of stack 1 will count as partial answers to the question at 

the top of stack 2 (which may or may not be BQ2 itself, depending on whether some 

metadiscourse is already underway). 

 

Fix 2: Add further relations to a question 

Above I explored the possibility of increasing the number of question stacks in 

the model; the previously problematic utterances were meant to be dealt with by this 

revision because they would count as answers to the questions at the top of the new stack. 

One issue with this fix is that it fails to specify how the top-questions of these two stacks 

are coordinated. That is, intuitively, it would not be felicitous to place the question 

“should we talk about bicycle maintenance?” at the top of stack 2 if the question at the 

top of stack 1 had nothing to do with bicycles and their maintenance. An alternative fix 

which perhaps remedies this coordination problem would consider whether we should 
                                                
16 I consider this a first approximation of the kind of BQ2 one would want in order to deal with all the sorts 
of utterances I’ve included in the category of metadiscursives. Utterances like “to review, we’ve been 
debating whether to approve the schoolboard’s budget” appear to describe what the discourse has had as its 
immediate goal, whereas the implicatum of B, “It’s not appropriate to talk about how to woo Cara” makes 
an assertion regarding what should be taken to be the discourse’s goal. I’m not convinced that both these 
assertions wouldn’t count as answers to BQ2 as stated, but if the reader feels that they wouldn’t, then 
please consider BQ2 subject to further drafting. 
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expect all relevant utterances to stand in the relation of answerhood to (any of) the 

question(s) under discussion at all. The van Rooij-inspired suggestion to deal with 

epistemic reports above clearly also employs this sort of strategy. 

As a very general observation, one thing that we often want to do is become better 

informed about the world. But we in fact have many goals, and metadiscursives often 

have the effect of reigning in the project of inquiry when it is either inefficient or in 

conflict with these other goals. This suggests that metadiscursives might be made sense 

of by a model that is enriched to keep track of speakers’ extra-discursive goals. Nor 

would such an enrichment be entirely ad hoc: many of the going semantic analyses of 

imperative expressions, a class undealt with in Roberts’ account or by any revision I’ve 

suggested so far, involve the common ground’s reflecting a set of speaker preferences 

(e.g. Starr 2015) or a “to-do list” (e.g. Portner 2004). One might suggest that one more 

case in which an utterance should be regarded as relevant is where that utterance changes 

the status, vis-à-vis the context’s goal registry (however this is realized), of the question 

currently at the top of the stack. Note that this is distinct from the suggestion of Roberts’ 

mentioned above, in that her suggestion allowed for utterances to be Relevant when they 

promoted an established goal of the conversation, rather than when they altered the goals 

of the conversation. 

Both of these solutions require significant precisification and refinement. 

Nonetheless, I am optimistic that the second in particular might be adapted to make the 

account friendly to many different types of presently problematic utterances. In any case, 

the central merit of these preliminary proposals is that they allow us to correctly assess 

the felicity of metadiscursives while still privileging the question-answer relationship. 

 



 
 

36 

5: Conclusion 

I have presented a challenge to those components of Craige Roberts view of 

information structure that generate predictions about utterance felicity. Specifically, I 

have presented the two classes of utterances I’ve called metadiscursives and epistemic 

reports, and registered a judgment about their felicity that diverges from the predictions 

of Roberts’ view. 

While there appear to be may distinct issues that a theorist of information 

structure must attend to, and many different possibilities for meeting these challenges, the 

revisions here ultimately converge on an intuitive picture of context modeling. A final 

model of discourse dynamics will, it has been suggested, provide distinct apparatus for 

the representations of intentions, beliefs, and desires. The Stalnaker-style model that 

Roberts built up from reflected beliefs and Roberts’ proposal enriched it with a means of 

registering intentions as well. My van-Rooij inspired response to the problems posed by 

epistemic reports effectively argued that the model needed a finer-grained way of 

registering belief states. And my second response to the problems posed by 

metadiscursives, in conjunction with considerations around imperative utterances, 

motivated the model’s enrichment with a way of representing something like desires. So 

while such a model is certainly more complex than Roberts’, its distinct components 

don’t amount to a tangle of ad hoc apparati, but instead reflect a compelling way of 

carving up the kinds of attitudes that are aired in the course of communicative activity.  
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