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Lunguﬂge'and the Law a Casc for Lisgulstic Pragmatics* '
Ellenr F.o Prince

Universtty ot Pennsylvania

lelntroduction,
In the past few‘yeurg, thunrvticn].linguists,hhve become

inr;uunlngly fnvolved Ir varfous soctally rp]nvnnt activities,
in particular in sgrviné a8 expert witnesses fn legal
proceed}ngs} Most oftet, the ﬂuﬁfie!d of linguistics 1nvolved
is the one thai_is'mos{ obviously ‘socfally relevant’,
sociollinguistics. Rager Shuy's topic-analysis prescented a* a
Texas murder trial and William Labuv’s tostimony on Hiurk
English du;ing-tho }andmnrﬁ Ann Arhpr case are jnstltwo of the
better known'examples. The ;aso L'am about to describe,
however, iﬁvnlve; o nnhéleld of }1nguistirs that I8 less often
fhought of—*at least By linguists=--as hnvlﬁg‘practlcnl
application or Hoﬂ{ﬂl relevance, the subfield of ]ingu(sqic
pragmatics. By lingutstic ﬁ;hgpg;}gy I mean thut‘field ot
linguisfics whose poal it.is to diseover-tﬁé principles by
which hearers or readers ‘understand’ a text, or, samewhat
more precisely, construct a model unlthu basis of that text,
given that they hav: the sentence~level competence to parse
the sentences of the text and to assign logical forms ‘to those
s%ntencvﬂ.

Tn what follows, | Qﬁnﬁl flrst provide some backgrouni

informoation concderniug o casv fu which 1 served as an expert

witnesg;  then 1 shall describe-the.analysis thet 1 presented

<
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ln-cbu;t; and, finally, 1 shall discuss some potentiai.

problem arcas that face linguists serving as expert witnesses.

i

2.Bagkgroun@:' tte casec.
IIn 197Q,}the plaintiff, then a 55 year old cemeut=worker
with.an efghth grade éducntion, apfliéd for and received a
Idlsabliity incurance policy from a .certaln’insurance company,
’the defendant. .iq 1977, the insured suffered a 'heart attack,.
was declared disabled, and began collecting disability
payments from the company. However, in 1978, the company
rescindued the policy on the grounds'that‘the insuired had not
answ?mvd truthfully, four of the sixteen questions on the
original hpp[[cntion quest}onngtre; The latter'broﬁght suft
/' 'ugn{nst the company io collect his disability imsurance, and
"his lawyer Wired me to anaiyze the quee;ioﬁnaire 'fr@m a
llhgulsﬁlc point of view’. I was the sole witn;ss for_:hé
plaintifft, The anafysis that follows consfitutes.the
tesllmo&y ﬁresented. It should be nnted that there was n?
jury, the éuse being decided by the judge.
e .
J.Analysts,

Before examining the applicatfion questl%ns sopn;ate]y, 1
mast stress that a determination of what thid or - any other
text ’}enily means’ is not at issue here, a ask.thug this
approach does ngt take to be even po&sihld.. Rather, we urﬁ
deseribing th; varlous prin;lples ;nd strategies that a -
éoopvratlvu Reader has at his/her dlap&sul {jn Grdvr to

cconstruct an understanding.  Which principlgs and strategics

.

~

the plalntifl actuwally usced, and, therefore, which

understandings he In fiact constructed, are beyond the ken of

‘theoretical linguistics. . If, however, It can be shown that a

Cooperative Reader.in the same state of health and knowledge
as the plaintiff can answer the guestions {n the same way and
be in good faith, then we will have fnvalidated the conelnsion .

that the plaintiff necessarily lied.’

3.1.The g)rsl question. . Co
~ The firsilqunsllnn. 13 on the npplicntlon, involvag the
nroblem of assigniﬁg an appropriate denotation to an
oxprosélon.
Question #13; lave you any lmpuirmvnlé?...hoss of sight
or hvnriﬁg?;..Losa of arm or leg?...Are
<you'crlppléd or deformed?...1f s0,
oxélpin... '
On the orlgipn1 application, the plainti(f had answered no to
this qu;ylldh., The pbmpnny v{ulmﬁd that this wa? an untruth
because he ln,ruvliwus overwelght, had a Jﬂsﬂltﬂn)lustorpl
level, and had orcasional backaches, (No work time lad ever

beon lost on account of these conditions.)

The analysls focuses on a Cooperative Reader’s asslgnment

of a denotatfon to the word Ampatrment. If we think of the

denotatinn of some word W as {ts extension, that 1s, as the ‘

set of ‘ull the objects/states/events fn all posnible worlds

that ran appropridtely and truly be called a W, we see that
different clarsvs nf words work dlffvfuntly.

For certaln words, the denotation {s clesar-cut!
)

3
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vertebrate, for example, denotes ever} object in every

possible world that has & spinal column, and 6n1y thouép For
a word 0f this class, we can find a necessary and ;ufficient
.conditibn (or set of conditiqn;) that mustvbe met for the ;o}d
to be t;ue Jf some object, e.g. ‘having a uaiéal column’ for
vertebrate. | |
Fur another class of words, the ;itu;tlon is more
complex: there are some objects which they fprgtotypicnlly’
deﬁote and othe;u‘which they denote ‘fuzeily’. For example, a
ttuna 18 a prqtot&picul fish, while. for the'lhyman. an eel is
‘sort of -a fish. (See Lakoff 1972, Rosch 1977 for
disCussion-) F&t auch words, we can f%nd an associated set of
propefties such that, the more p}opertiel in the set that hold
for some object, the closer to the prototype that object is.
For a third c]ua; of words, the situstion is even more
complex: their extension ranges over a very broad set of
objegts but, 1in any g1§én usage, includes only a (proper)
subset of.;hnt'uet. For example, if 1 discover that I am out
of cigarettes, I may think of my state as a problem. If,
however, the very next day..my psychoanalyst asks me if I1°ve
had any problems, I can truthfully and appropriately say no
(assuming T could have truthfully and appropriately said no
had th; cigarette fncident not taken pl#ce). Elﬁkléﬂn then,
18 8 word whose potential denotatioh'differs from its actual
denotation, the actual denotation being & subset of the
pote;tinl and belng_selected on the grounds of.sggygﬁigﬂl

relevance. That i{a, a hearer/reader awsigns the actual

denotation of a word like problem on the basis of the context

PAruntext provided oy enic [N

"(both Iingutstic and extralinguistic). 1In addition, it should

be noted that the range of objects in the potenrial denotation

is often ordered.and is seen as i{nvolving a scale of

s

magnitude: thus we may digtinguish between ‘big .probleme’ and

‘small problemg'. and the distingtion {4 different from that
between ‘big vertebrates’ and ‘small vertebrates'.

Impairment 1s 1n the .third class, That is, we cannot say
truthfully and npﬁropilately of something that {t i3 or is not

an impafrment as we can say of something that it ias or is not

a vertebrate~~-there ia.no'ngceuuary and sufficlent condition /

for something to Ee an impairment, out of context. Likewide,

/

there 18 no ‘prototypical’ impairment, no ser of properties
. © :

that together make some object perfectly impairment-like. On

the contrary, impairment is like problem fn that its potentyél

denotat Pon rapgeﬁ over a set, {ts actual denotation in 'a ngen
utterance being a (proper) gubset of that set, aoqe;minabyﬁ
only 06 the busiu of .contextual relevance. Thus,-fbr exfmple.
a hangnail might Lounl as an impairment [n one context (e.g.
if one is audltioning to be a nnll polish model) but n%t in "
another (e.g. {f one is¢ applying for a driver’ s~ltcepbe).
Turning now to the first part of the first question, Have
you any 1mPairmente’, we must consider fhe.task of ﬁhe
Cooperative Reader (Grlce 1975, Kaplan 1979). To Aﬁswer the
question, he must infer the actual dunotntion of 1mpu1rmvnt.
unless of course he is totally tmpairment freo,,i.o. has no

hangnatl, dandruff. ingrown :oonni]. pimple, cqv(ty. etc,

Assuming the Reader {s not In such a godlike state, he must

search the context for clues. The ifmmedfate context -{s the

/

/
/



fest of the first questi%n: Lobs of slght or hearing? Loss

of arm or leg? Are you crippled or deformed? Now this
context presents six situations that all come under the
potential denntation of impﬁilmgﬂi- The Coopérative Reader,
tﬁen, has his clue: he can try to infer_what the actual
denotation of Impatrment is by inductively {nferring the
{mmedfate set of which these six states are members. The

states include 'loss of the two major perceptual faculties,

Ioas‘oT'sb;erp“léssehing‘bF'mahUhI'aﬁiIify,’EFd 1088 or severe
lesscening of locomotion, in effect all (and .pechaps only)
those states that lead to an individual’s belng called
physically disabled/handicapped, unable to function normatly
in socifety. Thus the Cooperative Reader can inductively [nfér
- that impatrment here agfually denotes ‘disabling/handicapping
condition’, tn whléh cage he will, fn his response,

appropriately and {n good conacience ignore all the

nondisabliing affiictions he may have, e.g. a missing tooth.

3.2.The second question,
The seccond éuestion; #14 o; the npplicat[&n, tnvolves
lexical competgnce.nnd the notion of defauft tensoniﬁg.
Qﬁustlon #14: Have you ever had or do you now have
(a)diabetes, heart dlsease,-rheuhntlsm,
arlhrli}n, varlicose velns, gacro-iliac
i frouble?.-.(b)cancer, tuberculosis, -
golter, recLul‘diu&ﬁsv, syphilis or any
other venereal disease? ..

On the ortpinal application, the plaintiff had answerud

' ' ' 6.
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no to this question. The company claimed that the answer
should have been affirmative, since the plaintiff had had
hackaches, ar "sacro=1liac crouble’.  The plalnt{ff then

elaimed that he did not know the meaning of the word

sacrolliac., To this, the company responded-that he shonld
BERE R :
then not have answeroed the question wntil learning what the

word meant. - My testimony is as follows.

The term sacrvilfac s a technfeal Latinate term, defined

{n Webster's Third lninrnntlonnl'Dictidnary as “the region of
juncture of the éacrum and {tiam; also, the firm
fibrocartilage joint between ;hese bones’. 1t is cxtremely
plausihle that 'a.m.lnu.'ll taborer with an.elphth grade (-Idn(-ul.lnn
. . N a
would aot be fariliar with this term, uauuclnlly since English
. LI

has a short, highly frequent, and nonstigmatized cdrrelate-of
Anglngaxor origin, back, which though R<r less precise. meets e
the everyday nec¢ds of most laypersons, ﬁhgn mote precision {is
desired, & common term urced, c,g. in comﬁe\\(inls and v
advertisements, Is.lower back,

1f we assumc then ihay the ruspﬂndunt to the second
question was not fnmll{ar.wilﬂ sacrolllac, we must address the
{ssue of the hasis for his nopative response. In fact, a
pvrﬁon in sach a position might fa prinvlylb tnvoke onenr two—————
stratepies.  One, he may uuk.sumvnnv present what sacrofliac
means, or, two, he may work hy.lnforuuuu. The Inferencing
required Lerc Is a very common and important tvpe, known In
the ﬂrlll}rlnl Inteiligence ]1[PFJ;urU as gg]ﬂu}i reasoning,
or reasoning from }yfnmp}ply_knnuluAuu. (Sce Colling et nl{

1975, Collins 1978, Relter 1978.) Consider the followling two - .




situations: o . . one should know about the other, but, since he does not know

s .
(1)A: Has any relative of yours ever won a Nobel : ' about. the other, it must not be true, f.e. 1t must be the
| Prize? . | . : | L . évent he knows ahbout. (See Webbher 1§78 for u.full
B: N;. ) : discussion.)
If #e imag¥ne that we are in B's position and that we would ' . Default reasoning {s of great interest to computer
answer as B has, we must consider the basis for our answer. . .scientlstslattempéing to produce machines which act
.-.!".‘f-.}i);:..‘ZE.‘ZS..ES.!..?QEL-.‘.&@EEQ__t_.h_.a.!.".‘,?.,a.!‘.,_.‘&.’lj’)i..'_f.‘.’..‘;..ﬂ’.__f_.‘.,S.L_tl’..‘.t,...,,-_,‘..., e e EE1118ENL Y s Bince 1t turns out to figure very prominently
he cannot‘trace any family lfnk to any Nobel Prize rectipient. in the reasoning which ngéé;lies 1agzg;igen;ﬂg;éggmgghqvi;;T
Still and all, most peopie would answer without hesitation. esvgdlally linguistic behavior. Default feas;nlng flgures as’
Th'e explanétion'liea in defau}t reasoning: one assumes that ' v well‘ln the field of linguistic pragmatics, where lg is
befng 1n the state =7 having a relatiye who won a Nobel Prize . -needed, for example, to accaount for the successful
.1s a property of such a magnitude that, 1f one had that’ o : " reference--he--in H's response in (2).
property, one would know {t. Thereforé, since he does not ) To retirn to Qucsti&n‘ﬂlk, we can see that a Cooperatlve
Fnow,that he has the property, ﬁe concludes that he must not : Regder{ unf?miliar with the word'gggsgiligg, may reason as
have 1t. Likewise, consider (2): . . . . follows: ‘I know what all Ehe?e-other'words mean: ;hey are
. ¢ (2)A: Did you hear? Sdmeone jumbed ln_front of a . all names of seriou:s and/or obvions allments. I do.not kqoé
' bus in front of Williams Hall and got killed! what sacroifliac trouble mcans, but 1 infer that ft, too, is &
B: He didn’t jump-—he'was.pushed. ' serious and/or obvious allment. Since I1’ve had medical
What wé are concerned with here is the-basis for B’s remark. . . checkupty, I assume that, if I had sacroiliac irouhlg, 1 wole_
Since A asseited only th.at there exi{sted some individual Sucﬁi_ know 'about ft. I do not know about it{ therefore, I must not
that he jumped...and got killed, how can $ know that the . have SuCrOiliac.troub]v.'
—rAdTvTdual thaT-was pusted—ts—the—same {udivléua!? Agata—the : .
explanation is default reasoning: B reaéons that he knowg ' : 3.3.The third quustton.n
that someone was pushed in front of a bus in front of Williams _ The third question, #15 on the applicatlon, is a
Ha]]'this morninpg and "got killed, that ,he does not khow about ] . linguist’s de]ighf in that {t manifests syntactic n-higul}y,
an individual ijping.in front of ; bus there and geiting : Q possthle prugmatie ihfﬂ]icllv, and bu%ulhlu (alse
killed, in the same time period, and that the two events areo . ’ présuppositinn.
analogous in (mportance, such that; {f One.knows about ‘one, . ' Quustinn5ﬂ|5: Have You wi;hin the past 5 years had any
' 8 ' : _ 9
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medical advice, treatment, or disabling

Anjury or sickness?...If so, give date,

c;use and léngth of disabllity...

On the or'ginal application, the plaintiff had answered no to

the first part and left the second part blank. The company

claimed that this was an untruth because he had in fact had

. ¢

annual checkdps. The analysis is as follows.

The first part of Question #15 is a di'sjunctive question

tnvolving, ultimately, four disjuncts, two of which are

two~ways ambliguous. Both instances of ambiguity arise from

the fact that the two adjectives, medlcal and disqbiing._have

two possible “gcope’ assign ants, corresponding to two

possible syntactic structures. Thus there are four possible

readings of this sentence:

10
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wide scope:

3)a.Wide scopur,

+eoeany medical advice or medical treatment or

dlsabling {njury or disabling sickness...

,N\
//T

[1g

VET
onj

D N
A\I ////r\\\\

- medical W c‘. N

/Q
‘!\J“yg or W th‘S

" advice ¢ trearment

»”
i

b.Wide scopc, narrow scope:

vesany medical advice or medical treatment or

disahlling {qjury or (not necessarily disabling)

glicknuess...

\hP
O\E\' zi‘\-
tyl A
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- c.Narrow scope, wide scope: . N 4 ) this sentence seems'pragmatiéally deviant. That is, following |
-J-any uedlqa] advice or (not necessarily the Maxim of'Quantity (Grice 1975): natural-langnag; users ’ /
médical) treatment or disabling inj:ry or : .‘ , l assume that thelr {nterlocuters do not ask for information !
) diasbling sickneas-;. : ' ‘ which they already have or can plausibly fnfer. Following L
.\\\ . . ’ ' . ~Grice 1975, Searle 1969, and others, . Cooﬁerative Reader, f

_,,‘—.;,m———ﬁt-_;;_~n : ' : . upon reading a redundant question ‘and assuming that the writer i
DTT ’,»/’/”Eﬁ\§‘“*€0 ' is alao cooperative, declides that. the writer is intending to
am\s : NoA[ oM ' ) '

. . convey something other than what the literal meaning

. Q ™ ¢ dpm OL gﬂ;fi::i\\\ . - indicntén, and the reader then tries to figure out what this !
lhhé(&\n- 01 + ‘d“db\“q‘ N other, non}iteral,‘implica:ed tnterpresation might be. As a f
mJib.l ‘J".‘e reeatment ".\.xdj 1{ $ickness - ‘trivial example, 1f my dinner companion says, Cun you pass the .

C - - - o galt?. 1 assume that the literal meaning, ‘Do you'havE the
d.Narrow scope, narrow scope:

4 ability to pa#s the salt?’, is not Intended, aince he knows or
+«s8ny medical advice or (not necessarily

. can plausibly infer the answer, and I, therefore, decide that
medical) treatment or disabling injury or (not

he intends spmething else, geterally, ‘Please pass the salt.’

necessarily disabling) sickness,..

J
|
Now -it is a fﬂlc,t'of life;that normal people geilcolds and ‘
. i
other minor ailments, and it is a fact of contemporary :
' . .
, " American life that people get medical care fairly

. o
regularly--1f not to-treat those minor aflments, then simply

, |
|

. .
ND/L'\ '}[lﬂ 0( N/D}‘Q \ L for checkupa. Since advice and treatment are very broad ‘ ‘
|

j AD‘ D) (14 : !
[4 gctntSS terms, covering such commonplacoﬂ as You shouldn t smgko and
f m..‘menT o\s-;\hl.nﬂ mx*‘ b A ’ i
ce Take two aspirins, 1t ia plqulbly 1nfﬂrruhle of an American .
Thus, :he‘Cooperative Reader has to select one from these . that he has had medical advi@u aud/or treatment in the past
four equally valid but truth=-condftionally different readings - five years. A Cooperative Readvr, then, might well {nfer that

before beginning to provide an answer, which amounts to a this 18 not the information requested and would try to (ind

fairly high level of syntactic and semantic processing ) clues as to what is intvndod' There are severa) phss{b]n

L]
complexity. strateglies generally avuilnbue. but, fn this casc, there is an

|
|
i
Secondly, and equally importantly, on all four readings, ,ohvinua and virtually unlpnordble clue providud by the .
. | 1
12 : ' ' 13 i
\
|

Qo | .I " - | | y | 1,
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;ontexu, 1f so, gjve;date, cause, and length of disability.
Thué. ﬂhﬂiﬁl&l the first sentence i{s intendgd to convey,
if ;he ;nswer fs yes, then the éespondant must give.the date,
cauvse, and length of'disasiligy, which in turn prekupposeg
that there is a d;aability. ,By a utandardtlostcal rule of
infe;ence. Modus Tolléns. 1f there i8s no disability, then the
;nSwer to thg first question, whatever {t may mead, is no.
Put dlffereAtly, the twoyéarts of.duestion #15 entail the
following: ,. ' /
(4)IF | pt ;1 is tfuelthat you have within the éast
ffive years had medical advice, '
treatment, or disabling injury or
sickness, I
THEN q: there exista a date, cause, and a length
of disagility.

i

Let us now apply Modus Tollens:

(5)p ==> q ‘If p, then q’
~q V'NDC q! : ,
B

. |

++ "p E ‘Therefore, not p’ .
Of,coucse,%differeht readers may-follow‘dffférent

scrategles whengfaced with texts which are apparently ‘deviant
in some way. Ib the case of'#lS; at least three other

] : . .
strategiESgcome'td mind. First, one might ignore the second
patt (Lf 80,...) and algo the viol;tion of the Maxim'of
QUBntit; in the firstlpnrt.(auking for information which is

known or fnferrable), add answer yes tb the first part,

leaving.the second part blank.

14

!
: 16

i

' ' a
A sccond alternative, which would elicit the same answer

as thé quua Tollens strateg? described above, i8 for the

reader to decide, consciously or preconsclously, that the

deviance {8 due to a performance error, herc a typographical

error, that the writer of the quescion intended to ask the

question in (6), and tbAqofruct‘tHnt.error:

(6)Have you in the past 5 years had any medical

i
advice, treatment, for disabling injury,

i

i
i
| sicknesn?{1]

; ) /
Recent research in reading (e.g. Just and Carpenter 1980)

|
showg that readers fikate thei;'foveal vision on the charadter
. , Y .
to the left of the center of cﬁntent words (nouns, verbs,

adjectiven, adverbs) and do not fixate on function words

(prepositions, articles, conjunctions). Since both or and for

are [function words, it i8 plausible that the latter would be

substituted for tﬁn formef, e;?-»ially in viey of fhcir
graphemic similarity. and the fact that'uuch'a gubstitutibn
wOqu resolve the-deviance. (Seé Marslen-Wilson d975. 1975 on
heuéerp' preconsclous correction of phunologicnliy.
synﬁnctically. nnd'semanttcalﬂy deviant sentences.)

A third alternative, less likely perhaps in this

|

,sitJamion. is for the reader to.-decide that the writer is
i .

i . 4
simjly not following the Cooperative Principle and i3 being
1 .
deviant, i.e. fs what Grice calls opting ont, in which case
i .

‘the ' reader may simply not tespond.

3.4.The fodfth.qustton.

The fourth question, #16 on the application, involves the

; . 15
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role of prior context in the underatanding of some utterance. . ] " questions. One, represented in the t{me adverbials, contrasts ° ///'
Question ¥#16: Are you now in good health and sound ¢ ) the preceding five years’ (whichincludes the present time) /
» ) . : !

bodily éondttton? with “the present time’. The second contrasts 'Q}ckness' with /

On thg original application, the plaint{ff had answered yes to ' .- 'hel}th'f _ ,

° this question. Th:_cpmpaﬁ9'; politton'van_that #16 18 a ] Let us now see Vh&t‘ﬂ QOOperat1Ve.Reader may make of tvzﬁ
geheral catch=-all questton..aaktng_fofjtnformation beut any " ' - sub{ext if as/he fakes these pnints of con;rast to be sgltgﬂ%.
health problem at all, }ncludtng Aﬁythln; not mentioned in - If the arswer to #15 was no, the'ans#ér to #16 must '//

' previous angwers. While |uch.nﬁ understanding fa possible, {t _- o ) necessarily be.gia. now being ifncluded in LEE past 5 x$é££.
.is not the.only one Fhat a Cooperative Reader may construct. . This {8 at-first blush a strange situation: the ask{ﬁ; of a.
Another one -goes as follown.',By the Gricean Maxim of B -'redundant.qﬁestton; i.e. a que&tl;ﬁ whose ahqwer-tye writer
Relation, one assumes that an ut(eraan.ll relevant to the _ already knows, constltute; a violation of the Maxim of
linguistic and extraltngutstic'qontext. In particular; the Quantity, as noted above. The CP;perattvé Rcad@f, however,
'fmmedtately preceding linguistic context {s a prime c;ndidate . may well'note'that, if the anawéi to #15 were /és. no )
. for ;hat an utte;ance 18 taken to be potenttally re.evant to. violation ‘would occur; that is, the wrbter/;gy-qf;ﬁto know
1f weixﬁconstder the {mmediately preceding context, we ) ' " whether the‘tegder.has recovered from whatever sicknesses were
see that Questions #15 and #16 may form & subtex: on the . repdrted in #15, a mqst'plrusible {ntentyén. fhus. following
grounds of'syhiactté ;nd semantic parallelism. That 15.‘each . ' ' several well-eufablishea pragmatic principles, a Cooperative
begins "1?h an auxiltary verb, coatinues with an {nverted _ - Reader may wei{ 1néer that #16 is designed to elicit new
: . . : '
sub ject &ég and avgtme adverbial, and ends with verb phrase . information {f and. only {f thg answer to #{5 is afftpmac}ve.
: materta}/pertA(ntng to health. Parallelism has iong been . S an affirmative answer to #16 folloytng.neceasariiy from a
g - . . . - . ;
known %o be‘a-saitent.lingutsptc feature;. see, for example, : ' neg:the answer to #15. //

. Kuno<j97ﬁ. Following the Parallelism Principle, hearers

. N
‘ .

-1ntefpret a sentence aon the basis of .the preceding sentence, "'_ 4.Caveat linguist.

wﬁeiuvthe two gentences exhtbttlbanallel utructure. (See also co. . ! ~ Finally, 1 should 1like fg tuYh_noQ to certain'prohlems l
Prince 1981.) If, on the basis of the Maxim of Relation and . ’ that a iinguist serving as expert wltnéss may encounter.

'ghe Parallelism Princtple. the Coopeéative;Reader construes '_ . First, linguiéts Iffer cructatly fr;m all other dxpefts In

éuaatlons #15 and #106 as forming a subtext, s/hr will ) . . that their domain, language, {is éxpflcltly tuken to be the
“presumably attend to the two points of contrast in the two . domain of the conrt. That (&, the law holds that aﬁy English

, . ;
6 _ o, . : BV

. | . . o _ '. ' ' o A " ; " S 4 | | I ! .
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\

. speaker 18 an expert on English and that the ultimate decision

regarding th; larguage of some English text réskdes with the
court. In the case discussed here, the defendant’s lawyer
spgnt_é good deal of tim; making that pql&t_in an attempt to
prevent me from being admitted e; a witness.
me, the juage admitted me, with the stipulatioq that she uf
course would make the decision as to what the “ext 'ﬁeanf' but

that she would hear what 1 had to say. This is, of course,

quite different from other fieids of expertise, e.g.

, medicine, where the coﬁrt has no legally assigned compectence.

" A 'second potential problem resides in who the expert
witness’ hearers are. In'this instance, I was addressing the
judge. Mad there been a jury, such a technical exposition

would not have been appropriate. The lawyer for whom I was

- working in fact wanted a.highly technical testimony, sinée/hé'

foresaw the issue of who has linguistic expertise and He /

wanted me to sound ‘like an expert’. Obviously, it is ﬁucﬂ
. . : - / J

easier for a linguist to present a technical exposition qhén a

'nontéchnicalﬂone, and 4 jury trial would have been far more

diffic;lt.IQI

Third, linguists and lawyers speak somewhat different
languages, n.fnct linguists mu;t keep in mind. The law sces A
text as"we;nlng something’, in contrast to at least the
position taken by Radical Pragmatics, whereby a hearer/rcader
constructs an undurstand}ng on the this of some.text in _: |
accordance Wwith a vériery of principles, #trategies, and

Thus 1t was impossible for me to answer the

frequently posed question, What does this really mean?, except

- 18

<0 |

Foftunately for -

’

by res;ating my pogitfgn. A second crosscultiural diffe;enco
{n lexicn} rather thap cnnceptual; the term ggplﬁgggg is a
technical term for both the law and linguistics, but the two "
flelds define it differently. "Basically, for the law, a text
that. does not clearly ‘mean somctﬁing’ is decemed gg&iﬂyggi,
close to what a3 linguist would call Lliﬁformegolsl This becanme
relevant during the discussion o%_Question #1'5, when 1 was
askeéd if the second ﬁart of it w;s ambjgﬁops, Alfhough it may

be 80 from the point of view of the law, it of coufﬁe.is not

from my po#n: of view, Thus, I explained what meiguoug means

to a linguist, pointing out that the term applies to a

wellformed sentence which; for lexical or structural reasons,
has more than one logical form, e.5. Flying planes can, be
dangerogﬁ. By tils definition, the second part of #15 is not

v

ambiguous, It is, however, what I would call pragmatigal]

1}1£3£ﬂ£g, or infelicitous. [n a Himilar vein, 1t had to be
mndv.cleni fhat Question #13 is not.tochnically ambiguous,
althoﬁgh ii might be considered vague, such vaguonessinot,
h?NFVQT, considered to constitute any illf{ormedness.

.In Fonclusion; it is hoped that'theorecicai IMnguists of
d{fferent subfields will incrpasingly be calleq;upon to serve

as expert witnesscs in legal.proceedings and that our speciﬂl

trafning will atd us in bridging iho 6rosscq1tural and

crosslinguistic differences that we will c¢ncounter when we get

to courte14]
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Notea'

*Thié paﬁef was presented at.NHAVE—X, Univ. of Pennsylvania,
¢ Philadélphia, Pa; October 2;,i1981. I should l1ike to thank
Anne Walker for he; good ;dvipe.
- [l]Thfg strateéy was suggested by M. Hepps, Esq. -
[2]0f‘cour3e. a jury tr#al may not have required a:
11ngulst¥u services Jn tﬁia cage, thé plaintiff being a far
more aympathetiq party than th; defendant, which 1is presumably

'

why the defendant chose not to have one.

[3]Black’s Law Dictionary, for exanple, defines ambiguity

as 'doubtfulﬁens; qOublenelu.of meaning. Duplicity,
indistinctness, or uncertainty of meaning of an.expression
used 1n a written instrument. Want of {leafnehu or
definitene-s; difficult to conpreheﬁd or'dintingu}uh; of
doubt ful imporet.’ (p.105). . . °
[4])0ne final optimistic note, Q{:h a potentially’

diucouragfng addendum: ‘The pl;inpiff'won. However, the

' insurance company is currently ;ppelling the decision, the.
main argument being that tﬁg judgellhould nat.hAQe heard my

testimony.
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