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Argumentative properties of pragmatic inferences

In the case of (3) although the first part of the utterance allows an inference ..... to assume that the the whole utterance (22) comes as an answer to a question. 
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Abstract. In this paper we propose an argumentative account for a discourse constraint on the reinforcement of some implicatures. We argue that this constraint is not due to the nature of inferences at hand but rather on distinct argumentative relations between the propositions they express. We examine the effect of these relations on the possible discourse relations a speaker is entitled to use in his discourse and the links between argumentative properties and logical relations such as entailment.



This paper seeks to provide an explanation for the often overlooked discourse constraints that intervene when cancelling or re-asserting the content of some implicatures. Conversational implicatures as described by Grice (1989) are parts of the meaning of a sentence that aren’t part of what a speaker said in Grice’s favoured sense. As such, they can supposedly both be freely reasserted or explicitely cancelled since they were never actually uttered and thus never “officially” endorsed by the speaker. As we’ll show in this paper it turns out that the discourse segments reasserting or cancelling implicatures can be connected to the utterance tht gives rise to the implicature only by some discourse connectives. In the first section we do a survey of the kind of such discursive constraints and evaluate an explanation that would solely rely on inference mechanisms. We show how this approach is flawed and in therest of this work we aim at giving an explanation of these facts in an argumentative perspective based on the works of Anscombre and Ducrot and later proposals by Merin. In the second section we summarize the argumentative approach to pragmatics. We claim that some implicatures are in a systematic rhetorical opposition to the utterance they are derived from, a fact which licenses the use of a contrast for reinforcement. We also underscore how an exhaustivity account (as expounded by van Rooij (2004)), that also includes argumentativity, allows the same kind of predictions. In the third section we go on to predict and validate some of the consequences of this approach, most notably with its influence on items related by logical relations such as entailment. Besides licensing it, this opposition seemingly requires the presence of contrast. We propose two different views to explain this preference ⋆
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in the fourth section. Our conclusion outlines the direction we wish to give to our future work.



1



Overview of the Data



1.1



Core data



The data presented in (1) is our prime example of study. In (1b) B ’s answer is interpreted as carrying with it the implicature in (1c)1 . This is a standard example of scalar implicature as presented, among others, in (Horn 1989). (1) a. b. c. d.



A: Do you know whether John will come? B: It’s possible +>It’s not sure (that John will come) It’s possible, but it’s not sure



The inference (1c) can be reinforced as in (1d). What interests us is that an utterance such as (2), without an adversative discourse marker, sounds degraded compared to (1d) (as an answer to (1a)). (2) B: # It’s possible and it’s not sure We think that the preference for (1d) over (2) is somehow unexpected. Since the implicature (1c) is non-controversially conveyed by the utterance of (1b), one has to explain how it can be construed as “opposed” to the utterance that allowed its presence in the first place (as suggested by the adversative but ). A similar fact is already noted in (Anscombre and Ducrot 1983) about example (3). (3) Pierre s’imagine que Jacques et moi sommes de vieilles connaissances, mais pourtant on ne s’est jamais rencontr´es Pierre figures that Jacques and I are old-time friends, but we never met Example (3) illustrates the difference between their notions of argumentation2 and inference. In the case of (3) although the first part of the utterance allows an inference towards the second part, it is nevertheless argumentatively opposed to it and thus licences a contrast. Horn (1991) shows that more generally any kind of content related to an utterance U (by relations of implicature, presupposition, logical entailment. . . ) can be felicitously reasserted as long it is argumentatively 1 2



We use the notation A+>B to mean that the utterance of A implicates B The notion of argumentation is rooted in Anscombre and Ducrot’s view on discourse. According to them a speaker always talk to a point and his utterances argue for a certain conclusion, quite often the topic of the discourse, which may or may not be explicit. Merin considers that understanding what is this topic is what “figuring out the speaker’s apparent and real intentions” is about. Anscombre and Ducrot consider that some linguistic items or structures, such as almost, bear specific argumentative properties and thus entertain a systematic argumentative opposition or correlation with other propositions.
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opposed to U . Therefore, as unexpected as the preference for a contrast might be in (1d), the situation appears common. This prompts us to look at the argumentative properties of the implicatures relative to their mother-utterance. More precisely what we intend to find is whether the content of the implicatures can be argumentatively opposed to the content of their mother-utterances (regarding a certain goal), we shall call this the argumentative relation between the two propositions. Two configurations are possible: 1. The argumentative relation between implicature and mother-utterance depends on the nature of the inference. Different types of implicatures would have different, systematic, argumentative properties. 2. The argumentative relation between implicature and mother-utterance is variable and depends on the context of utterance. The same inference could entertain one type relation in a context and the opposite in another. The first option has already been proposed and we examine it in Sect.1.2. We show that this leads to a number of wrong predictions and then go on to explore the second option in Sect.2. On a last note about the core-data, we wish to mention the case of the scale of quantifiers: hall, somei. Usually, scalar implicatures are exemplified with this latter scale as in (4). (4) a. b. c. d. e.



A: How is your experiment going? B: I tested some of the subjects. +>B didn’t test all the subjects. I tested some of the subjects, but not all. # I tested some of the subjects, and not all.



We prefer to rely on (1) because the preference for using an adversative appears stronger in (1d) than in (4d). Neither (2) nor (4e) can be entirely ruled out. Both can be used as corrections of a previous statements (in those cases they would probably have specific prosodic patterns). But we also observe that the preference for marking a contrast is less strong for the examples with quantifiers outside of correction cases. Simple Google searches for the french quelques-uns et pas tous or english some and not all yield several thousands of occurrences, not all of them corrections, whereas a search for possible and not certain only provides results of the form only possible and not certain. The presence of the adverb only restricts the meaning of possible and these examples aren’t conclusive compared to the some and not all ones. However the effect of only is an interesting one and we shall return to it below. 1.2



The Limits of Inference



Benndorf and Koenig (1998) (now BK ) worked on data related to (1) and (4). They were interested in the dual operation of reinforcement, namely cancellation. They observe that the class of implicatures that can be felicitously cancelled by
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marking a Contrast discourse relation are exactly the implicatures that were described as R-based in (Horn 1989) among others3 . They also observe that the other class of implicatures, the Q-based ones, can’t be cancelled in the same way. We briefly sum up their main observations and conclusions and then show how their proposals aren’t satisfactory. R-based Implicatures Examples of the cancellation of R-based implicatures are presented in (5). An adversative connective is preferred to connect the two discourse segments. (5) a. Gwen took off her socks and jumped into bed, but not in that order b. Billy cut a finger, but not his c. Sam and Max moved the piano, but not together Unsurprisingly, a reinforcement of the same implicatures is odd when using an adversative4. (6) a. # Gwen took off her socks and jumped into bed, but in that order b. # Billy cut a finger, but it was his c. # Sam and Max moved the piano, but together Q-based Implicatures Alongside R-based implicatures, Horn also describes Qbased implicatures. These are more familiar because this class includes the class of scalar implicatures such as those in (1) and (4). More generally these inferences are essentially negative in nature : a Q -implicated meaning is calculated by taking into account which stronger, or more informative, relevant forms the speaker could have uttered but chose not to. This notion of Q -implicatures subsumes Levinson’s Q and M -implicatures. This class of implicatures apparently can’t be cancelled by marking a Contrast relation, as shown with various types of Q -based implicatures in (7): clausal in (7a) (as first described by Gazdar (1979)), based on attitude predicates in (7b), based on the maxim of Manner in (7c) (this example falls under Levinson’s M -maxim), and the scalar case already encountered in (7d). (7) a. Bill is in the kitchen or the living room, (?but/and in fact) I know which b. John thinks that Mary is pregnant, (?but/and in fact) she is indeed expecting a child 3
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R-based implicatures are enrichments of an utterance related to underspecified aspects of the propositional content (temporal ordering, causal relations etc.) They come about in a wide variety of shapes. In (Levinson 2000) these inferences are called I-based implicatures. It should be noted that the sentences in (6) are out only under the assumption that the considered implicatures are present. It is easy to imagine contexts for which all these sentences are correct. For example if sentence (6b) is uttered about some mafia henchman who breaks other people’s fingers on a daily basis the sentence is quite felicitous but the implicature we’re interested in isn’t conveyed.
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c. Sam caused Max’s death, (?but/and in fact) he actually killed him on purpose d. It’s possible that John will come, (?but/and in fact) it’s a sure thing These inferences all behave as in the core data of Sect.1.1: the use of an adversative for their reinforcement sounds better. (8) a. Bill is in the kitchen or the living room, ?(but) I don’t know which b. John thinks that Mary is pregnant, ?(but) she’s not c. Sam caused Max’s death, ?(but) he didn’t kill him on purpose Argumentation as an Inference Mechanism The motivation behind the presentation of this data by BK is to provide an inference-based description of the meaning of but. What their proposition entails is the following formalization of Ducrot’s argumentativity: (9) A proposition p argues towards a proposition q iff p R-implicates q This comes from the fact that, according to Ducrot, but can only be used to connect two argumentatively opposed utterances. Since R-based implicatures are the only inferences that can be cancelled with this adversative, BK identify the R-based nature of inferences to that of argumentativity by adapting Ducrot’s description of but as in (10). (10) A sentence p but q is felicitous iff: – H is an R-implicature or a world inference derived from p – q together with the common ground entails ¬H However, this can’t be satisfactory for a number of reasons. – This description of argumentation predicts unnatural inferences for a sentence such as (11). (11) Mary almost fell but she caught herself. If but required an R-inference opposite to its second conjunct to be derived from the first conjunct this would mean that the first part of the sentence would somehow R-implicate that Mary did fell. Since the first conjunct conventionally conveys that she didn’t fell5 , the sentence would at the same time implicate and deny the same proposition. This is an undesirable situation, especially if we consider, after Grice, that an implicature is a part of meaning intended by speaker and acknowledged as such by the addressee (which would amount to the speaker being inconsistent). – Should we find a context such that the cancellation of a Q-based implicature is done via a Contrast relation marked by an adversative connective the whole enterprise would be flawed. As it happens we believe (12) is such an example. (12) a. Mother: I hope Kevin has been polite with Granny and he has managed to eat some of her terrible cookies. 5



For a detailed study of the properties of almost see (Jayez and Tovena 2008).
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b. Father: The problem is, he did eat some of them, but in fact he ate all of them and Granny said that he was greedy. One could argue that the implicature from some to not all in (12b) isn’t Q-based in this particular case and therefore still satisfies the criterion for argumentativity. This would mean that, depending on the context, there are two different mechanisms for drawing the same inference. Since the implicature in (12b) appears very similar to the one in (4c), up to the fact that cancelling it demands a reformulative item such as in fact, this is a very ad-hoc and unsatisfactory answer. Thus we won’t adopt an approach that identifies the nature of an inference with its argumentative properties. Not only will it enable us to treat the inferences in (12b) and (4c) in a parrallel manner, but it should also provide insight in cases where the presence of an implicature is dubious. As shown by various recent experimental data (Breheny et al. 2005; Noveck and Sperber 2007) implicatures are not generated by default but only on a case-to-case, context-specific, basis. Yet it seems that the preference for a contrast goes beyond these particular cases, which would mean that the roots of our puzzle are in the argumentative relations between propositions and not between an utterance and its inferences. This somehow makes the explanation of our core data much simpler. Taking the meaning of some as more than 2 and possibly all, there is a clear opposition with a not all interpretation. Things are however a bit more tricky: as shown by (12b) the argumentative relationship between the some and not all propositions can vary. Besides if one takes (13a), which is given in French for maximum certainty about its correctness, the opposition between un peu/a bit and pas beaucoup/not much is quite less evident. Even by ignoring a possible implicature, an utterance of un peu/a bit sounds incompatible with that of beaucoup/much, unlike some and all. Thus the opposition of un peu and pas beaucoup/not much isn’t trivial and needs deeper analysis. (13) a. John prendra un peu de gˆ ateau mais pas beaucoup. b. John will take a bit of cake but not much. What we mean to investigate is on one hand the effect that this relation has on the discourse relations one can use to connect discourse segments and on the other hand the effect it has, if any, on the derivation of inferences.
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The Argumentative Approach



In this section we begin by presenting the basis of an argumentative approach to inferential pragmatics. We base our presentation on the propositions of Ducrot and their later formalization by Merin. Once these various elements are defined we see how they fit together to explain the data presented in Sect.1 and how they predict other patterns.
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2.1



Base Mechanisms



Our examples involve two distinct, well-known, concepts. First these utterances involve the use of an adversative marker such as but, second their interpretations rely on the derivation of conversational implicatures. Each is described below with a side-note on an exhaustivity-based approach. A good presentation of all systems is given in (van Rooij 2004) and this will be our main inspiration in this section. Adversatives Ducrot (1980) first described the contribution as but as in (14)6 . (14) p is an argument for a proposition H and q is an argument for ¬H. Merin (1999) adopts a probabilistic approach of Ducrot notion of argumentation. He identifies the notion of argumentation with that of relevance, as defined by Carnap7 . Roughly, given a probability P over possible accessible worlds, a proposition p argues for a proposition q, iff p is positively relevant to q, i.e. if and only if knowing p increases the probability of q. For Merin the relevance of a proposition is defined regarding a particular proposition H: the goal of the discourse. In this he differs from Ducrot who considered that a proposition had systematic argumentative properties (for example a sentence almost p always argues in the same way as p although it conveys ¬p, as shown in (11)). Our data suggests an interpretation more in line with Merin’s proposal. We can then reformulate Ducrot’s description as in (15) (where rH (p) stands for the relevance of proposition p to proposition H): (15) A sentence p but q is felicitous iff there is a proposition H such that rH (p) > 0 and rH (q) < 0 Both Ducrot and Merin consider that the absolute value of the relevance of the second conjunct should be higher than that of the first conjunct. The validity of this point has been discussed in (van Rooij 2004) and since it has little bearing on the rest of this work we ignore this part of the description of the meaning of but. Implicatures The proper derivation of implicatures has known various refinements in the argumentative perspective. The main argument behind this approach to implicatures is the possibility to give an account of various cases where no logical entailment scale is at play although there is indeed a preference over propositions (for numerous examples see (Hirschberg 1985)). Ducrot, 6



7



We focus on one meaning of but, that corresponding to german aber or spanish sino. For a presentation of the different meanings of but see (Anscombre and Ducrot 1977). This notion of relevance is distinct from the one proposed by Sperber and Wilson (for a recent presentation see (Wilson and Sperber 2005) and for the differences between the two see (Merin 1999)).
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and Merin after him, proposes to replace the ordering of items based on logical relations by a relevance-based order. The ordering of the items is determined on argumentative force relative to the issue at hand. The apparent ordering by informativity (typically assumed in neo-Gricean approaches) is due to the fact that more informative propositions usually have more argumentative values. In (Ducrot 1980):61 the derivation of an implicature such as (1b) is as follows: – hsure, possibleiH is an argumentative scale, i.e. a simple utterance including sure has more argumentative power, regarding a certain conclusion H, than one relying on possible, and possible has a semantic “at least” interpretation – the utterance of (1b) gets further interpreted by an exhaustivity law similar to standard Gricean reasoning and yields the desired meaning: since an utterance relying on sure would have been argumentatively superior and wasn’t used, one is entitled to infer that the corresponding proposition is false Merin’s approach formalizes this in a slightly different way by postulating that in conversation a speaker S and a hearer H play a game such that they have opposed preferences. Roughly, S makes claims that the skeptical hearer H will try to concede in the less defavourable way possible for him. The content of S’s claim, when asserting p, is the set of propositions that are at least as relevant to G, the issue at hand, as is p (Merin calls this set the upward relevance cone of p). The set of propositions that H is willing to concede is p’s downward relevance cone: the set of propositions such that they are at most as relevant to G as is p. The net meaning of p is the intersection of the two cones which corresponds to the interpreted meaning. Whatever the version one wishes to adopt, one fact remains true for all argumentative approaches: if p is an utterance from which a conversational implicature q is derived in either of the aforementioned manners, then q is the negation of a proposition ¬q that is argumentatively superior to p. Therefore p and q are necessarly argumentatively opposed (since by Ducrot’s law of inversion sign(rH (¬p)) = −sign(rH (p))). This last fact readily explains why, in the cases where an implicature is indeed derived as such, the argumentative properties of utterance and implicature are compatible with the requirements of an adversative like but. The Case of Exhaustivity Robert van Rooij (2004) argues against some of the claims of Merin by showing how an exhaustivity-based approach accounts for the same data without running into some of the problems of Merin’s approach. To treat all of Merin’s examples he proposes a definition of exhaustivity that relies on argumentative properties, represented by relevance. We reproduce this definition in (16). (16) exh(A, L, h) = {t ∈ [A]|¬∃t′ ∈ [A] : t′ There’s no colour besides red on the flag / it’s entirely red The implicature is to be understood as meaning that the relevant colour for describing the flag is red. For example, if some person asks another to fetch a red flag from a stack of different countries’ flags, the second person would likely fetch
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a chinese flag (among others) but not a french one, even though none of them is completely red. Roughly, the implicature bears on the flag’s background colour rather than its foreground one. If we look at the reinforcement and cancellation of this implicature the preferences for discourse relations don’t match those in (8) (although it’s easy to imagine contexts such that an adversative is felicitous) but are closer to the ones in (6): an adversative is preferred for the cancellation. (30) a. The flag is red, (?but/and) there’s no other colour on it / (# but/ and) entirely b. The flag is red, but there are other colours on it / but not entirely These examples are another argument against a treatment of the preference for a contrasted reinforcement of some inferences in terms of purely inferential mechanisms. An exhaustivity account predicts the inference in (29b). It’s less clear how a purely argumentative account could provide the desired inference from red to entirely red since its derivation appears independent from argumentative considerations. This argumentative neutrality is what prevents the systematic presence of an adversative in the first place; if predictible argumentative relations were in place we would observe an effect of the possible discourse relations to hold between the propositions. 3.6



R-based implicatures



Utterances contrasting the content of an R-based implicature with its motherutterrance are odd (cf. (6)) and interpreting these utterances felicitously implies contexts such that the targeted implicature doesn’t arise in the first place. For these particular inferences, it seems that we can argue for a systematic argumentative orientation regarding their mother-utterance. Contrary to their Q-based counterparts, R-based implicatures lack a propositional content of their own (as noted for example in (Levinson 2000)). Expressing them linguistically amounts to explicitely expressing an enriched version of the mother-utterance. Thus expressing a contrast between an utterance B and the linguistic expression I of an hypothetical R-implicature attached to B means contrasting two identical propositions: if B indeed carries an implicature its full interpretation is I and B but I should be interpreted as I but I. The only way to “redeem” the sentence is to reject the implicature I associated with B and interpret B literally or with another implicature. As things stand, we consider that the argumentative behaviour of these inferences is the same as their moterutterances.
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The Source of the Preference



We gave arguments to explain why the examples we’re interested in systematically license a contrast. We gave no arguments as to why this contrast is preferred when overtly marked.
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4.1



Maximize Redundancy



A possibility we want to examine is the application of a principle close to Sauerland’s “Maximize Redundancy”, as stated in (Sauerland 2008). This principle can be roughly paraphrased as urging a speaker to prefer, among a set of alternatives, a sentence that presupposes an already existing proposition over a sentence that presupposes nothing (with a pragmatic approach to presupposition as a proposition that is non-controversially part of all speakers’ Common Ground). Thus, a speaker should prefer saying the father of the victim rather than a father of the victim because the former presupposes a non-controversial proposition. Uttering the latter would suggest that the presupposition doesn’t obtain, contrary to common knowledge. Applied to our case, this means that, given two propositions p and q such that they always are argumentatively opposed, a speaker will prefer to utter p but q rather than p and q. The second one would suggest that a contrast doesn’t hold between p and q and thus contradict the argumentative configuration, or at least make the speaker sound “dissonant”. At this stage we need to further back up this claim on at least two counts: 1. by ensuring that the non-felicitousness of (4e) is related to, and of the same order as, that of utterances such as “a father of the victim” usually treated in works about the discussed principle 2. by ensuring that the predictions made by the Maximization principle apply to the cases we study; the notion of presupposition used by Sauerland is technical and doesn’t necessarly apply to the contrast conveyed by the use of but (i.e. what is often called a conventional implicature rather than a presupposition) 4.2



Properties of Contrast



An alternative explanation for the preference for a marked contrast would be to consider this preference as an idiosyncratic property of the relation at hand. This would be in line with the approach of Asher and Lascarides (2003), where it is claimed that the semantics of the relation of Contrast (as defined in SDRT ) are such that the relation requires a specific clue to be used, either an overt cue element such as but or intonation alone. Therefore the preference we observe for contrast would be a consequence of the particular semantics of the relation of Contrast. For example the first and second segment of (31) are opposed: that John doesn’t like hockey is a default consequence of the first segment; since this relation of opposition is already present it needs to be overtly marked. (31) John hates sports, but he likes hockey. However the argumentative relations between propositions aren’t always obvious. An example such as (21) is a good illustration: if one doesn’t know, among other possible reasons, whether the speaker has a great or small appartment one can’t decide whether it would be a good or a bad thing for the speaker to have all its friend coming to his party. In that case when the speaker uses an
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adversative the quantifiers are reinterpred in the way suggested in (Horn 2005). If it is evident that the speaker can’t accommodate all his friends then the need for reinterpretation is less evident; it’s rather the presence of an adversative that is forced to the speaker because of an opposition that is already present. This amounts to say that the presence of an explicit Contrast marker has two possible sources: either the speaker wishes to coordinate two propositions that stand in a systematic argumentative opposition (our core data and (31)) or he wishes to convey that a non-obvious opposition holds between the two ((21) and others such as She’s poor but honest ). If the processing of a discourse is seen as an unification process, the exact source for the choice of the adversative doesn’t matter; what matters is that the requirements of the connective match the argumentative properties of the propositions it connects and vice-versa. In the case their relation aren’t evident, they should be imagined as being underspecified and specified by the adversative. A last set of fact we’d like to take into account is related to other cases of systematic argumentative opposition. We already remarked that an utterance of the form almost p was argumentatively opposed to ¬p, the same way our core data implicatures are with their base-utterances. What we observe is that an utterance of the form almost p, ¬p is acceptable with and without contrast, as exemplified in (32) (which corresponds to (32) without the adversative). (32) Mary almost fell, she caught herself. There is a slight difference in interpretation between the but and but-less versions, pertaining to the discourse relation that connects the two parts of the discourse. While in the former case a contrast is conveyed, in the latter it’s an explanation (a relation compatible with the null discourse connective). In this case an argumentative opposition still exists between the two parts (due to the argumentative properties of almost ) but the speaker seems to favour another relation and uses a connective incompatible with the expression of argumentative opposition. The statistics given on the RST website12 show that the proportions of signaled relations in texts amount to only 30%, meaning that most relations aren’t explicitely marked in discourse. This could be another argument for the idiosyncratic treatment of the contrast relation and its markers.
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Conclusion



We observed what seemed to be a constraint on the felicitous reinforcement of some implicatures. We took an argumentative approach and showed that the standard accounts of adversatives and implicatures in this approach worked together to legitimate the use of adversatives to reinforce some implicatures on the basis of the argumentative properties of the propositions they express. In a more general way we predicted possible discourse structures from the argumentative relations between propositions depending on the context of utterance. 12



http://www.sfu.ca/rst/02analyses/index.html
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We still have to give a definitive explanation for the preference for contrast. We gave two possible reasons for it, and we intend to study this in our future research with an experimental approach. The results of these experiments could provide support for the argumentative approach to semantics and pragmatics we presented, and thus to our explanation of the main, non-trivial, fact we began with: an utterance can convey an implicature and yet be argumentatively opposed to it.
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