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Abstract

This study of presupposition is a shift from the preoccupation with reference assignment to proper nouns and definite expressions.  It is also not concerned with the projection problem for presuppositions, neither is it involved with drawing a framework for bridging inferences.  The attempt here is to take a view of the discursive processes of meaning construction, by investigating how background knowledge, shared beliefs and common ground structure and constrain discourse comprehension.  In this paper I make only brief statements about the importance of presupposition research for the understanding of discourse, intertextuality, the dialogic nature of language, and narrative/fictional worlds.  I then describe an ongoing experiment, which is meant to access the background knowledge readers make use of when they read and make sense of narrative texts.  

Introduction

Presupposition theories seem to give recognition to the fact that there exists a gap between linguistic form and the meaning representation that is constructed from it.  Most theories of presupposition focus on that aspect of language which is held to be implicit in the format of discourse and which should be accessed and considered relevant before communication can be coherent and meaningful.  The long history of presupposition scholarship has featured philosophical and linguistic investigations into the nature of reference, truth-value and semantic theory.  The present study however focuses on the extent to which presupposition research can throw light on discourse interpretation and on the dialogic nature of language.  The shift here is that there is now the attempt to study the phenomenon of presupposition by empirically observing people making sense of discourse while they are reading narrative texts. 

Presupposition, possible worlds and fictional worlds

Presupposition theory was basically meant to clarify issues relating to reference and existence (eg. Frege 1892/1952).  Studies into the notion may be recognised as forming part of the general philosophical inquiry into problems relating to possibility, existence and non-existence.  Frege for instance called to mind the possible split between intension and the extension of words, resulting from existential presuppositions, and the shaky nature of the adherence to the classical logic of bivalence.  The legitimacy of a third truth value: neither true nor false, brings into focus such concepts as possible worlds, necessity and possibility, non-existence, counterfactuality, cross world identity and epistemic worlds.  As a result of the philosophical investigation into the nature of existence and reference, literary theorists have begun to use concepts derived from philosophical logic in general and the framework of possible worlds in particular (see Ronen 1994:19).  Ronen explains that the development of a conceptual frame of possible worlds seems to offer a new outlook on the problem of fictionality, the ontology of the fictional world and fictional objects, and on generic problems such as realism.  Ronen points out that the basic intuition of possible worlds is that there are other ways in which things could have been; that there exist other possible states of affairs.  Philosophers use possible world concepts in order to describe the world as a complex modal structure consisting of sub-systems of various degrees of possibility (accessibility) relative to the world actually obtaining.

Literary theorists use possible worlds because notions of possibility and alternativity enable them to examine accessibility relations between fictional worlds and reality.  Non-actual possibilities make perfectly coherent systems to which one can refer.  By showing that talk about things that are not actual is talk about possible worlds, philosophical discourse provides a convenient way to describe non-actual yet coherent systems.  Approaching the problem of fictionality with the framework of possible worlds not only assumes an ability to refer to non-actualised alternatives but also explore fiction as one of the various modal possibilities that orbit the actual world.  It is assumed in literary studies that most literary works especially narrative ones construct fictional worlds.  The fictional world, according to Dolezel,

Is a macro-structural concept, and as such provides a general frame for interpreting semantically the particular constituents and aspects of the literary text.  In other words, the interpretation of a text starts with proposing a hypothesis about the global characteristics of its fictional world.  Within its global hypothesis interpretation of particular constituents of the text’s meaning are accommodated. (Qtd in Hua 1991:252)

It will be noted however, that fictional worlds are characterised by gaps, indeterminacy and incompleteness.  It is the actual world that provides the format of inferences needed to flesh out the fictional world.  But contemporary literary theorists (e.g. Eco 1979, 1990) do not regard the actual world as a stable ontology.  It is common for literary theorists to refer to the actual world in terms of an encyclopaedia.  Encyclopaedic knowledge comes as a shared communal knowledge, which may differ between cultures, social groups, and historical epochs.  The role of presupposition in accessing encyclopaedic knowledge is crucial.  Dolezel (1995) has argued that inference from presupposition is a major source of inference for fictional world construction and reconstruction.  Eco (1990) points out that presupposition terms invoke a format of encyclopaedia, which is able to furnish elements of the so-called world knowledge.  Such an encyclopaedia is a working hypothesis, a semiotic postulate that allows the formulation of representations needed to interpret a given text or class of texts.  Eco hypothesises that for every text there is a system that organises the possible inferences of that text and this system can be represented in a presupposed encyclopaedic format.  The partial and relative nature of encyclopaedic knowledge combining with the indeterminacy of the fictional world makes meaning construction a risky activity of negotiation, dependent on the kind of knowledge the speaker presumes to be in possession of the hearer.  Therefore the texture and density of the fictional world constructed from texts depend on the degree to which this presumed knowledge is present in the hearer.

Presupposition theory and discourse study

As part of the philosophical debates on the notion of presupposition, Strawson (1964:237) had to make a distinction between ‘presupposition’ and ‘assertion,’ and this is significant for the study of discourse and pragmatics.  Strawson believed that when an empirically assertive utterance is made with an informative intention there is usually, at least very often the presumption (on the side of the speaker) of knowledge (in possession of audience) of empirical facts relevant to the particular point to be imparted in the utterance.  He held the view that it cannot be part of the speaker’s intention to inform the audience of the existence of a particular of that name.  The speaker presumes that the audience is already in possession of that knowledge, and the name is not part of what he asserts; it is rather a presupposition of asserting what he asserts.  This philosophical distinction can be said to map onto the pragmatic distinction between old/new information (Prince 1981), the theme/rheme distinction (Halliday 1967) and Eco’s (1990) background/foreground distinction.  The notion of presupposition therefore has validity if language is seen as a format for the interplay between knowledge held as given and information treated as new.  Language in this construal is a kind of dialogue between presupposition and assertion, the implicit and the explicit, the stable and the contingent, and the interplay between which makes meaning possible.  

Presupposition, intertextuality and The dialogic nature of language

The intermingling from different sources in the format of language recalls Bakhtin’s idea of dialogism.   Kristeva (1969, cited in Agger 1992) examined Bakhtin’s concepts of dialogue and ambivalence and ascribed to him the discovery that every text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations as it absorbs and transforms other texts.  She dwells on Bakhtin’s conception of the literary word, which for him was an intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point (a fixed meaning), as dialogue among several writings: that of the writer, the addressee (or the character), and the contemporary or earlier cultural context.  Kristeva notes that by introducing the status of the word as a minimal structural unit Bakhtin situates the text within history and society, which are then seen as texts read by the writer, and into which he inserts himself by rewriting them.  In Kristeva’s analysis of Bakhtin, diachrony is transformed into synchrony and in the light of this transformation linear history appears as an abstraction.  Bakhtin imputes to the literary word three coordinates of dialogue, which are the writing subject, addressee, and the exterior texts.  The word’s status is thus horizontally defined as belonging to the writing subject and the addressee, as well as vertically as oriented to the anterior or synchronic literary corpus.  Bakhtin considered writing as the reading of an anterior literary corpus and the text as absorption of and a reply to another text.  This is what makes valid his idea of the polyphonic nature of texts. 

The format of the presupposition theory gives recognition to the polyphonic nature of language since it allows access to current discourse texts that are exterior to it and predate it.  Jonathan Culler (2002) notes that for a text to be significant it must stand in a relationship to a body of discourse, an enterprise which is already in place, other projects and thoughts which it implicitly takes up, prolongs, cites, refutes and transforms.  This function, according to him, is served by the text’s presuppositions.  It seems that presuppositions allow certain portions of all other discourses, images and texts created before, to become salient within the texture of the current discourse and to admit new discourse into the fabric of discourse already stored in common memory.  Culler discusses presupposition in relation to the idea of intertextuality.  According to him intertextuality has a double focus.  On the one hand it calls to mind the importance of prior texts, insisting that the autonomy of texts is a misleading notion and that if a work has the meaning it has, it is only because certain things have already been written.  Yet in so far as it focuses on meaning, intertextuality leads us to consider prior texts as contributions to a code, which makes possible the various effects of signification.  Intertextuality thus becomes less a name for a work’s relation to particular prior texts than a designation of its participation in the discursive space of culture: the relationship between a text and the various languages or signifying practices of a culture and its relation to those texts which articulate for it the possibilities of that culture.  Culler argues that the study of intertextuality is then not the investigation of sources and influences, as traditionally conceived, it casts its net wider to include anonymous discursive practices and codes whose origins are lost, and which make possible the signifying practices of later texts.  Intertextuality in this light is the consideration of all texts as products of the culture in which they were created and within which they may be maximally interpreted.  

Porter’s (2002) definition of presupposition also identifies the notion as a type of intertextuality.  He sees presupposition as “assumptions a text makes about its referents, its readers and its context, to portions of the text that are read but not explicitly ‘there.’”  Porter explains that texts contain a number of phrases or images familiar to the audience or presuppose certain audience attitudes, which allows the intertext to exert its influence partly in the form of audience expectations.  It is for this reason the reader is responsible for the creation of the text as much as the writer.  

Presupposition and culture

The idea of a communally shared encyclopaedia linked to presupposition triggers construes presupposition inference as a dialogic interaction between the individual and the community, the private and the public, mind and culture.  This logic calls to mind the Vygotskyian idea of semiotic mediation (e.g. Vygotsky 1978).  Vygotsky believed in an ecological view of cognition.  Cognition for him transcends the mental into the social.  He stressed the importance of cultural tools of cognition.  Culture from this point of view may be thought of as an ensemble of representations (classifications, schemes, models, competences) the possession of which makes an individual a member of the cultural group (see Sperber and Hirschfeld 1999).  Some recent works on culture integrate evolutionary and cognitive perspectives.  Sperber (1985, 1996) has argued for an epidemiological approach to culture.  According to this approach cultural facts are not mental facts but distribution of mental and public facts in human populations.  Social sciences and anthropology tend to approach the relationship between culture and mind in a more radical way.  Quite commonly the claim is not just that cultural factors affect mental activity; it is that the human mind is socially and culturally constituted.  Minds are not natural systems informed and transformed by culture, they are made by culture and differently so by different cultures.   Geertz (1973) writes,

The concept of culture I espouse is a semiotic one.  By believing with Max Weber that man is an animal suspended on webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it is therefore not experimental science in search of a law, but an interpretive one in search of meaning.

Geertz insists that culture is public because meaning is public.  This understanding of culture goes with a strong individuation of individual cultures.  So understood, cultures are viewed as not just being different environments but different worlds differing from each other in arbitrary ways.  This is the cultural relativism argued by the Sapir-Whorfian hypothesis.  On such a view cognition can be understood only by an analysis of the linguistic and cultural structures which support it.

Many sociologists believe that culture is embedded in language and in everyday practices and therefore constrains cognition.  D’Andrade (1995) for example believes in what he refers to as “automatic cognition”.  In this routine, everyday cognition relies heavily on culturally available schematic knowledge structures that represent objects or events and provide default assumptions about their characteristics, relationships and entailments under conditions of incomplete information.  The work of Gumperz (e.g. 1982) indicates that people from different cultures may share grammatical knowledge of language but differently contextualise what is said to the extent that different meanings are produced.  In Gumperz’s view speakers, as members of social and cultural groups, use language in a way to reflect not only their group-based identity but also to provide continual indices as to what they are, what they want to communicate and how they know how to do so.  Gumperz maintains that situated inferences require interpersonal involvement and the maintenance of involvement requires that certain linguistic and social-cultural knowledge be shared.  For Gumperz, language is an index to background cultural understandings that provides hidden but nonetheless critical knowledge about how to make inferences.

The study of the linguistic phenomenon of presupposition is therefore is not merely a study of reference assignment to proper nouns or definite descriptions; neither is it an attempt to draw a framework for bridging inferences.  It is an attempt to take a view of the discursive activity of meaning construction, how background knowledge, beliefs and experience intervene in the discursive processes of meaning construction, constrain and structure the understanding of texts.  It is also to study how public knowledge and culture get mediated into individual understanding and construction of self identities when subjects are making sense of literary discourse.  It is for this reason that in this study I have proceeded to investigate the how readers from different cultural backgrounds access cultural intertexts, which are embedded and presupposed in discourse when they are reading narrative texts.

Accessing cognitive data

The methodological challenge which research of this kind has to confront involves designing a procedure to access experimental data of human cognition.  It is to develop a model that will objectify the activity of meaning construction without degrading or contaminating the underlying processes.

Discourse psychologists have attempted to tap the processes that occur during reading.  Graesser, Mills & Zwaan (1997) have noted that experimenters can test psychological theories of human cognition and behaviour by systematically creating story worlds, controlling several variables and observing the comprehenders’ response.  Some psychologists of them have used eye-tracking devices, naming latencies and linguistic probes.  Most of these studies (for instance Graesser and Clark 1984, Graesser et al 1994, Trabasso et al 1989, Suh & Trabasso 1993, Singer and Hallordson 1996) have been concerned with accessing on-line comprehension processes.  These researchers have shifted from the focus on the product of comprehension to focusing on the process of comprehension.  The interest in these studies has been on textual and extra-textual inferences, but they have concentrated on such issues as spatiality, temporality, causality, and character objective.  It seems that socio-cultural knowledge, that holds the lid on literary intertexts, shared beliefs, implicit knowledge and presuppositions, has not featured in these studies.  In the current study the focus has not merely been to account for the strategies readers use for comprehension, it is to access those cultural specific knowledge structures which impel and validate those comprehension strategies.  I have therefore found it useful to collect protocols from readers from different cultural backgrounds in order to study how differential access to cultural intertexts and other implicit material in narrative texts can constrain discourse understanding.

Protocol Analysis

Long and Bourg (1996) have noted that psychologists generally agree that verbal protocols provide useful information about the psychological mechanisms and knowledge structures that underlie cognitive tasks.  As Charles Schmidt (2002) has noted, the use of verbal protocols was pioneered and championed by Newell and Simon.  The procedure involves participants verbalising their thoughts while engaged in a primary task such as reading.  Newell and Simon believed that the procedure allowed a systematic collection of those types of observations that could be used to test information processing models of human reasoning.  Pritchard (1990) has observed that the collection of verbal protocols grew out of the belief that certain psychological processes were only accessible through self-observation; hence the methodology was referred to as introspection since it was thought to be the manner in which the mind observed its own processes.  

But there have been doubts expressed about the validity and reliability of verbal protocols (see for instance Nisbett and Wilson 1977).  Some psychologists insisted that people have no access to the higher order cognitive processes.  Even those cognitive scientists who found some use for protocol data cautioned against viewing verbal reports as substitutes for the events they describe.  Some researchers (e.g. Long and Bourg 1996) argue that protocol analysis by itself provides limited information about the processes involved in silent reading and that the procedure may helpfully be used to generate hypotheses that may be verified by use of other measures.  Ericson and Simon (1980, 1984/1993), who actually formalised verbal protocols as a research methodology, distinguished between talk and thought, and became concerned with developing strategies that will prevent the talk from altering the normal processes of thought.  Ericson and Simon developed their model of protocol analysis within the framework of information processing, which characterises comprehension as an inner process, which talk can only very poorly mediate.  In the discursive framework this distinction has no psychological reality.  Thought, and for that matter, any cognitive phenomenon like belief or knowledge, has psychological reality only in talk and is constituted and framed only in language.  Again there is no need to assume that verbal protocols will faithfully represent cognitive processes that occur during silent reading.  The two are very different discursive processes and should logically lead to the construction of different formats of meaning.  Furthermore, one may consider the preoccupation with the validity and reliability of protocol data as part of the usual anxieties researchers have over new and emerging frameworks.  There is as yet no reported study that invalidated the hypothesis generated by use of verbal protocols (e.g. Long, Golding & Graesser 1992). 

Research design

The Ericson and Simon procedure involved giving a task to participants and asking them to verbalise their thoughts as they performed the task.  They recommended the use of only a minimum thinking aloud prompt; in its simplest form just the words, “keep talking”.  Their design is practically inadequate if the interest is not merely to monitor the subject’s reasoning processes in the problem solving task but to get readers to verbalise all the strategies and knowledge they employ in order to understand a text.  Such an interest requires a greater control in design than the Ericson and Simon model would allow.

Participants in the present study were asked to read two short stories.  Even though they read the entire stories, the texts were broken into several units, each of which was supposed to present a particular situation in the story.  The units were sequentially produced on individual pages on the right side of a landscape format.  This was to slow down the reading process and to allow participants time to verbalise all their thoughts.  Additionally on the left side of the pages were questions basically dealing with the why, how, and what, of the events being presented in the story.  Even though these questions were used, the research was not designed to be a Question and Answer protocol.  Comprehension is supposed to be an explanation driven process and those questions used in the research were those readers are always likely to pose themselves.  Additionally readers were encouraged to ask themselves such questions as they may find necessary for the understanding of what is going on, and endeavour to find answers to them.  The stories were bound into a volume with spiral spine to facilitate flipping through the pages backward and forward.

Participants met the test administrator in three different sessions.  At the first sessions, where they were in groups of three or four, participants were briefed on what is required in a think aloud activity.  This was found necessary since thinking aloud is not something people normally do.  The prologue of Scot Fitzgerald’s short story, “May Day”, was used for a demonstration and practice exercise.  The prologue was divided into four units and printed on the right side of the sequential pages in the landscape format with reading questions on the left side of the page.  The test administrator read the first page while thinking aloud and responding to the reading questions.  Participants were then asked to take turns in reading the remaining pages.  They were encouraged to be actively involved in the reading process, allowing their knowledge, experiences, memories, beliefs, prejudices, likes and dislikes, etc, to guide their protocols.  Participants were encouraged to make their verbalisations concurrent with their readings.  They were to respond to words, phrases and sentences that recalled memories, experiences, and elicited any feelings from them.  They were at least not to turn to the next page until they had responded to the reading questions on the left side of the page.  The reading was self-paced to allow readers to verbalise all that they could think of before moving to the next page.  

There were two experimental sessions during which readers met the test administrator individually for periods lasting between one and a half to two hours.  When the participant started reading, the test administrator did not intervene at any stage until they had finished.  After the reading, participants were taken through a semi-structured interview.  Both the reading protocols and the interviews were recorded for transcription.

Participants

Since this study is supposed to be a cross-cultural investigation, participants were selected from the University of Ghana, Accra, and the University of Edinburgh.  First year undergraduate students were chosen for a number of reasons.  It was assumed that these students would be articulate enough to verbalise their thoughts effectively.  Since the language of verbalisation and for the interview was going to be English, it was necessary to control for differential linguistic competence.  Ghanaian first year undergraduate students have received instruction and have carried out most of their academic studies in English.  They are assumed to have reached the acrolectal level of competence in English at which the use of the second language is almost as automatic as the first language.  Also it is assumed that these eighteen year olds have been sufficiently inducted into their respective cultures by the normal processes of socialisation and school education.

The first phase of the research was carried out in Accra, at the Language Centre of the University of Ghana.  A notice was put up inviting volunteers to participate in the experiment.  Thirty students offered to participate, and eight females and seven males were selected at random.   By the end of the Accra phase of the research it had become obvious that the fifteen participants were too many, considering the volume of protocols that had been elicited from them.  It was also decided there was no need to attempt a balance of gender among the participants

The second phase of the research was carried out in Edinburgh and it involved seven female and three male students.  They were all first year undergraduate students.  

Materials

One Ghanaian and one Scottish short stories were chosen for the reading experiment.  The Ghanaian story was Ama Atta Aidoo’s “Something to talk about on the way to the funeral”, one of the stories in her collection, No sweetness here.  The Scottish text was “Dedacus” from A. L. Kennedy’s collection, Night geometry and the Garscaden trains.

The first consideration for the choice of the stories was that one should be Ghanaian and the other Scottish, since the cross-cultural study was to feature Ghanaian and Scottish participants and there was the need for texts that were products of the two cultural environments.  

“Something to talk about on the way to the funeral” is set in rural Ghana and recounts the tragic life of Auntie Araba, who was sent to live with a lady relative just before the onset of her puberty, but was soon sent back to the village after being found to have been made pregnant by the husband of the lady relative.  The bulk of the tale is a narrative of her struggle to live her life with dignity after her son was born, and of the emotional traumas inflicted on her by the son, resulting in her death.  There seems in this story to be an emerging dialectic between the city and the village, the educated and the uneducated, the big people of the city and the little people of the village.  The material destitution of the village matches well the moral bankruptcy of the city.  The tragedy of the tale is that there are interactions between the village and the city, between the big scholars and the uneducated little people, resulting in the further impoverishment of the little people in the village.

A. L. Kennedy’s “Dedacus” is a tale of abuse and exploitation of the small people of society by the social system that runs in favour of those who are not small.  It is the narrative of Jean, married to Brian, and yet sexually exploited by someone who certainly might be her boss at the work place.  After a romantic rendezvous with this person at a place near a cemetery, she walks home to her tired and injured husband, who is waiting for her in their little studio flat.

Another consideration that guided the choice of stories was length.  This study was meant to make use of complete narratives.  Since readers’ verbal protocols were to be collected while they read the entire narrative, there was the need to find a manageable story.  “Dedacus” is four pages long, while “Something to talk about” is six pages long.  Shorter narratives than these would have been ideal, but none could be found considering the circumstances.

The Ghanaian and Scottish students read the two texts at separate sessions, first the Scottish text and then the Ghanaian text.  The test administrator listened to all the participants as they read the stories and took notes, which served as the basis for the semi-structured interviews.  

It would be noticed that the two phases of the study would together yield between seventy-five to a hundred hours of verbal protocols.  This overwhelming amount of data is not likely to allow a complete study in a research of this kind.  For this reason it has been decided that the protocols of five readers would be selected each from the Edinburgh and Accra students.  This would leave us with between thirty to forty hours of verbal protocols for transcription and analysis. 

There will be a content analysis of the protocols and this will focus on a group difference analysis.  The attempt will be to make a statistical quantification of the comprehension of the different groups of readers.  The content analysis should also throw light on the strategies readers adopt to make sense of the texts they read: how they make use of the narrative’s intertexts, and what they do when they cannot access the implicit material presupposed in the texts.  There will also be a qualitative analysis of the protocols.  This will be an attempt to determine the discursive processes the readers adopt to construct their individual identities when they read the texts.

Conclusion

This study is meant to shift from what has been the central pre-occupation of presupposition scholarship: the projection problem.  The interest here is much closer to what should be the procedural problems of presupposition study- its importance in the understanding of natural discourse.  The interdisciplinary nature of this research is in the fact that while dealing with a concept that emerged from purely philosophical investigations, there is the attempt here to track the role of presupposition in the discursive process of making meaning from narrative texts.  Materials were chosen from narrative literature because of the importance of narrative for the understanding of knowledge representation and the construction of self identities.  Even though the framework here is discursive, it has been found useful to adopt the procedures developed by cognitive psychologists to access the processes and strategies that underlie discourse comprehension.  The analysis of the data so obtained should yield good understanding of the how readers access a narrative’s intertexts and other implicit and presupposed material to construct fictional worlds that should support their comprehension of literary texts.  This analysis should be helpful not only to researchers of discourse understanding, but also to teachers and students of literature. 
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