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Overview of Default Semantics 

According to Default Semantics, truth-conditional meaning is a feature of acts of 

communication, rather than of sentences per se, and is compositional. In this sense, Default 

Semantics is a neo-Gricean approach in that it recognizes pragmatic contributions to truth 

conditions. Truth-conditional representations of acts of communication are formalized using an 

extended formalism of Discourse Representation Theory (DRT) but without buying into the rules 

of meaning construction assumed in DRT (which incorporate underspecified semantics and 

logical form, both of which Default Semantics rejects). 

The compositionality of meaning is derived through a ‘merger representation’ which comprises a 

combination of word meaning, sentence structure, cognitive and social-cultural defaults, and 

conscious pragmatic inference. (This is termed the Principle of Compositionality of the Merger, 

p. 72.) Since none of the sources of meaning, including the linguistic component, is privileged 

over the others, the merger representation is not contrasted with implicatures in the way that, for 

example, explicatures in Relevance Theory are contrasted with implicatures (p. 63) or the way 

that Generalized Conversational Implicatures are contrasted with Particularized Conversational 

Implicatures in the Gricean model. Thus, “meaning is not principally syntax-based, it is based on 

multiple sources of information” (p. 94). 

According to Default Semantics, there is no logical form, no semantic underspecification or 

ambiguity, and no semantics/pragmatics boundary; instead, meaning resides in the merger 

representation which is derived from various sources of information. Thus, the various levels of 

meaning which have been posited in other semantic and pragmatic theories, such as ‘what is 

said’, sentence meaning, utterance-type meaning, and utterance-token meaning are treated in 

Default Semantics not as psychologically real stages in utterance interpretation but as descriptions 

of some of the various potential contributions to the total meaning of an utterance (p. 28). 

“Default Semantics represents discourses as acts of communication and all the sources of 



 

 

information that contribute to the representation of meaning of such acts of communication are 

assumed to be, in principle, equally important” (p. 63). 

Since the output of the merger of different kinds of information is truth-conditional, Default 

Semantics can be viewed as a theory of truth-conditional pragmatics. However, it differs from 

other theories of truth-conditional pragmatics in a number of ways. Unlike Relevance Theory 

and Recanati’s Truth-conditional Pragmatics (Recanati 2010), according to which utterance 

meaning is always processed in a context, Default Semantics recognizes default meanings which 

arise from a ‘default context’ (p. 5). Defaults can be cognitive and also social-cultural (activated 

by social and cultural conventions), although Jaszczolt has little to say about social-cultural 

defaults, as their sources are studied in sociolinguistics and anthropological linguistics rather 

than in semantics. Defaults arise after an utterance has been completed, rather than being default 

interpretations of words or expressions that arise immediately on accessing that word or 

expression (p. 207). In addition, Default Semantics operates at an abstract level. Merger 

representations are theoretical constructs which describe the output of the various interpretation 

strategies employed by a ‘model hearer’ in order to interpret an act of communication. As such 

they are less fine-grained than actual thoughts, which are the locus of truth conditions in other 

theories of truth-conditional pragmatics, but are none the less truth-conditionally evaluable. The 

process of deriving a merger representation can probably be viewed as an idealized version of 

the Relevance Theory notion of ‘mutual parallel adjustment’, “in which tentative hypotheses 

about contextual assumptions, explicatures and contextual implications are modified so as to 

yield an overall interpretation which satisfies the hearer’s expectation of relevance” (Wilson and 

Carston 2007:248), or Recanati’s ‘pragmatic modulation’ (Recanati 2010), in which word 

meaning depends on the situation of the utterance and may differ from the meaning associated 

with words in isolation. 

Default Semantics is also a semantic theory, but a theory of the semantics of acts of 

communication rather than of linguistic expressions.What Discourse Representation Theory does 

for linguistic expressions, by providing a dynamic representation of context change due to 

incremental linguistic processing, Default Semantics does for acts of communication by 

integrating linguistic information, default interpretations, and conscious pragmatic inferences. As 

such, Jaszczolt claims that “Default Semantics is not in direct competition with either dynamic 

semantics or various post-Gricean accounts that fall within the orientation of truth-conditional 

pragmatics” (p. 240). 

Applications of Default Semantics 

In Part II of the book, Jaszczolt applies the Default Semantics approach to a number of well-known 

problem areas for semantics and pragmatics: definite descriptions, propositional attitude reports 

(X believes that...), futurity and English will, presupposition, sentential connectives, and number 

terms. The basic approach to these problems which Jaszczolt adopts is to posit a specific (rather 

than underdetermined) semantics for an expression and show how pragmatic inference or 

defaults account for the range of interpretations typically associated with the expression. Thus, 

referential and non-referential (type and token) interpretations of definite descriptions is treated 

as a pragmatic distinction which constitutes part of the input into a merger representation; all 

referring expressions, including definite descriptions, indicate degrees of salience, and referential 



 

 

or non-referential interpretations reflect the way that a definite description is used in a particular 

context. Regarding English will, Jaszczolt suggests that classifiying it as a modal rather than a 

future tense marker is most satisfactory, since modality subsumes future reference. Future is 

simply the highest degree of modality and is therefore the default interpretation. Sentential 

connectives are essentially analogous to logical operators, with meanings such as ‘and then’ or 

‘and as a result’ arising in particular contexts through pragmatic inference or defaults. Similarly, 

number terms mean what they intuitively mean, i.e. five means ‘exactly five’ and not ‘at least 

five’, with other interpretations (at least, at most, approximately) being derived through 

pragmatic inference or defaults. 

Evaluation 

As a theory, Default Semantics has a lot to commend it. The principle of treating all sources of 

information as being potentially equal and locating meaning in acts of communication rather 

than in any abstract construct certainly simplify a number of issues that have dogged semantic 

and pragmatic theories for many years. So long as it is born in mind that Default Semantics is 

dealing with a ‘model hearer’ this simplification should be useful rather than counterproductive. 

Also the use of an extended formalism of Discourse Representation Theory has the potential to 

clarify the presentation of specific problems. Since the publication of this book, Jaszczolt has 

continued to develop Default Semantics, and it will be interesting to see how many other 

practitioners of semantics and pragmatics adopt her approach. 

The book itself is clearly written, although many of the discussions in Part II will be too 

philosophical for readers primarily interested in linguistics and problems of everyday 

communication. Also the formalisms employed will challenge the majority of readers unless they 

are well versed in formal logic and Discourse Representation Theory. For advanced students of 

semantic and pragmatic theories, however, this is an important book to be aware of. 
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