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25. Bridging!

Herbert H. Clark

Nixon, not long before he was deposed, was &uoted as saying at a news
conference, ‘I am not a crook.” We all saw immediately that Nixon shouldn’t
have said what he said. He wanted to assure everyone that he was an honest man,
but the wording he used was to deny that he was a crook. Why should he deny
that? He must have believed that his audience was entertaining the possibility
that he was a crook, and he was trying to disabuse them of this belief. But in so
doing, he was tacitly acknowledging that people were entertaining this pos-
sibility, and this was something he had never acknowledged before in public.
Here, then, was a public admission that he was in trouble, and this signalled a
change in his public posture. My inferences about Nixon’s utterance stopped
about there, but I am sure that the knowledgeable White House press corps went
on drawing further inferences. In any event we all took this utterance a long
way.

This is an example par excellence of a basic problem for theories of under-
standing natural language: How do listeners draw inferences from what they
hear, what direction do they take their inferences, and when do they stop? In this
particular example, at least most listeners began, tacitly, drawing the same line
of inferences, but at a certain point, the lines diverged and went on to many
different stopping pomts But is this description gencral? Could listeners go on
drawing inferences ad infinitum? And ultimately, is drawing inferences as a part
of comprehension a describable process, one with specifiable constraints?

In this brief paper I would like to discuss a certain class of inferences in
comprehension that may provide some general lessons about the problem of
drawing inferences. The inferences I will discuss are ones the speaker intends the
listener to draw as an integral part of the message, and so they are a rather special
type. Following Grice’s (1975) terminology, I will refer to them as implicatures,
since they have all the characteristics of other implicatures. I will draw three
lessons about these implicatures. (1) Implicatures of this kind originate in an
1 This paper originally appeared in R. C. Schank and B. L. Nash-Webber (eds.) Theoretical Issues in
Natural Language Processing. Preprints of a conference at MIT (June 1975).
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left, find an event of someone leaving in memory from the first sentence, and
then integrate the New information into memory as he should.

In the more typical case, however, the listener will fail at step 2 of the strategy
—he won’t find such an Antecedent directly in memory. When this happens, he
is forced to construct an Antecedent, by a series of inferences, from something
he already knows. Consider sequence (2):

(2) In the group there was one person missing. It was Mary who left.

In this sequence the first sentence doesn’t mention anyone’s leaving, so there is
no direct Antecedent for the Given information X left of the second sentence.
The listener must therefore bridge the gap from what he knows to the intended
Antecedent. He might note that it would follow that one person in the group
would be missing if that person had left. It must be that the speaker was referring
to that person by the Given information X left and that the listener was supposed
to work this out by drawing this inference. In short, the listener assumes the
speaker meant to convey two things: (1) the implicature The one person was
missing because that person left, and (2) the latter clause contains the intended
Antecedent of the Given information in the second sentence X left.

In its most general form, then, the Given—-New Contract goes something like
this:

Given—New Contract: The speaker agrees to try to construct the Given and

New information of each utterance in context (a) so that the listener is able to

compute from memory the unique Antecedent that was intended for the

Given information, and (b) so that he will not already have the New infor-

mation attached to the Antecedent.

The Listener in turn knows, then, that the speaker expects him to have the
knowledge and mental wherewithal to compute the intended Antecedent in that
context, and so for him it becomes a matter of solving a problem. What bridge
can he construct (1) that the speaker could plausibly have expected him to be able
to construct and (2) that the speaker could plausibly have intended? The first part
makes the listener assess principally what facts he knows and the second what
imphicatures he could plausibly draw.

Bridging — the construction of these implicatures —is an obligatory part of the -
process of comprehension. The listener takes it as a necessary part of under-
standing an utterance in context that he be able to identify the intended referents
(in memory) for all referring expressions. All referring expressions are Given
information, and so the listener feels it necessary to succeed in applying the
strategy outlined above, since it identifies the intended referents. In most
instances, the success of this strategy requires the listener to bridge, to construct
certain implicatures, and so he takes these implicatures too as a necessary part of
comprehension. In short, he considers implicatures to be intrinsic to the
intended message, since without them the utterance could not refer.
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Consequences

(34) John fell. What he did was break his arm.
(35) John came to the party early. The one he saw first was Mary.
(36) John met Sally. What he did was tell her about Bill.

The approximate implicature for (34) is as follows:

(34") John did something because he fell; that something is the Antecedent to
what hff did.

The sequences in (35) and (36) have similar implicatures, ones that also depend
on the Antecedent’s being taken as the consequence of the event mentxoned in
the first sentence.

Concurrences

(37) John is a Republican. Mary is slightly daft too.
(38) John is a Republican. Mary isn’t so smart either.
(39) Alex went to a party last night. He’s going to get drunk again tonight.

For (37) the implicature is approximately this (see Lakoff, 1971):

a7 All Republicans are slightly daft; therefore, John is slightly daft, which is
the Antecedent to the Given information someone other than Mary is slightly

daft.

In all three of these sequences, the listener is expected to draw the implicature
that being in one state, or doing one event, necessanly entails the concurrence of
another state, or event.

These are four general ways, then, in which the listener can bridge from an
event or state mentioned in the first sentence to an Antecedent in the second.
These bridging relations turn out to be very common, especially in narratives.
‘The most common, perhaps, is the consequence, which pops up between one
sentence and the next every time chronological order is conveyed. The Given
information of the second sentence is taken as a consequence to the event
mentioned in the first.

Determinacy in bridging

In principle, bridges need not be determinate. One could, if one had the time and
inclination, build an infinitely long bridge, or sequence of assumptions, to link
one‘event to the Antecedent of the next. In (39), for example, we assumed that
every time Alex goes to a party he gets drunk. But we could have assumed
instead that every time he goes to a party he meets women, and all women speak
in high voices, and high voices always remind him of his mother, and thinking
about his mother always makes him angry, and whenever he gets angry, he gets
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