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This paper provides an account of be going to and will within the framework of
Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986, 1995). Because of the range of interpreta-
tions derived from the use of these expressions in different contexts, many previous
accounts have characterized them as polysemous. This polysemy has been attributed to
semantic retention, whereby both old (lexical) and new (grammaticalized) meanings are
recovered in certain contexts. The aim of this paper is to demonstrate: (i) that although
be going to does exhibit semantic retention, in a relevance-theoretic framework this does
not entail polysemy, and (ii) that interpretations of will previously attributed to semantic
retention are, in fact, pragmatically derived, and hence will is also monosemous.

1 Introduction

There is a tradition in linguistics, and in linguistic semantics in particular, that
synchronic analysis should not have recourse to diachronic evidence; that is, you
can't explain the way things are by reference to the way things used to be. I shall call
this tradition the Saussurian tradition. There is also a tradition, which I shall call the
Gricean tradition, which is summarized in Grice's Modified Occam's Razor: senses
are not to be multiplied beyond necessity (Grice, 1989: 47). These traditions have
served linguistic semantics well, but in respect of be going to and will, both the
Saussurian tradition and the Gricean tradition appear inadequate. The problem is
that each of these expressions seems to convey more than one meaning (in violation
of the Gricean tradition), and that these different meanings can apparently be traced
back to the historical source of each expression (in violation of the Saussurian
tradition). It is the aim of this article to demonstrate that be going to and will are, in
fact, semantically monosemous, and that an adequate semantic account of these
expressions need not entail recourse to diachronic evidence.

After illustrating the problem in section 2, the theoretical framework within which
its solution will be formulated, Relevance Theory, will be introduced in section 3.
Sections 4 and 5 discuss be going to and will respectively, and section 6 concludes
with a summary and discussion.

2 The problem

The focus of this paper is the semantic characterization of two grammatical
markers: the be going to construction, and the modal auxiliary will. By a gramma-

' I am indebted to Bas Aarts and to two anonymous referees for comments on an earlier version of this
paper; all remaining errors are entirely my own.
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tical marker, I mean a linguistic device such as a stem change (e.g. the foot/feet
plural), an affix (e.g. the -ed past tense), an auxiliary (e.g. will) or a composite
construction (e.g. be going to) which encodes information relating to the interpreta-
tion of the expression with which it is associated. Grammatical markers encode
information relating, for example, to the person, number, case, etc. of noun phrases,
and the tense, modality, and aspect of verb phrases. Semantically, grammatical
markers express very general notions compared with expressions from the major
lexical categories, and there are correspondingly fewer of them. Syntactically,
grammatical markers are restricted in where they can occur (affixation being an
extreme case of this), and phonologically they often exhibit phonetically reduced
allomorphs (e.g. willl'lllwon't).

The accurate semantic characterization of grammatical markers such as the be
going to construction and the modal auxiliaries poses considerable problems. These
problems stem from the fact that a single grammatical marker, say the modal
auxiliary will, can give rise to various interpretations, depending on the context in
which it occurs. For example, different utterances containing instances of will may
be interpreted as referring to potential events with either present or future time
reference, as in (1) and (2), atemporal events, as in (3), habitual events, as in (4), and
as referring to the willingness of the subject to perform some action, as in (5):

(1) (There is a knock at the door) 'That'll be the postman.'
(2) I'll be back in a minute.
(3) Bleach will kill germs.
(4) Robins will defend their territories ferociously against rivals.
(5) Will you do the shopping?

In accounting for such differences in interpretation, a semanticist may adopt two
general approaches: will is either regarded as polysemous (e.g. Coates, 1983; Leech,
1987; Palmer, 1979; Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech & Svartvik, 1985) or as monosemous
(e.g. Ehrman, 1966; Haegeman, 1989; Lyons, 1977; Perkins, 1982, 1983). On the
polysemous approach, will is characterized as having more than one sense. An
addressee's task in interpreting an utterance containing an instance of will is to
determine which sense of will is intended; that is, an addressee must use contextual
clues and inferential reasoning to disambiguate will. If the monosemous approach is
adopted, will is characterized as encoding a single sense (say, that the situation or
event with which will is associated is to be interpreted as potential rather than as
actual), and the various interpretations of utterances containing will are viewed as
being inferred from this. Both these approaches necessitate an important role for
inferential interpretation, either in disambiguating between different senses of will,
or in recovering information not encoded by will, such as temporal reference.

Of particular interest are examples like (5), in which the willingness of the subject
to perform some action is in question. Whilst the differences in interpretation
between (1) to (4) concern differences in aspectual or temporal reference, (5)
expresses the notion of volition. The volitional interpretation of (5) is said to reflect
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the origin of will in Old English willan, a lexical verb expressing desire and volition
(cf. Bybee & Pagliuca, 1987: 112; Bybee, Perkins & Pagliuca, 1994: 16). Recourse to
the origins of will would appear to be a plausible way to account for the
idiosyncratic volitional overtone associated with example (5), even though to do so
runs counter to the Saussunan tradition of divorcing synchronic from diachronic
analysis.

Examples like (5) are problematic for polysemous accounts of grammatical
markers because it is difficult to isolate the specific semantic nuances which
distinguish, say, a supposed volitional sense of will from other nonvolitional senses.
In different contexts, (5) could be interpreted as a request for information about the
addressee's willingness to do the shopping, or as a request for information about the
likelihood of the shopping being done by the addressee (regardless of the addressee's
volition), or as a combination of the two. (5) also poses problems for monosemous
accounts of grammatical markers. From a relevance-theoretic perspective, Groef-
sema (1995), Klinge (1993) and Walton (1991) have argued that the epistemic,
deontic and dynamic interpretations of various English modal auxiliaries can be
derived through inferentially enriching a single semantically underdetermined sense
for each expression. However, at first sight it would appear that certain interpreta-
tions, such as the volitional interpretation of will in (5), are too specific and
idiosyncratic to be derived in this way.

Similar problems arise with the interpretation of utterances such as (6b) below
containing be going to. As a response to a request, the use of will (6a) may express
agreement on the part of the subject, that is, a willingness to respond positively to
the request ('Since you ask, I'll do it, but I hadn't been intending to'). In contrast,
the use of be going to (6b) may express a prior intention to perform the action
requested:

(6) A: Would somebody chair this afternoon's session, please?
(a) B: I'll do it.
(b) B: I'm going to do it.

In the following sections, I propose solutions to these problems within the relevance-
theoretic framework, which I shall first introduce. Given limitations of space and
purpose, what follows is a partial and selective account of Relevance Theory,
focusing on distinctions between two levels of interpretation: explicature and
implicature, and two types of linguistically encoded information: conceptual and
procedural (cf. Sperber & Wilson, 1986, 1995, and Wilson & Sperber, 1993).

3 Relevance theory

3.1 Explicature and implicature

Relevance Theory recognizes that inferential processing is important not only in
deriving implicatures, but also in determining the proposition expressed by an
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utterance. According to Gricean pragmatics, the proposition expressed, or what is
said, is determined through decoding the meanings of the words uttered along with
their syntactic configuration, plus the minimal amount of inferential processing
necessary to arrive at a truth-conditionally evaluable proposition. In practice, the
inferential processes involved consist of disambiguation and reference assignment.
On this view, what is said by an utterance of (7) is (8):

(7) I fell and twisted an ankle.
(8) The speaker fell and twisted an ankle (either her own or someone else's), but not

necessarily in that temporal order.

Further inferential enrichment of (7) results in the proposition in (9), which in the
Gricean framework is an implicature. (The identification of the ankle as the speak-
er's own, and of the temporal order of the events in the conjoined clauses, are
termed generalized conversational implicatures.) Further inferential enrichment, in
the light of the particular context in which (7) is uttered, yields a particularized
conversational implicature, such as (10):

(9) The speaker fell and then twisted her own ankle.
(10) The speaker cannot walk.

In Relevance Theory, (9) rather than (8) would be regarded as the proposition
expressed by (7) in most contexts. (9) is termed an 'explicature', in contrast to (10)
which is an implicature.This is so because (9) results from inferential enrichment of
the semantic information encoded in (7). Inferential enrichment involves not just
disambiguation and reference assignment, but also the resolution of vagueness and
the recovery of ellipted material. The proposition in (10) is an implicature because it
is an assumption which the speaker can be expected to have intended to commu-
nicate, and which is derivable from the proposition expressed (that is, (9)) together
with a particular context.

Because implicatures are derived through inference rather than through decoding,
they are cancellable. Similarly, because explicatures are derived through a combina-
tion of decoding and inference, any inferentially determined aspect of an explicature
(such as the temporal ordering of events in aW-conjoined clauses) is also cancellable
(see Carston, 1988 for further discussion). In the following examples, (11) illustrates
how the implicature in (10) is cancellable, and (12) illustrates how the temporal
order of events in (9) is also cancellable:

(11) I fell and twisted an ankle, but I can still walk.
(12) I fell and twisted an ankle, but not in that order.

3.2 Conceptual and procedural encoding

Relevance Theory distinguishes between two distinct types of linguistically encoded
information: conceptual and procedural. Procedural encoding was first posited
(Blakemore, 1987) to account for the behaviour of linguistic expressions such as so,
after all and but which do not contribute to the proposition expressed by the
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utterance containing them, but whose 'conventional meaning' determines an im-
plicature which can be derived from any utterance in which they occur (these
implicatures were termed 'conventional implicatures' by Grice). Blakemore pro-
posed that such expressions constrain the inferential processes by which implicatures
are derived:

On the one hand, there is the essentially conceptual theory that deals with the way in
which elements of linguistic structure map onto concepts - that is, onto constituents of
propositional representations that undergo computations. On the other, there is the
essentially procedural theory that deals with the way in which elements of linguistic
structure map onto computations themselves - that is, onto mental processes.

(Blakemore, 1987: 144, italics in original)

As mentioned above, Relevance Theory recognizes that inferential processing is
involved not only in the recovery of implicatures, but also in the recovery of the
proposition expressed by an utterance. It is therefore to be expected that procedural
encoding should constrain the inferential computations which result in the identifica-
tion of propositions as well as those which result in implicatures. Wilson & Sperber
(1993: 20) proposed that personal pronouns might perform such a function by
constraining the largely inferential process of reference assignment, and a similar
account is proposed for referring expressions in general by Ariel who argued that
'referring expressions are no more than guidelines for retrievals' (1988: 68). The
importance of inferential processing in reference assignment is illustrated in the
following examples, the interpretation of which depends on an addressee's knowl-
edge of the typical behaviour of people who are happy or who see others in distress:

(13) (a) Jane, hugged Mary, because she, was happy,
(b) Jane, hugged Mary, because shej was crying.

In some recent relevance-theoretic work (Haegeman, 1989; Klinge, 1993; Nicolle,
forthcoming) procedural accounts of tense and modality markers have been
proposed. Given the parallels drawn in the literature between pronominal and
temporal anaphora (Carston, 1988; Partee, 1973, 1984) and between pronominal
anaphora and modality (Roberts, 1989), this is not surprising. Both pronominal and
temporal reference are determined largely inferentially, as is the existential status of
situations and events (that is, whether they are to be represented as actual, verified
or unverified, hypothetical, conditional, etc.). Just as pronominal expressions merely
guide addressees towards their intended referents, so do tenses underdetermine the
temporal reference of situations and events. For example, in (13), the pronoun she
constrains the inferential process of reference assignment, which helps to determine
the proposition expressed ((13a) is truth-conditionally distinct from (13b)), and the
past tense suffix, -ed, constrains the inferential process of temporal reference assign-
ment (which also helps to determine the proposition expressed). Similarly, will in
examples (1) to (4) (repeated below) contributes to the identification of the proposi-
tions expressed without fully determining the intended temporal or aspectual
reference of the events referred to:
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(1) (There is a knock at the door) 'That'll be the postman.'
(2) I'll be back in a minute.
(3) Bleach will kill germs.
(4) Robins will defend their territories ferociously against rivals.

As a result of these considerations, I will characterize be going to and will as
exponents of procedural encoding, constraining the inferential processing of con-
ceptual representations of situations and events (which, following Klinge, 1993 and
Nicolle, 1997, will be referred to as 'situation representations' or SRs). In the
following sections, I will determine the procedural semantic content of be going to
and will respectively, and account for apparent cases of polysemy in each expression
with reference to the relevance theoretic distinctions outlined above.

4 Be going to

4.1 Arguments for treating be going to as a future expression

In this section, I will argue against the claim made in Wekker (1976: 17), Klinge
(1993: 346) and Nicolle (1997: 362ff) that be going to does not function as a tense
auxiliary. In Klinge (1993) and Nicolle (1997), this amounts to saying that be going
to encodes conceptual information contributing to a situation representation (SR),
rather than procedural information constraining the inferential processing of a SR,
which would be the case if be going to were a tense auxiliary. Wekker (1976: 17)
presents three arguments against treating be going to as a tense auxiliary: (i) Be going
to is not normally used for displaced time marking; for example, the temporal
reference of 'The man sitting next to you is the mayor' can be 'displaced' by using
the past tense, 'The man sitting next to you last night was the mayor', i.e. he was the
mayor last night, but 'The man next to you this evening is going to be the mayor'
cannot mean that the man already is the mayor, (ii) Be going to cannot express
probability with present or past time reference, (iii) Tense is deictic, but be going to
does not require a temporal reference point. The first two considerations reflect the
unacceptability of (14):

(14) * They are going to have arrived two hours ago. (Klinge, 1993: 346)

However, the unacceptability of (14) can also be accounted for if we treat the be
going to construction as a composite grammatical marker consisting of two
components: a form of auxiliary be providing a constraint on the identification of a
temporal reference point (thereby answering, or at least qualifying, Wekker's third
argument, that be going to does not require a temporal reference point), and the
going to component indicating future time reference relative to this reference point.
Given this characterization, (14) can be represented by (15) in which the relations
between grammatical markers and the situation representations whose processing
they constrain is schematized in terms of operators having scope over SRs:

(15) NONPAST [sR3 GOING TO [SR2 PAST [sr, THEY ARRIVE TWO HOURS AGO]]]
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The PAST operator with immediate scope over the innermost SR (SRI) indicates
that SR 1 should be temporally located at some past time (as the temporal adverbial
phrase 'two hours ago' also indicates). The resulting SR (SR2) falls within the scope
of our putative future operator GOING TO, which in turn falls within the scope of a
NONPAST operator encoded by are (the third-person plural nonpast form of the
auxiliary be). Given the characterization of going to as a future marker, the SR of
which going to is part (SR3) must be temporally prior to SR2; that is, SR3 < SR2.
Now, in (15) the outermost (NONPAST) operator restricts the temporal reference of
SR3 to a time coreferential with or subsequent to the time of utterance (t0): SR3 >
to. Furthermore, SR2 is located at a time two hours prior to t0: t0 > SR2. Taken
together, these considerations give the following temporal relations: SR3 < SR2,
and SR3 > t0 > SR2. Since SR3 cannot be both prior to and subsequent to SR2,
(15) is contradictory, which accounts for the unacceptability of (14). (This holds
whether the temporal adverbial [TWO HOURS AGO] is incorporated within SRI, SR2
or SR3.)

In contrast, if the tense operator with scope over GOING TO is PAST, the resulting
sentence is acceptable:

(16) They were going to have arrived two hours ago.
(17) PAST [SR3 GOING TO [SR2 PAST [srl THEY ARRIVE TWO HOURS AGO]]]

The following temporal relations amongst the SRs are encoded in (17): Because
GOING TO is a future operator, SR3 must be temporally prior to SR2, hence SR3 <
SR2. SR3 is within the scope of a deictic PAST tense operator (was), hence SR3 < t0.
Because of the temporal adverbial in SR 1 and the PAST operator with scope over it,
SRI (and therefore SR2 also) is prior to t0, that is, SR2 < t0. These relations are
compatible as follows: SR3 < SR2 < to, hence (16) ought to be acceptable, which it
is. The above results are possible because be going to has been characterized as a
future expression (a future tense), contrary to what is claimed in Wekker (1976: 17),
Klinge (1993: 346) and Nicolle (1997: 362ff).2

4.2 Semantic retention in be going to

It has been observed that, in certain contexts, be going to may convey more than just
future time reference; in particular, 'prior intention' and 'current activity leading to
a future event' have been identified. Leech (1987: 59) writes that 'it is useful to
discriminate between two meanings, the future culmination of present intention',
which generally occurs with human subjects and agentive verbs, 'and the future
culmination of present cause', in which 'the train of events leading to the future
happening is already under way' (1987: 60):

(18) She's going to have twins, (i.e. She's already pregnant.)

2 Further arguments for viewing be going to as a future expression are provided in Bybee, Pagliuca &
Perkins (1991); Bybee et al. (1994); and Nicolle (forthcoming).
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Similarly, Palmer (1979: 121) suggests that nonpast forms of be going to indicate that
'there are features of the present time that will determine future events', including
present decision or intention and current activity leading to a future event. The same
basic distinction underlies Coates's (1983) identification of a 'root meaning' of be
going to, which she describes as 'intention with forethought' (Coates, 1983: 200), and
an 'epistemic meaning' in which 'some indication of the future event (or state)
referred to is present at the moment of speaking' (Coates, 1983: 201):

(19) I'm going to be sick!

As a result of both of these supposed meanings, it is suggested, be going to is often
used to refer to events in the immediate future (Coates, 1983: 204; Leech, 1987: 60;
Palmer, 1979: 122) or which are deemed to be inevitable (Palmer, 1979: 123).

In the accounts cited above, be going to is viewed as polysemous, having at least
two distinct meanings ('prior intention' and 'current activity'). This approach is
supported by the following two facts: first, both the prior intention and current
activity interpretations of utterances containing be going to contribute to the
propositions expressed by those utterances, and second, they are difficult to cancel,
which would not be the case if these interpretations were implicatures.

This point can be illustrated in the following examples. The notion of prior
intention is part of the proposition expressed by (20A), whether the intention is the
speaker's or some other agent's, as the alternative responses indicate:3

(20) A: Are you going to give a paper at the conference in July?
(a) B: I haven't decided yet.
(b) B: The organizers haven't decided yet.

Prior intention, once recovered, is also difficult to cancel, as the response in (2IB)
demonstrates (a response with w///as in (6a) would be appropriate, however):

(21) A: Would somebody chair this afternoon's session, please?
B: ? I'm going to do it, although I wasn't intending to.

Similarly, the notion of current activity leading to a future event is - when it is
recovered - part of the proposition expressed, and is also difficult to cancel.
Example (22) is unacceptable because having twins is an event which can only be
predicted once the 'current activity' (being pregnant) is under way (although a prior
intention reading would be possible with 'She's going to have a baby', as pregnancy
in general can be planned):

(22) ? She's going to have twins, but she isn't pregnant yet.

There are problems with the polysemous approach to be going to, however. First,
it is not always clear which sense of be going to is intended, and it is possible for a
single utterance to convey both prior intention and inevitability, as in (23) below:

(23) I'm going to finish marking these essays by five o'clock.

3 I am grateful to an anonymous referee for bringing this latter point to my attention.
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An utterance of (23) could express the speaker's intention to finish her marking by
five o'clock, or the speaker's belief that, given her progress so far, the marking will
be completed by five o'clock, or it could express both that the speaker intends to
finish her marking by five o'clock and that, given her progress so far, this is a
realistic prospect. If be going to really is polysemous, then, counterintuitively, (23) is
ambiguous and potentially also means two things at once.

The second problem for the polysemous approach concerns the status of the
future time reference expressed by be going to (established in section 4.1). Futurity is
explicit in the notion of current activity leading to a future event, and is presupposed
by prior intention since an intention to bring about some event presupposes that the
event in question is yet to occur. In certain futurate utterances, however, be going to
is freely interchangeable with will, and interpretations of prior intention or current
activity need not or cannot be derived:

(24) (a) Easter is going to be in April this year,
(b) Easter will be in April this year.

It is not clear how this 'pure future' meaning relates to the prior intention and
current activity meanings. Is it derivative from prior intention, or current activity, or
both? Is it encoded independently of either of these proposed meanings, or does (24)
encode, say, an underlying but unrecoverable current activity sense of be going toi

How would a monosemous relevance-theoretic approach deal with be going toi
The problems with the prior intention and current activity interpretations of be
going to are that they are not always recovered, but when they are, they contribute
to the proposition expressed and are not cancellable. If an interpretation contributes
to the proposition expressed, it may either be a directly encoded or a pragmatically
determined aspect of the explicature. If it is cancellable, like the temporal relations
between onJ-conjoined clauses (Carston, 1988), then it is pragmatic; if not, like the
prior intention and current activity interpretations of utterances containing be going
to, then it is encoded. However, if an interpretation is recovered by linguistic
decoding, it should be recoverable whenever the expression which encodes it is used,
unless the expression in question is polysemous. Since the prior intention and
current activity interpretations are not always recovered when be going to is used,
this would seem to suggest that be going to is polysemous after all.

One way of accommodating the notions of prior intention and current activity
within a monosemous characterization of be going to is through semantic retention.
Semantic retention reflects the process of grammaticalization, whereby grammatical
markers, like be going to, develop over time from words belonging to lexical
categories such as nouns, lexical verbs, or adjectives. Grammaticalization ultimately
leads to the loss of the semantic content of lexical source expressions, but until the
grammaticalization process is complete, a grammatical marker may exhibit semantic
retention, whereby 'certain more specific semantic nuances of the source construc-
tion can be retained in certain contexts long after grammaticization has begun'
(Bybeeetal., 1994: 16).
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Described in this way, semantic retention would appear to violate both the
Saussurian tradition that synchronic analysis should not have recourse to diachronic
evidence, and the Gricean tradition that senses should not be multiplied unnecessa-
rily (since old meanings are retained alongside new meanings). In keeping with the
synchronic approach, Ziegeler (1996, 1997) provides evidence that grammaticaliza-
tion is a by-product of the process of first language acquisition, since semantic
retention is evident in the speech of children acquiring a first language but not in
that of second language learners. Ziegeler argues that the historical changes involved
in grammaticalization parallel the stages of first language acquisition:

It is clearly the case that children in acquisition reflect and recapitulate, within a highly
accelerated time scale, the patterns of historical change in an entire speech community.
However, the similarity in the stages must eventually be attributed to the similarity in
the starting notions and source concepts from which the processes develop in the first
instance. (Ziegeler, 1997: 231)

Semantic retention need not, therefore, result in a violation of the Saussurian
tradition. With respect to the Gricean tradition, Nicolle (forthcoming) argues that a
developing grammatical marker which exhibits semantic retention need not be
polysemous, since it encodes two distinct types of information. All grammatical
markers, including be going to, encode procedural information, constraining infer-
ential processing (see section 3.2). The lexical sources of grammatical markers, on
the other hand, being or containing 'regular "content" words' (Wilson & Sperber,
1993: 19), give access to concepts, that is, they encode conceptual information. Since
it is semantic content akin to that encoded by these lexical source constructions
which is recovered when a grammatical marker exhibits semantic retention, any
grammatical marker which exhibits semantic retention must encode both procedural
and conceptual information, that is information constraining inferential processing
and information about a concept. Since these types of information play different
roles in utterance interpretation and are in no way mutually exclusive, the Gricean
tradition of semantic economy is upheld.

In the case of be going to, both the prior intention and current activity interpreta-
tions can be recovered through inferential enrichment of the conceptual information
encoded by the lexical source expression from which be going to has developed. The
development of be going to from the imperfective form of the lexical movement verb
go, plus allative to, can be reconstructed with reference to two semantic mechanisms
of change: generalization and the conventionalization of implicature. Generalization
involves the loss of one feature of the meaning of an expression, in this case the
notion of physical movement:

(i) physical progression:
the subject is in the process of progressing towards a physical goal

(ii) general progression:
the subject is in the process of progressing towards a goal

The goal towards which the subject is progressing is a physical location in (i) and
the realization of a further situation or event in (ii). Both of these are lexical rather
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than grammatical meanings. With further generalization, the agent in the process of
progressing towards a goal need not be identified with the subject (iii). If some agent
is progressing towards the realization of a further situation or event, the subsequent
realization of that situation or event is implied; the grammaticalization of be going to
as a marker of future time reference can be achieved through the conventionalization
of this implicature (iv):

(iii) general progression (lexical meaning):
the agent is in the process of progressing towards a goal

(iv) future time reference (grammatical meaning):
the agent will at some future time achieve a goal

Semantic retention in be going to arises as a result of decoding and inferentially
enriching the lexical source construction expressing general progression, the
semantic content of which is given in (iii). Clearly, if the agent is in the process of
progressing towards a goal, the agent is engaged in some current activity leading to a
future event. Furthermore, with appropriate agents, this 'general progression' or
ongoing activity may take the form of planning and intention, and hence the notion
of general progression may be inferentially enriched to give rise to a prior intention
interpretation.

This raises the question of why semantic retention is not exhibited every time be
going to is uttered. The answer is, I suggest, similar to the explanation of why only
one meaning of an ambiguous word is recovered during successful on-line lexical
disambiguation. Since the crossmodal priming experiments of Swinney (1979), it has
been widely accepted that alternative senses of ambiguous words are activated (or
accessed) even when a context selects for only one (the 'multiple access' model); the
inappropriate meanings of an ambiguous word are rapidly deactivated, however. (It
is, of course, possible for more than one sense of an ambiguous word to remain
activated when ambiguity is recognized.) Following the principle of relevance
(Sperber & Wilson, 1986, 1995), the sense which is recovered (as opposed to merely
being activated) and used during utterance interpretation will be the one which
achieves optimal relevance, that is, which results in adequate cognitive effects for
minimal processing effort. Similarly, when a grammatical marker capable of
exhibiting semantic retention is decoded, we would expect the conceptual informa-
tion it encodes to be automatically activated (or accessed). If, however, the
procedural information also encoded achieves adequate cognitive effects on its own,
the conceptual sense will be deactivated, that is, it will not be recovered for use in the
interpretation process, just as the inappropriate senses of ambiguous words are
deactivated. Alternatively, if optimal relevance is not achieved by the recovery of
procedural encoding alone, an addressee may recover the conceptual information
also encoded by a grammatical marker and use this in the interpretation of an
associated utterance. When this occurs, the grammatical marker exhibits semantic
retention. The procedural information encoded by a grammatical marker will
always be recovered since this does not add to the addressee's processing effort
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(procedural information in fact reduces processing effort by constraining the
inferential processes which an addressee would undertake anyway).

5 Will

The aim of this section is to demonstrate that a monosemous characterization of will
is possible. To this end, I shall distinguish will (the grammatical marker) from
homophonous but semantically and syntactically distinct forms, and very briefly
describe the procedural semantic content of will. I shall then discuss the volitional
interpretations often derived from the use of will, and demonstrate that these are
pragmatically determined aspects of the propositions expressed, rather than the
result of semantic retention, as has frequently been assumed. The discussion will
conclude with an account of the pragmatic processes by which volitional interpreta-
tions of will are derived.

5.1 Delimitation of the grammatical marker will

If we consider all of its senses, the word will is clearly ambiguous. In this paper,
however, we shall concern ourselves solely with will the grammatical marker, as
illustrated in examples (1) to (5), repeated below:

(1) (There is a knock at the door) That'll be the postman.
(2) I'll be back in a minute.
(3) Bleach will kill germs.
(4) Robins will defend their territories ferociously against rivals.
(5) Will you do the shopping?

To begin, it is necessary to distinguish will as used in (1) to (5) from homophonous
lexical and semimodal expressions, so as to exclude these from any discussion of the
semantics of the grammatical marker. Obviously, the nominal forms of will can be
excluded, as can the inflected, and often somewhat archaic, variants of will given in
(25) and (26):

(25) I must do as she wills.
(26) The crowd willed the horse to win.

In addition, noninflecting forms which do not exhibit the phonologically reduced
form <7/> may be excluded. The first of these is will with a habitual dynamic modal
interpretation (henceforth 'habitual wilP), meaning that the subject of the clause is in
the habit of doing something (for example in the collocations 'if you will keep on ..."
and 'if she will insist on . . . ' ) . In addition to being semantically distinct from the
grammatical marker, habitual will does not exhibit a reduced form affixed to the
subject of a clause in which it occurs, and is always possible in the protasis of
conditional sentences when the grammaticalized form is generally not; compare
(27a) with habitual will and (27b) with grammaticalized will:
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(27) (a) If you will go out in the rain, you'll get wet.
(b) * If you'll go out in the rain, you'll get wet.

The other nongrammaticalized expression arises from a fossilized usage of the
earlier 'desire' meaning of the now grammaticalized will:

(28) Do what you will, I won't betray my comrades. (Bybee et al. 1994: 17)

The volitional interpretation of will in the first clause of (28) is similar to that
conveyed in certain utterances containing grammaticalized will, but formally the two
are in complementary distribution. The purely volitional will does not take a
complement, either overt or inherent, and as a result the reduced form is ungramma-
tical, as (29) demonstrates:

(29) * Do what you'll, I won't betray my comrades.

The semantic content of the habitual and purely volitional forms of will, together
with the fact that these expressions have no phonetically reduced variants and occur
in complementary distribution with grammaticalized will, suggests that they should
be distinguished from it. They may therefore be excluded from the discussion of
grammatical will, to which we now turn.

To conclude this section, I shall outline very briefly what I believe to be the
procedural semantic content of will. The semantic field of will can be characterized
as 'potentiality', that is, will encodes information to treat the situation or event
described by an associated utterance as unverified or irrealis. This characterization
of will is atemporal; future time reference is not considered part of the semantic
content of will. It would take too long to rehearse the arguments for and against
treating will as a future marker, but a few observations should be made. In favour of
an atemporal characterization, note that a situation or event described using will
may be hypothetical (examples (30) and (31)) or potential (examples (32) and (33)),
that is, assumed to be unverified but nonetheless actual. In both cases, the situation
or event modified by will may be envisaged as current (examples (31) and (32)) or as
future (examples (30) and (33)), depending on the context:

(30) If it rains, Peter will get wet.
(31) If it's raining, Peter will be getting wet.
(32) There are no lectures today, so Mary will be working at home.

(That is, Mary is working at home today.)
(33) There are no lectures tomorrow, so Mary will be working at home.

(That is, Mary will be working at home tomorrow.)

The use of context to determine temporal reference in examples (32) and (33) is
parallel to cases with unspecified (nonpast) tense marking (examples (34) and (35)).
In the absence of contextual clues, however, the default interpretation of will is
generally future time (36), and the default interpretation of unspecified tense
marking is the present (37):

(34) There are no lectures today, so Mary is working at home (today).
(35) There are no lectures tomorrow, so Mary is working at home (tomorrow).
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(36) Mary will be working at home. (Future time, unless otherwise specified.)
(37) Mary is working at home. (Present time, unless otherwise specified.)

Whether the default future time interpretation with will is sufficient to justify its
characterization as a future tense marker, or whether the default interpretation
merely reflects the relation between future time and potentiality (future events are,
by nature, potential), is not an issue which can be resolved here. Arguments in
favour of treating will as a future marker can be found in, for example, Bybee et al.
(1994), Declerck (1984, 1991), Haegeman (1989) and Wekker (1976). For further
arguments in favour of a unitary, atemporal characterization of will see Haegeman
(1983) and, from a relevance-theoretic perspective, Klinge (1993); Nicolle (1997)
offers a response to Haegeman (1989).

5.2 Volitional interpretations o/will4

In addition to expressing potentiality, will can be used to convey that a potential
event is in some sense volitional; that is, desired, intended, agreed to, etc., by the
subject of the predicate. Indeed, Coates (1983: 171-5) posits willingness and
intention on the part of the subject as the root (as opposed to epistemic) meanings of
will. Volitional interpretations of will can only arise with subjects (typically humans)
which are capable of willingness or intention, and with reference to situations or
events over which the subject is able to exercise some control (see Haegeman 1983:
82-7). Volitional interpretations may arise regardless of temporal or aspectual
reference, whether futurate (38a), conditional (39a) or atemporal (40a), but since will
procedurally encodes that an SR within its scope is potential, the interpretation of
the event represented by such an SR as potential cannot be cancelled by the recovery
of a volitional interpretation ((38b), (39b) and (40b)). For this reason, Haegeman
(1983: 81-2) and Klinge (1993: 344) argue against equating volitional interpretations
of will with paraphrases such as want, wish, intend, and be willing (41):

(38) (a) I'll help you.
(b) ? I'll help you, but unfortunately I won't be able to.

(39) (a) He'll help you if you ask him. (Haegeman 1983: 79)
(b) ? He'll help you if you ask him, although he won't be able to.

(40) (a) He'll always help a friend. (Ibid.)
(b) ? He'll always help a friend, but he's never able to do so.

(41) I'm willing (etc.) to help you, but unfortunately I'm not able to.

As mentioned in section 2, these volitional interpretations have been attributed
(by, for example, Bybee & Pagliuca (1987: 112) and Bybee et al. (1994: 16)) to the
origin of will in the Old English lexical verb willan (note the modern Dutch cognate
willen and German wollen, generally translated by want). The fact that interpreta-
tions consistent with an earlier sense of will are recovered in certain contexts is taken

I am grateful to an anonymous referee for bringing to my attention errors in an earlier version of this
section.
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as evidence that will exhibits semantic retention (defined in section 4.2).5 This would
seem to be a plausible hypothesis, given the meaning of OE willan (to desire, to be
willing), and the fact that will can give rise to volitional interpretations even when
alternative expressions cannot:

(42) (a) Will you chair this afternoon's session, please.
(b) ? Are you going to chair this afternoon's session, please?
(c) ? Are you chairing this afternoon's session, please?

If the volitional interpretations of will do, in fact, result from recovering residual
conceptual information encoded by will, we would expect these a) to contribute to
the proposition expressed by an utterance in which they arise, and b) to be difficult
to cancel (as we found with the interpretations of prior intention and current activity
derived from semantic retention in be going to). The first criterion is satisfied, as a
volitional interpretation of will can contribute to the proposition expressed, as (42a),
above, illustrates: it is the addressee's willingness to chair the session which is being
questioned, rather than the future occurrence of this event. However, volitional
interpretations of will can be cancelled, suggesting that they are inferred rather than
encoded:

(43) Will you chair this afternoon's session, or don't you know yet?

Furthermore, volitional interpretations can arise in other languages with future
expressions that have not developed from volitional sources:6

(44) I have so many essays to mark, I don't have time to post this letter.
(a) Je le ferai, si tu veux.

I it do-FUT if you want (French)
(b) Lo faro io.

it do-FUT I (Italian)
(c) Ik zal het wel doen

I shall it PRT do (Dutch)

If volitional interpretations of will are not the result of semantic retention, why do
they arise? To answer this question, I shall look in turn at three environments in
which volitional interpretations are particularly evident: with first-person subjects,
in interrogative clauses with second-person subjects, and in the protasis of certain
conditional sentences.

5.2.1 First-person declarative clauses
A volitional interpretation can arise from the use of a first-person declarative clause
with will such as (45):

5 Ziegeler (1996: 423-34) provides some convincing evidence for semantic retention in would, which she
views as a past tense form of will. However, Warner (1993: 196ff) argues that what looks like the verbal
category 'finite' in should (e.g. should = shall + past tense) is not in fact inflectional in auxiliaries, but
lexically specified. Hence, by extension, would can be treated as semantically independent of will, and so
any semantic retention in would need not concern us here.

6 I am grateful to an anonymous referee for these examples. The original meaning of the Dutch future
marker zullen was related to obligation.
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(45) I will chair this afternoon's session.

The event described in (45) is one over which some motivated human agent has
control; in the absence of indications to the contrary, this agent will be interpreted as
the speaker (the speaker is salient both as speaker of the utterance and as
grammatical subject, and no other candidate for the role of agent has been
introduced into the discourse). As a result, 'first person will in declaratives is
volitional "by default"' (Haegeman 1983: 103).

Because of semantic retention, a similar utterance with be going to may be
interpreted as expressing prior intention, either on the part of the subject (46a), the
default assumption, or on the part of some other agent (46b). A similar interpreta-
tion arises from the use of an unmarked (nonpast) tense with progressive aspect (47)
to indicate that the action is planned (cf. Caenepeel & Moens, 1990, Hirtle & Curat,
1986: 66-9, Quirk et al., 1985: 215f):

(46) (a) I'm going to chair this afternoon's session.
(b) I'm going to chair this afternoon's session, or so it says on the schedule.

(47) I'm chairing this afternoon's session.

Because of these alternative ways of talking about future events, will may be
interpreted specifically as expressing volition on the part of the subject, originating
subsequent to a request, in contrast to the prior intention interpretation of be going
to (or the unmarked tense). Because volition originating subsequent to a request is
inferred from the use of will, it is cancellable (48b), whereas, as we have seen, the
prior intention interpretation of be going to is not (49):

(48) A: Would somebody chair this afternoon's session, please?
(a) B: I'll do it. (= (6a))
(b) B: I'll do it, in fact I'm already down on the schedule.

(49) A: Would somebody chair this afternoon's session, please?
B: ? I'm going to do it, although I wasn't intending to. (=(21))

5.2.2 Second-person interrogative clauses
Requests in English are often expressed through the use of indirect illocution,
frequently employing interrogatives requesting information about an addressee's
willingness to perform a particular act. The use of will rather than other expressions
to make requests reflects the fact that a volitional interpretation is more accessible
from the use of will than from the use of be going to or the unmarked tense with
progressive aspect, as in (42) (repeated below):

(42) (a) Will you chair this afternoon's session, please.
(b) ? Are you going to chair this afternoon's session, please?
(c) ? Are you chairing this afternoon's session, please?

The only kind of action which a person can intend to do, or which they can be
asked to do, is the kind over which they have some control (that is, they can choose
whether or not to do it). A request for information about such an action may also,
therefore, be a request for information about some aspect of the addressee's
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involvement in that action. A second-person interrogative with future time reference
expressed by a main verb with unmarked tense and progressive aspect can only be a
request for information about plans and arrangements:

(50) Are you chairing this afternoon's session?
(51) ? Are you feeling better next week?7

Be going to is used to refer to future events and prior intentions (see section 4.2), so
an utterance of (52) below may be interpreted not only as a request for confirmation
of a prediction, but also as a request for information about currently existing
intentions, since chairing a session is an event over which the addressee or the
conference organizers can be assumed to have control:

(52) Are you going to chair this afternoon's session?

In contrast, when referring to actions over which the addressee has control, the
only aspect of the addressee's involvement to which a request for information with
will may allude is the addressee's willingness to perform the action. A request may
simply be for information about whether or not an event will occur, but can also
question some aspect of the addressee's involvement in an action. The addressee is
entitled to assume that the speaker's choice of will over one of the other means of
expressing future time is motivated by some communicative intention, and so a
volitional interpretation may be derived. One reason why a speaker may request
information about an addressee's willingness to perform an action is because the
speaker wishes the addressee to perform the action. A request for information with
will may therefore be interpreted as a polite request to perform some action. Since
this interpretation is pragmatically inferred, it does not arise in all contexts; second-
person interrogatives with will may also be interpreted as commands, invitations
and offers, depending on the utterance interpretation context (cf. Haegeman, 1983:
117).

5.2.3 Conditional clauses
In a sentence of the form 'if p then q\ will is generally not possible in p:

(53) * If it'll rain, Peter will get wet.
(54) If it rains, Peter will get wet. (=(30))

This is an example of temporal subordination. Wekker (1980) and Declerck (1984)
both propose that subordination of the temporal reference of a subordinate clause
to that of a main clause can result in the deletion of an underlying future tense (will)
in the protasis.8 Declerck (1984: 283-4) argues convincingly that temporal subordi-

7 In fact, as Bas Aarts has pointed out (p.c), (51) would be acceptable in a situation where the speaker
assumes that the addressee is feigning illness to avoid work. In such a case, the addressee could arrange
to be feeling better as part of the pretence.

8 Although it is debatable whether will is a future tense marker (see section 5.1), this argument can be
applied as it stands to languages such as French which do use a future tense in the main clause of a
conditional sentence but not in the subordinate clause. If future time reference is inferred rather than
encoded in example (54), then the argument for temporal subordination still holds on the assumption



240 STEVE NICOLLE

nation only occurs in sentences of the form 'if p then q', where p is a sufficient
condition of q, p and q are temporally related with respect to each other, and both p
and q express the same kind of condition ('open', hypothetical, or counterfactual).9

Volitional interpretations arise where there is temporal subordination and the
subject of the protasis is capable of volition. This is illustrated in the following
examples, from Comrie (1985: 120):

(55) (a) If you do the shopping for me, I'll give you some money,
(b) If you'll do the shopping for me, I'll give you some money.

In (55b), p ('you'll do the shopping for me') and q ('I'll give you some money')
fulfil all the criteria for temporal subordination, as in (55a): p is a sufficient
condition of q, p and q are temporally situated with respect to each other, and both p
and q express the same kind of condition ('open'). In other words, the procedural
information encoded by will in the protasis of (55b) is in harmony with the context
set up by q, but will occurs nonetheless. As (55a) illustrates, will could be replaced
here by the unmarked (nonpast) tense form of do, but (55a) and (55b) are not
synonymous; only (55b) with will gives rise to a volitional interpretation. This may
be explained briefly as follows. Will encodes a processing constraint to interpret a
situation or event with which it is associated as potential, and if performs a similar
function (cf. Smith & Smith, 1988). In the protasis of conditional sentences the
procedural content of will is therefore in harmony with the context and so is
functionally redundant. The addressee is therefore licensed (by the principle of
relevance: additional processing effort should be offset by additional cognitive
effects) to draw further inferences from the addressee's use of will, and as a result a
volitional interpretation may be recovered.

6 Conclusion

The problem posed initially was that of how to maintain the Saussurian tradition
that synchronic analysis should not have recourse to diachronic evidence, and the
Gricean tradition that senses should not be multiplied beyond necessity. This
entailed providing synchronic and monosemous characterizations of be going to and
will, capable of accounting satisfactorily for variations in the interpretation of these
expressions. The most problematic interpretations are those often attributed to
semantic retention, such as volition on the part of the subject of will and prior
intention with be going to (illustrated in (6), repeated below):

(6) A: Would somebody chair this afternoon's session, please?
(a) B: I'll do it.
(b) B: I'm going to do it

that future time reference is inferred with respect to the whole conjunct, rather than with respect to each
clause separately.

9 Cf. Depraetere (1994) and Declerck & Depraetere (1995) for discussion. (In addition, Haegeman &
Wekker (1984) demonstrate that conditional sentences with temporal subordination differ syntactically
from those without temporal subordination.)
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Semantic retention, as traditionally understood, is fatal to both the Saussurian and
Gricean traditions, as it 'demonstrates the co-existence of old and new meanings in
one form, reflecting a stage in the grammaticalization of the form in which both the
earlier and the later stages can be used according to contextually determined factors'
(Ziegeler, 1997: 209).

In response, I argued that although be going to and will are both grammatical
markers, the origins of their problematic interpretations are different. According to
the relevance-theoretic account proposed here, grammatical markers encode proce-
dural information which constrains the inferential processing of situations and
events. As grammatical markers, be going to and will each encode a single processing
constraint: that a situation or event with which be going to is associated be
represented as future relative to some temporal reference point (the identification of
which is constrained by the tense of the auxiliary be), and that a situation or event
with which will is associated be represented as potential. However, this procedural
information cannot, of itself, give rise to interpretations of prior intention and
current activity with be going to, or volition with will.

In the case of be going to, I argued that interpretations of prior intention and
current activity leading to a future event were derived through semantic retention.
When such interpretations are recovered, they contribute to the proposition
expressed, and are therefore explicatures. They are also difficult to cancel, suggesting
that they result from the inferential enrichment of some linguistically encoded
information, rather than being purely pragmatic aspects of the proposition ex-
pressed. I argued that these interpretations could be derived from the conceptual
semantic content of the lexical source expression of be going to: 'the agent is in the
process of progressing towards a goal'. However, this need not entail recourse to
diachronic evidence, since, according to Ziegeler (1996, 1997), semantic retention is
the result of the process of first language acquisition, which parallels the historical
changes involved in grammaticalization.

In answer to the question of why be going to only exhibits semantic retention in
certain contexts, it was suggested that the conceptual information it encodes is only
recovered and used in the utterance interpretation process if an addressee fails to
derive adequate cognitive effects from its procedural content alone. (Although not
always recovered, I suggested that this conceptual information is always activated or
accessed, in line with the multiple access approach to lexical disambiguation.) In
contrast, the procedural information encoded by be going w is automatically
recovered and used in the interpretation of an associated utterance since, by
constraining the inferential computations which an addressee would have to
perform anyway, it reduces processing effort.

In contrast to be going to, I argued that the volitional interpretations often derived
from the use of grammaticalized will are not the result of semantic retention.
Although volitional interpretations with will do contribute to the proposition
expressed by an associated utterance, they are easily cancellable, suggesting that
these are pragmatic aspects of the proposition expressed, rather than developments
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of linguistically encoded information. These volitional interpretations cannot, there-
fore, be due to semantic retention in will. I argued that volitional interpretations
with will result from inferences from the character of the associated predicate
(actions within the subject's control) and the nature of the subject (typically a
motivated human agent), together with either the nonoccurrence of alternative
expressions such as be going to, or the functional redundancy of the procedural
information encoded by will (as in the protasis of conditionals). In this way,
although the factors determining the interpretations of the two expressions differ,
monosemous characterizations of both be going to and w/7/can be retained.
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