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A Puzzle about Context and  
Communicative Acts

Daniel W. Harris

Abstract
A context-directed theory of communicative acts is one that thinks of a communicative act as 
a proposal to change the context in some way. I focus on three influential examples: Robert 
Stalnaker’s theory of assertion, Craige Roberts’ theory of questions, and Paul Portner’s theory 
of directives. These theories distinguish different categories of communicative acts by distin-
guishing the components of context that they aim to change. I argue that the components of 
context they posit turn out not to be distinct after all, and that these theories therefore col-
lapse the taxonomic distinctions that they set out to draw. Although it might be possible to 
avoid this problem by devising a more adequate theory of the nature of context, I argue that 
it should be taken as a reductio of context-directed theories.

1 Communicative Acts

A communicative act is the speaker’s contribution to a potential episode of 
communication. It is whatever it is that a speaker has to do, and that their 
addressee must correctly interpret, in order for communication to happen.1 
Suppose, for example, that Sam uses (1) to request that Ann buy him a drink.

 (1) You should buy me a drink.

In order for Sam to thereby communicate with Ann, she must interpret him 
as performing a request rather than an observation or a prediction, as address-
ing her rather than someone else, as requesting that she buy him a drink now, 
rather than next month, and so on.

The central task of a theory of communicative acts is to tell us what it takes 

 1 Communicative acts are most often referred to as ‘speech acts’ or, more specifically, ‘illocu-
tionary acts’. My terminology, which follows Bach and Harnish (1979), is meant to signal 
that I am not interested in conventional illocutionary acts, such as performing a ceremony or 
testifying in court, that are performable only against the background of social or institutional 
conventions.
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to perform a communicative act of a given kind. A principled taxonomy of 
kinds of communicative act should follow from such a theory.

As (1) illustrates, the grammatical properties of a sentence normally under-
determine the communicative act one performs with it on an occasion of use. 
So, given that both options are grammatically available, what is it that makes 
Sam’s act a request for Ann to buy him a drink today, rather than, for exam-
ple, an observation that Bob is required by law to buy him a drink next week?

2 A Preview

My aim in this essay is to articulate a challenge to a genre of theories that pur-
port to answer this question. I will call these theories context-directed theories 
of communicative acts. The central idea of these theories is that performing 
a communicative act is a matter of proposing a change to the conversation’s 
context, which can be thought of as a body of information about the state of 
the conversation.2 Communicative acts of different kinds, on this view, are 
proposals to update different components of the context: assertions add to the 
common ground, questions propose a new issue to be resolved (a question under 
discussion), and directives propose a task for the addressee to complete (by add-
ing to their to-do list. I will spell out these ideas in detail in §§3–5. Along the 
way, I will contrast context-directed theories with what I call addressee-dicrected 
theories, such as the theory of Grice (1957; 1968; 1969), on which a commu-
nicative act is an attempt to change an addressee’s private mental state, rather 
than the public state of the context.

One way for a theory of communicative acts to fail would be if it did not dis-
tinguish two categories of communicative act that ought to be distinguished. In 
the absence of some surprising argument for radically revising our pre-theoretic 
taxonomy, we should expect that an adequate theory will draw a principled 
distinction between assertions and both questions and directives, for example.

In what follows, I will argue that it is quite difficult for context-directed 

 2 Contexts of the kind at issue here sometimes go under other names, including ‘conversational 
score’, ‘discourse context’, ‘information state’, and so on. Early defenses of context-directed 
theories include Carlson (1982); Cohen and Perrault (1979); Gazdar (1981); Hamblin (1971); 
Heim (1982, 1983); Kamp (1981); Lewis (1979); Stalnaker (1978). The family has now grown 
too large to comprehensively cite, though some notable recent additions include Beaver 
(2001); Condoravdi and Lauer (2012); Farkas and Bruce (2010); Ginzburg (2012); Gunlogson 
(2001); Murray (2014); Murray and Starr (MS); Portner (2004, 2007, 2012); Roberts (2004, 
2012); Starr (ms, 2010, 2014); Thomason (1990); Veltman (1996); Yalcin (2007, 2012).
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theories to avoid collapsing these importantly distinct categories. My argu-
ment depends on the premise, which I will defend in §§6–7, that components 
of context must be psychologically reducible, public, and conversation-relative.

In §8, I argue that components of context with these properties are wholly 
determined by facts about common ground. If so, I argue in §9, then ques-
tions and directives turn out to be assertions in disguise. Although there may 
be some ways to avoid this conclusion – see §10 – I am tempted to think that 
my argument should be taken as a reductio of context-directed theories, and 
that we should instead prefer the less trendy view, due to Paul Grice, that the 
essential aim of communicative act is to change the private mental state of an 
addressee, rather than a public state of the context.

3 Assertion as a Proposal to Add to Common Ground

The best known and most influential context-directed theory is Robert Stal-
naker’s account of assertion, which revolves around a component of context 
that Stalnaker calls common ground (sometimes abbreviated as ‘CG’).3 Infor-
mally, Stalnaker describes common ground as the body of information that 
the participants in a conversation are presupposing, or treating as true, for the 
purposes of the conversation. Formally, CG is modeled as a set of propositions 
– a set of sets of possible worlds. The set of worlds in the intersection of these 
propositions – i.e., the set of worlds compatible with the common ground – is 
called the context set.

Common ground is widely thought to play a variety of roles in conversa-
tion. If it is common ground that Sam is addressing Ann when he utters ‘you’, 
then his interlocutors will understand him to have said something about Ann. 
If it is common ground that Bob is the tallest person in the room, Sam will 
be understood to be referring to Bob when uttering ‘the tallest person in the 
room’. These examples exemplify two roles that common ground is thought 
to play. First, it is what hearers rely on as a supplement when the information 
that is linguistically encoded in a speaker’s utterance does not fully specify what 
they are saying. Second, because they know that hearers will rely on common 
ground in this way, speakers also rely on common ground when they design 
their utterances: if their aim is to be interpreted in thus-and-such way, they 
should produce an utterance that, when supplemented by information from 

 3 Stalnaker (1978, 1998, 2002, 2014).
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the common ground, will be interpreted in thus-and-such way. I will refer to 
these as the pragmatic roles of common ground.

I have doubts about whether we should posit common ground to play these 
pragmatic roles.4 However, I will grant that common ground plays these roles 
for the sake of argument. My reason for doing so is that I wish to focus on a 
further role that common ground is purported to play – its role as the target 
of assertions.

According to Stalnaker, “the illocutionary force of an assertion (on the kind 
of account I have promoted) is explained as a proposal to change the com-
mon ground in a certain way” (2014, 39). Specifically, “assertion should be 
understood as a proposal to change the context by adding the content to the 
information presupposed” (1999, 10). “This is”, Stalnaker tells us, “an account 
of the force of an assertion” – i.e., a theory of the nature of this paradigmatic 
communicative act (1999, 10).

What does it mean to say that an assertion is a proposal to add a proposition 
to the common ground? In some of his work, Stalnaker takes this notion of 
proposal as a primitive. Elsewhere, he explicates it in terms of speakers’ inten-
tions. “In my account of assertion,” he summarizes in a recent paper, “the idea 
was to explain speech act force in terms of the way that a speech act is intended 
by the speaker to change the context” (Stalnaker, 2018).

Thus explicated, Stalnaker’s theory of communicative acts belongs in a inten-
tionalist tradition that begins in the work of Grice (1957; 1968; 1969). Accord-
ing to Grice, to perform a communicative act is to make an utterance with 
the intention of changing the mental state of one’s addressee, partly by way of 
revealing this intention to them.5 On a first pass, to assert that it is after mid-
night is to make an utterance with the intention of getting one’s addressee to 
believe that it is after midnight, in part by by getting them to recognize this 
intention. Stalnaker’s view is quite similar, except that the role of the addressee’s 
beliefs is played by the conversation’s common ground.

Beliefs are private mental states, not in the sense that others can’t know about 
them, but merely in the sense that it is in the nature of such states to reside in 
the mind of a single individual. It is in the nature of common ground, by con-
trast, to be public, in the sense that the information in the common ground is 
pooled by and equally accessible to all of a conversation’s participants. (I’ll say 
more about just what this publicity amounts to in §§6–7.) The essential aim of 

 4 Some of my reasons are spelled out in ‘We Talk to People, Not Contexts’ (MS).
 5 Grice uses different vocabulary: he talks about ‘utterer’s occasion meaning’ rather than com-

municative acts. My vocabulary here makes it easier to discuss non-assertoric acts, and to 
compare Grice’s theory with others’.
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a communicative act is the aim that makes it the kind of communicative act 
that it is. For Grice, communicative acts essentially aim at changing address-
ees’ private mental states. The essential aim of an assertion is to change the 
addressee’s beliefs, for example. For Stalnaker, the essential aim of an assertion 
is to get one’s message out into the open – to make it public – by putting it 
in the common ground. (Of course, as we will see, adding information to the 
common ground entails changing one’s addressee’s private mental states; but 
that is not all that it entails.)

What advantages are there to the idea that a communicative act is an attempt 
to make one’s message public among the participants in a conversation, rather 
than merely an attempt to influence an addressee’s private state of mind? Both 
theories enjoy some intuitive support: it is intuitive to think of communication 
as the transfer of information from one agent to another, but it is also intuitive 
to think of at least many conversations as processes of iterative information 
pooling. I am not optimistic that the matter can be settled by deciding which 
theory best matches our intuitive impression of conversation. The issue will 
have to be settled theoretically.

Stalnaker’s context-directed theory has one apparent theoretical advantage, 
which is that it seems to explain the ways in which successful assertions influ-
ence what can happen later in the conversation.6 Recall that common ground 
is, according to Stalnaker and many others, the information that hearers rely on 
when they interpret speakers’ utterances and that speakers rely on when design-
ing utterances for their hearers.In general, we are entitled to take a proposition 
for granted in these ways after it has been successfully asserted in a conversa-
tion. Suppose that Sam asserts that Bob is taller than anyone else in the room 
and nobody else objects to this claim; henceforth in the same conversation, 
the description, ‘the tallest person in the room’, can be used to refer to Bob. 
Stalnaker has a simple explanation for this: interlocutors can felicitously pre-
suppose whatever is in the common ground, and a successful assertion is one 
whose content has made it into the common ground. The aim of an assertion, 
it is tempting to conclude, is to add its content to the common ground.7

Stalnaker’s account of assertion has served as an influential model for con-

 6 Context-directed theories mostly haven’t been directly compared to addressee-directed theo-
ries in the literature, and so the theoretical virtue of the former that I am about to present 
has not often been articulated as such. (One exception is Thomason 1990.) However, it is 
the best explanation I know of for the popularity of context-directed theories as opposed to 
addressee-directed theories.

 7 Elsewhere (Harris, MS), I argue that this line of thought depends on running together several 
different ways in which a communicative act can be understood as succeeding. I will sum-
marize some of these points in §10.
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text-directed theories of other communicative acts. In general, the method 
suggested is to understand each kind of communicative act by positing a new 
component of contexts, part of whose theoretical role is to serve as the target 
of acts of the kind in question. I will sketch two of the most influential pro-
posals of this kind in the next two sections: Craige Roberts’ idea that asking a 
question is proposing a new question under discussion, and Paul Portner’s idea 
that issuing a directive is proposing a new addition to the context’s to-do list.

4 Questions as Proposals of new Questions Under Discussion

The intuitive idea behind Roberts’ theory is that asking a question is proposing 
that it should become the new topic of conversation – the new issue that the 
interlocutors are working to resolve.8 The question that is operative in this way 
is what Roberts calls the question under discussion, or QUD. Like the common 
ground, the question under discussion is an element of the context around 
which a conversation unfolds: it changes as old questions are answered or new 
ones are proposed, and imposes constraints on how a well-ordered conversa-
tion can progress.

Again, this theory differs from Grice’s view mainly in that Roberts takes the 
essential aim of asking a question to be a change to the public state of the con-
text, whereas Grice thinks of questions as attempts to influence the addressee’s 
plans about what to say. And again, each view matches our intuitions about 
some conversations: Grice’s view makes sense of situations in which a speaker 
poses a question to only one of several interlocutors. Roberts’ view naturally 
applies to conversations in which questions are raised for anyone to answer, 
as part of a process by which a group of agents are working together to pool 
their information.

Roberts’ theory is theoretically motivated in a way that parallels what I have 
taken to be the main motivation for Stalnaker’s view of assertion. She argues 
that a conversation’s QUD plays several pragmatic roles, aside from being what 
one targets in asking a question. Successfully asking a question whose content 
is q normally has the effect that q will play these roles going forward. Roberts’ 

 8 Although I will focus on a simplified version of the theory articulated by Roberts (2012; 2018), 
there are many precursors to, variations on, and further developments of her central ideas. 
See, e.g. Asher and Lascarides (2003); Carlson (1982); Ciardelli et al. (2013); Gazdar (1981); 
Ginzburg (1994, 1995a,b, 1996, 2012); Groenendijk and Roelofsen (2009); Hamblin (1971); 
Murray (2014); Starr (ms, 2010).
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explanation of this fact is that the essential aim of asking a question is for its 
content to be the new QUD.

First, Roberts argues that the QUD plays a role in determining whether 
a subsequent communicative act will be judged relevant. This is why Sam’s 
response to Ann would be felicitous in (2) but probably not in (3).

 (2) ann:  Who will drive Tony to the airport?
  sam:  I will drive him.
 (3) ann:  Who will drive Tony to the airport?
  sam:  # I would like a burrito.

Roberts predicts that an assertion is relevant just in case adding its content 
to the CG makes the CG newly incompatible with at least one answer to the 
QUD. A proposition that meets this criterion a contextually relevant partial 
answer to the QUD. (A contextually relevant complete answer to the QUD is 
a proposition that, together with the CG, rules out all but one element of the 
QUD.) The intuitive idea is that a relevant assertion is one that makes at least 
some progress toward the immediate conversational goal on which interlocu-
tors have coordinated, which is to answer the QUD. The specific prediction 
that this account makes about (3) is that Sam’s response will be irrelevant unless 
it is common ground, for some reason, that Sam’s desire for a burrito, together 
with the common ground, rules out at least one previously live option about 
who will drive Tony to the airport. This could happen, for example, if it hap-
pens to be common ground that the best burritos are at the airport and Sam 
will want to go there to get what he wants. In the absence of such a scenario, 
Sam’s response will seem infelicitous.

Roberts also argues that the QUD plays an essential role in determining 
when it is relevant to ask a question. Sam’s response to Ann would be felicitous 
in (4), for example, but probably not in (5).

 (4) ann: Who will drive Tony to the airport?
  sam:  Will you drive him?
 (5) ann:  Who will drive Tony to the airport?
  sam:  # Is it Tuesday already?

According to Roberts, asking a relevant question means asking a contextual 
subquestion of the QUD. In general, q2 is a (contextual) subquestion of q1 just 
in case any proposition that (contextually) entails a complete answer to q1 also 
(contextually) entails a complete answer to q2. (If q2 is a (contextual) subques-
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tion of q1, then q1 is a (contextual) superquestion of q2.) A corollary of these 
definitions is that, in completely answering a subquestion of q, one partially 
answers q. By answering a subquestion of the QUD, one can therefore make 
progress toward answering the QUD itself. This is what makes it relevant to ask 
a subquestion of the QUD. The intuitive idea here is that asking a question is 
often a way of pursuing a strategy of inquiry, whose goal is to break down a big 
question into more easily answerable chunks. In (4), Sam’s response to Ann will 
seem relevant in any context in which it is not already common ground that 
Ann won’t drive Tony. His response in (5) will seem relevant only in contexts 
in which it is common ground that the question of who will drive Tony turns 
on whether it is Tuesday.

Aside from this role in determining the relevance of communicative acts, it 
is widely accepted that QUDs also play a role in determining when it is felici-
tous to use prosodic focus. In response to (6), for example, (7) is a felicitous 
response, but (8) and (9) aren’t.

 (6) Who will drive Tony to the airport?
 (7) [JIM]f will drive Tony to the airport.
 (8) Jim will drive [TOny]f to the airport.
 (9) Jim will drive Tony to the [AIRport]f .

By contrast, (8) – but not (7) or (9) – is a felicitous response to ‘who will Jim 
drive to the airport?’, and (9) – but not (7) or (8) – is a felicitous response to 
‘where will Jim drive Tony?’. On Roberts’ view, these felicity conditions result 
because a declarative sentence with prosodic focus carries a presupposition 
that a congruent question is the QUD. In order for a declarative sentence φ to 
be conrgruent with a question q, the element in φ that is prosodically focused 
must correspond to the wh-phrase in an interrogative clause whose semantic 
value is q.

Do we need to posit contextual QUDs, as Roberts does, in order to explain 
which communicative acts count as relevant, to explain why certain uses of 
prosodic focus are felicitous? I have my doubts, but I will suppress those doubts 
here, and assume for the sake of argument that QUDs play these roles. Again, 
my focus will be on whether QUDs plays the conceptually distinct role of 
being what speakers must propose coordination on in order to ask a question.
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5 Directives as Proposals to Add to the To-Do List

Directive acts, such as requests and commands, are attempts to prompt others 
to action. Grice captured this idea by arguing that the essential aim of direct-
ing someone to φ is to get them to form an intention to φ. Following the same 
general strategy set out by Stalnaker and Roberts, context-directed theorists 
have developed accounts of directives that parallel Grice’s view, but with a 
newly posited component of the context playing the role that Grice assigns to 
the addressee’s intentions.

The example I will discuss is due to Portner (2004; 2007), who posits a com-
ponent of context that he calls the to-do list (TDL), which functions as a public 
record of the actions to which interlocutors are committed, for the purposes 
of the conversation.9 Portner captures this idea by modeling the to-do list as a 
function from interlocutors to sets of properties, each of which is something 
that an agent could instantiate by complying with a directive. Portner also 
argues that properties of this kind are the semantic values of imperative clauses 
(Portner, 2004; Zanuttini et al., 2012). A directive, Portner argues, is a proposal 
to add a new property to the addressee’s section of the TDL. Whereas Grice 
would say that the essential aim of directing you to keep reading is to get you 
to form an intention to keep reading, Portner would say that its essential aim 
is to add the property of continuing to read to your section of our shared TDL.

Like Stalnaker and Roberts, Portner argues that his new theoretical posit 
plays a couple of conversational roles in addition to serving as the target of 
directives. And, again following the same pattern, the fact that issuing a direc-
tive will influence the conversation in these ways provides Portner with his 
strongest support for the idea that directives are proposals to update TDLs, 
rather than proposals to change addressees’ private intentions.

First, Portner defines a precise way in which, he says, the state of the TDL, 
together with the state of the CG, determine which of interlocutors’ actions 
will be deemed rational, for the purposes of the conversation. Normally, the 
following discourse would result in Bob’s inaction being deemed irrational, 
for example:

 (10) ann:  Go outside immediately
  bob:  Okay. [Bob doesn’t move.]

 9 Although I will focus on Portner’s theory, roughly the same considerations I raise here will 
apply to a range of similar views proposed by others. See, e.g., Condoravdi and Lauer (2012); 
von Fintel and Iatridou (2017); Roberts (2004, 2015, 2018); Starr (ms, 2010).
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Portner explains this by defending a formal implementation of the idea that, 
“to be judged rational an agent must attempt to make as many properties on her 
To-Do List true as possible” (2004, 243). Provided that it is common ground 
that going outside immediately requires moving, Bob’s behavior in (10) will be 
deemed irrational according to this standard.

Second, Portner argues that the TDL plays a role in determining how deon-
tic modals are evaluated. It is often the case that a successful directive seems 
to “make true” the corresponding deontic modal. Imagine the following scene 
unfolding in a classroom, for example:

 (11) teacher, to ann: Go outside!
  bob, to carol: Ann should go outside.

Portner argues that this phenomenon arises because the TDL influences the 
ordering source relative to which deontic modals are evaluated. According to 
a standard account of modals, Bob’s utterance in (11) is true just in case Ann 
goes outside in the worlds that are compatible with a contextually salient modal 
base and most highly ranked according to a contextually salient ordering source 
(Kratzer, 1981). According to Portner (2007), the contextual TDL influences 
the contextually available ordering source, so that worlds that realize more of 
the properties on the TDL will be more highly ranked. By issuing her directive, 
the teacher in (11) thus turns the contextually salient ordering source into one 
that assigns a high rank to worlds in which Ann goes outside, thereby giving 
rise to a context that makes Bob’s utterance true.

As in Stalnaker’s use of CG and Roberts’ use of QUDs, I think that there are 
reasons to be skeptical of this account. But once again, I will grant, for the sake 
of argument, that the TDL plays these pragmatic roles. My focus is on whether 
Portner is right that, given these assumptions, adding to the TDL should also 
be thought of as the essential aim of directive acts.

6 The Psychological Reducibility of Context

Let us assume that the context of a conversation consists of a common ground, 
a question under discussion, and a to do list, each of which plays the pragmatic 
roles set out in the last three sections. But now a question: what kinds of things 
are these posits? What are their natures? So far, I have described these posits 
in terms of their functional roles. But what are the realizers of these functional 
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roles? In virtue of what underlying facts about a conversation and its partici-
pants is its context in a given state at a given time?

The most worked out attempt to answer this question, and the one I will 
focus on here, is due to Stalnaker, who argues that facts about context reduce 
to facts about the propositional attitudes of the participants in a conversation. 
Call this approach psychologism.10 Stalnaker works out this idea in detail in his 
account of common ground. In his most recent work on the subject (2014), 
he argues that a proposition p is common ground just in case the interlocu-
tors commonly accept p for the purposes of the conversation. A group of agents 
commonly accept p just in case each accepts p, each accepts that each of the 
others accepts p, and so on. To accept p, according to Stalnaker (1984, 79–84), 
is to treat p as true, either because one believes p, or because one bears some 
more provisional belief-like attitude to p. So, what’s in the common ground is 
whatever the interlocutors treat as true, treat it as true that the others are treat-
ing as true, and so on, for the purposes of the conversation.

Thinking of context as psychologically reducible is a good idea for several 
reasons. It allows us to understand the posits of pragmatic theory in terms of 
propositional attitudes, which we have an independent grip on and need to 
posit for other purposes anyway. More importantly, psychologism allows us 
to explain why the state of the context influences interlocutors’ actions. After 
all: we normally explain an agent’s actions by appealing to their propositional 
attitudes. If facts about context reduce to facts about propositional attitudes, 
it is clear why changing the context will shape interlocutors’actions in predict-
able ways.

7 The Publicity and Conversation-Relativity of Context

Stalnaker’s account also explains two other crucial features of common ground, 
which I will call its publicity and conversation-relativity.

Common ground is public in the sense that each of the interlocutors has 

 10 The main alternative to psychologism is conventionalism, according to which the state of the 
context is determined by the previous history of the conversation, together with the linguis-
tic conventions that determine how conversations may unfold (DeVault and Stone, 2006; 
Lepore and Stone, 2015). The biggest disadvantage of conventionalism arises in situations 
when all participants in the conversation are simultaneously mistaken about the state of the 
context. In situations of this kind, we should expect their representations of the context (i.e., 
the context of psychologism), rather than the conventionally determined context, to play the 
relevant explanatory roles. For a more detailed version of this argument, see Harris (MS).
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equal epistemic access to it. This is guaranteed by Stalnaker’s definition, on 
which, if an interlocutor doesn’t accept (or accept that the others accept, etc.) 
p, then p simply isn’t common ground.

The publicity of CG is a property that it must have in order to play the prag-
matic roles that Stalnaker takes it to play. If two people disagree about who the 
tallest person in the room is, or if one of them is wrong about who the other one 
thinks it is, then they will be unable to communicate when using the phrase, 
‘the tallest person in the room’: one of them will design an utterance in order 
to refer to one person, and the other will interpret it as referring to someone 
else. The solution to this is for the CG to be public, for speakers to assume 
that hearers will interpret them by drawing on the common ground, and for 
hearers to assume that speakers have done so.

The same point applies to the components of context posited by Roberts and 
Portner. If the QUD were not public, then much infelicity and miscommu-
nication would ensue, as there will be nothing to ensure that the interlocutors 
agree about which communicative acts are relevant, or about which prosodic 
focus is licensed. Similarly, if the TDL weren’t public, then interlocutors could 
routinely be expected to miscommunicate with deontic modals and to disagree 
about what it would be rational for them to do, for the purposes of the con-
versation. Quite generally, facts about context must be public.

The conversation-relativity of common ground means that a proposition 
is common ground only relative to a particular conversation. In particular, a 
proposition may be common ground even though none of the interlocutors 
actually believes it, so long as they are treating it as true (and accepting that 
the others are doing the same, etc.) for the purposes of the conversation. This 
follows from Stalnaker’s definition of acceptance: since provisionally treating 
p as true for some temporary purpose is a way of accepting p – for example, 
when one assumes p for the sake of argument – an agent may accept p while 
disbelieving p.

To see an illustration of this feature of common ground, imagine the fol-
lowing scenario. Eve and James are English spies and Felix is an American spy. 
They are all operating undercover: Eve is posing as an arms dealer, James as 
her assistant, and Felix as an interested buyer. Eve and James both know (and 
each knows that the other knows, etc.) that they are both spies. Felix knows 
that he (Felix) is a spy. Eve and James also know that Felix is a spy, and Felix 
knows that they are spies. But neither Eve nor James knows that Felix knows 
that they are spies, and Felix likewise doesn’t know that Eve and James know 
that Felix is a spy. In this context, we should expect that everyone will proceed 
as if their cover hasn’t been blown. In particular, although none of our heroes 
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believes that James is Eve’s assistant, they do commonly accept this proposi-
tion, since they will continue to treat it as true, and to treat it as true that the 
others treat it as true (etc.), for the purposes of this conversation. Suppose that 
in this context, Felix utters the following sentence:

 (12) Your assistant makes excellent cocktails.

In this context, we should expect that Felix has referred to James by uttering 
‘your assistant’, and that the others will interpret him as doing so, despite the 
fact that none of them actually believes that James is Eve’s assistant. It should 
therefore be clear that it is what the three of them commonly accept (for the 
purposes of the conversation) rather than what they believe (much less com-
monly believe) that plays the role of common ground.

The components of context posited by Roberts and Portner must be con-
versation relative in the same way. To see this, let’s continue our spy story by 
supposing that the ostensible purpose of their meeting is to coordinate on a 
plan for Eve and James to deliver a bomb to Felix. And let us suppose that a 
detonation code is needed to activate bombs of this kind. Felix would need the 
code to go with his bomb. The conversation might proceed as follows.

 (13) felix: What is the detonation code?
 (14) eve: The code is ‘42’.

Roberts’ theory predicts that, in uttering (13), Felix’s aim is to establish a new 
QUD, thus giving rise to the shared goal of adding an answer to the common 
ground. In uttering (24), Eve answers the question with a relevant assertion.

But keep in mind that neither Eve nor Felix has the goal of adding the real 
detonation code for bombs of this kind to the common ground. To do that 
would be to give away a state secret. Moreover, they both know this. And so 
in order for the QUD to be such that Eve’s assertion is relevant, the QUD 
mustn’t be constituted by the interlocutors’ actual goals. It must depend on 
some conversation-relative substitute – the sort of thing that agents can adopt 
for some purpose, while privately aiming in the opposite direction. (I’ll con-
sider what state this might be in §8.)

The same point applies to the TDL. Suppose that their conversation pro-
ceeds as follows:

 (15) felix: Deliver the bomb on Tuesday at 4:30.
 (16) eve: Very well. You must be there to pick it up.
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 (17) james, to eve: We should leave for to make the delivery by noon on 
Tuesday.

Portner’s theory predicts that, with (15), Felix proposes to add the property of 
delivering the bomb on Tuesday at 4:30 to Eve’s section of the to-do list. The 
first part of Eve’s response (‘very well’) signals that Felix’s proposal has been 
a success. According to Portner’s theory, this new addition to the to-do list 
should have the effect of making true various deontic modals by raising to 
salience ordering sources that assign high rank to worlds in which Eve delivers 
the bomb on Tuesday at 4:30. This prediction is borne out by the felicity of 
(16)–(17), on the assumption that the highest-ranked, relevant worlds in which 
Eve delivers the bomb at the appointed time are also worlds in which Felix is 
there to pick it up at that time, and in which Eve and James leave to make the 
delivery by noon on Tuesday.

But remember: Eve and James don’t actually desire (or plan) to go through 
with this delivery, and Felix knows this. So facts about the to-do list can’t be 
constituted by interlocutors’ actual plans or desires. They must instead depend 
on some conversation-relative substitute thereof. (I will consider what states 
could play this role in §8.)

Each of the components of context must therefore be both public and con-
versation relative in order to play the pragmatic roles that they are taken to 
play. Roberts and Portner seemingly agree. Roberts says that a conversation’s 
QUD “commits [interlocutors] to a common goal, finding the answer” (Rob-
erts, 2012, 5), but clarifies that this goal of finding the answer is to be under-
stood in a conversation-relative way: “On the present view, it is the common 
ground, not the speaker, that’s ‘informed,’ and it is mutual-belief behavior, 
and not knowledge, that’s sought” (Roberts, 2012, 6, fn.7). Similarly, Portner 
says that “We may think of the Common Ground and To-Do List as being 
the public, or interactional, counterparts of the individual agents beliefs and 
desires” (Portner, 2004, 242).

8 The Psychological Reducibility of QUDs and TDLs?

Stalnaker has given us a detailed recipe for reducing common ground to 
agents’ attitudes in a way that accounts for publicity and conversation-rela-
tivity. Although Roberts and Portner are committed to there being some such 
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account of the components of context that they posit, neither has attempted 
to articulate such an account. In this section I will explore the options for how 
such a reduction could be accomplished.

Roberts and Portner both describe the QUD and the TDL in terms of action-
guiding mental states: goals, plans, or desires. So an initial idea might be to 
reduce the QUD and TDL to mental states of these kinds. I will focus on TDLs 
for now, though QUDs raise roughly analogous considerations that I will sum-
marize below. According to Portner, the TDL is the “public and interactional” 
counterpart of desires, and so I will mainly consider that formulation, though 
analogous considerations apply to formulations in terms of plans or goals. 
Here’s a first shot at a reduction:

 tdl1  For any agent A and a property φ, φ is on A’s section of the TDL iff 
the interlocutors desire for A to instantiate φ.

This won’t do, since it captures neither the publicity nor the conversation-
relativity of TDLs. So let’s try to capture publicity first. One way to copy Stal-
naker’s strategy would be to build the TDL out of an intersubjectively iterated 
network of a single attitude – in this case, desires (or plans). This suggestion 
would work as follows.

 tdl2  For any agent A and a property φ, φ is on A’s section of the TDL iff:
    (i) Each interlocutor desires for A to instantiate φ
  (ii) Each of the interlocutors desires for each of the others to  

  desire for A to instantiate φ
    

…
 

This account fails for several reasons. One is that it does not capture the con-
versation-relativity of the TDL – a point I’ll come back to below.  But a more 
pressing problem is that this account doesn’t capture the publicity of the TDL 
either. The problem is that iterated desire doesn’t account for publicity in the 
same ways that iterated acceptance does. I can desire for you to desire φ, even 
if I accept that you don’t actually desire φ, and in this case I might not proceed 
as if you desire φ. (A related problem arises for plans: I can plan for you to plan 
to φ, even if I don’t accept that you yet plan to φ, in which case I won’t act as 
though you plan to φ.) What this shows, I think, is that the only attitudes that 
can be intersubjectively iterated in a way that results in publicity are acceptance  
states.

We might therefore try to define the to-do list as follows:
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 tdl3  For any agent A and a property φ, φ is on A’s section of the TDL iff:
      (i) A desires to instantiate φ
    (ii)  Each of the interlocutors accepts that A desires to instantiate φ
  (iii)  Each of the interlocutors accepts that each accepts that A desires  

  to instantiate φ
     

…
 

This account captures the publicity of the TDL: a property can’t be on the TDL 
without playing the appropriate role in all of the interlocutors’ psychological 
economies, by virtue of their intersubjectively iterated states of acceptance. The 
problem now is conversation-relativity. As I showed in the last section, none 
of the interlocutors need actually desire (or plan) to instantiate φ in order for 
φ to be on the to-do list. So, clause (i) makes tdl3 too strong.

I can think of two ways to relax this account in order to make the TDL appro-
priately conversation-relative. The first is to posit a new kind of conversation-
relative attitude that stands to desire as acceptance stands to belief. This new 
desire-like attitude (or genre of attitudes) would play a functional role akin to 
desire, but it would be possible to bear this attitude provisionally and only for 
some purpose, even if one does not actually possess the corresponding desire, 
in the same way that one can accept something provisionally and only for some 
purpose, without actually believing it. To bear this attitude to some eventuality 
would be to treat it as desirable for some perhaps temporary purpose – e.g., 
for the purposes of the conversation. I think it is clear that, unlike acceptance, 
which is a natural enough idea, we lack anything like this provisional, desire-
like concept in our folk psychology. I will call it provisional desire. (We can 
similarly discuss provisional plans and provisional goals.) With this concept in 
hand, we can make the following modification to our account.

 tdl4  For any agent A and a property φ, φ is on A’s section of the TDL iff:
       (i)  A provisionally desires to instantiate φ
     (ii)  Each of the interlocutors accepts that A (provisionally)  

   desires to instantiate φ
    (iii)  Each of the interlocutors accepts that each accepts that A  

   (provisionally) desires to instantiate φ
      

…
  

The second way of weakening the desire requirement in tdl3 is to remove it 
altogether. Instead of A desiring to φ plus common acceptance that A desires 
to φ, we suffice with just the latter:
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 tdl5  For any agent A and a property φ, φ is on A’s section of the TDL iff:
        (i)  Each of the interlocutors accepts that A desires to instantiate φ
      (ii)  Each of the interlocutors accepts that each accepts that A  

     desires to instantiate φ
       

…
  

How can we choose between tdl4 and tdl5? Each has some intuitive benefits. 
On one hand, it seems intuitive that the TDL wouldn’t boil down to just a 
bunch of acceptance states, given that it is supposed to be action-motivating 
in a way that the common ground is not. On the other hand, the concept of 
provisional desire might be absent from folk psychology for a reason: can we 
really get a clear enough grip on it for our theoretical purposes? I think the 
answer to this question is unclear.

Ultimately, however, the way to answer this question is to work out which of 
these options best lines up with the functional role whose realizer we’re search-
ing for. And considerations of this kind give us a good reason to prefer tdl5 
over tdl4. To see why, consider again the scenario from earlier involving the 
spies posing as arms dealers – Eve, James, and Felix – and the following varia-
tion on (13)–(14).

 (18) felix, to james: Give me the detonation code.
 (19) eve: The code is in my briefcase. James, you should go and get it.
 (20) james: Very well. [He finds a slip of paper with ‘42’ written on it and 

hands it to Felix.]

According to Portner’s account, what’s happened here is that Felix, in uttering 
(18), has added the property of giving Felix the detonation code to James’ part 
of the to-do list. This has a couple of effects. First, it raises to salience ordering 
sources that assign high rank to worlds in which James gives Felix the code. 
The first half of Eve’s utterance makes it common ground that accomplishing 
this task requires retrieving the code from her briefcase. Together, these two 
communicative acts have the effect of making the second half of Eve’s utter-
ance, a deontic modal, seem true in the context. Second, Felix’s addition to the 
to-do list has the effect of making James’ actions appear rational if, given what 
is common ground, they bring it about that James will give Felix the code. This 
is borne out by James’ action in (20).

But remember: James does not actually desire (or plan) to give Felix the code. 
Does he provisionally desire (or provisionally plan) to do so? That is, does he 
treat it as desirable to give Felix the code, for the purposes of the conversation? 
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No, he does not. What he gives Felix is a fake code, and he, Eve, and Felix all 
privately realize this, even as they act as if James is giving them a real code. 
In fact, there may not even be a real detonation code. And even if there were 
such a code, James would not desire (or treat it as desirable, even temporarily) 
to give it to Felix. Provisionally desiring, understood in the way I’ve sketched, 
does not behave in the right way to ground facts about the to-do list, given 
the functional role that Portner ascribes to the latter, and so tdl4 won’t work.

On the other hand, tdl5 does seem to do the job. Following Felix’s utterance 
of (18), our spies do commonly accept, for the purposes of the conversation, 
that James desires (or plans) to give Felix the detonation code, and this state of 
common acceptance seems to play the right role in both making Eve’s use of 
‘should’ acceptable and in making James’ act seem rational. Of course, action 
cannot be motivated by acceptance alone, any more than belief, and needs to be 
accompanied by some sort of desire or plan. But we can explain the preceding 
situation by saying that our spies all desire (or plan) to act as arms dealers in 
their position would act – i.e., to keep up their pretense. But this sort of desire 
is a private mental state, and won’t show up on their TDLs.

I have been discussing the TDL, but an analogous line of reasoning applies 
to the QUD. I won’t go through that reasoning in detail, but here it is in brief. 
Roberts (2012; 2018) argues that the QUD represents interlocutors’ shared goal 
about the conversation’s immediate future. However, as I showed in §7, in 
order to play the roles that Roberts attributes to it, the QUD must be public 
and conversation-relative. In order to account for publicity, the QUD must 
be grounded in what the interlocutors commonly accept about their goals. In 
order to be conversation-relative, the QUD must not depend on their actual 
goals, or even on what they are treating as their goals for the purposes of the 
conversation. After all, when Felix asks what the detonation code is by utter-
ing (13), nobody actually adopts the goal of telling him the code, or even treats 
this as their goal for the purposes of the conversation. Rather, their goal is to 
go along with the pretense of arranging an arms deal which they all privately 
know to be fake. And so the following appears to be the best account of what 
grounds the QUD:

 qud  q is the QUD of a conversation iff:
      (i) Each of the interlocutors accepts that it is the immediate goal of  

  the conversation to resolve q
     (ii) Each of the interlocutors accepts that each accepts that it is the  

  immediate goal of the conversation to resolve q
 … 
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I can’t claim that the line of reasoning I’ve pursued in this section is defini-
tive. There may be some other way of reducing components of context to 
interlocutors’ propositional attitudes. However, I find each of the steps I’ve 
gone through to be persuasive, and so I conclude that the QUD and TDL of a 
conversation reduce to interlocutors’ propositional attitudes in much the same 
way as the CG. All three components of context are a matter of what is com-
monly accepted for the purposes of the conversation.

9 Collapse

If my reasoning up until now has been sound, then we’ve reached the puzzle 
of this paper’s title, which goes as follows.

My conclusion in §8 was that the CG, the QUD, and the TDL all reduce 
to the same facts about interlocutors propositional attitudes. For any propo-
sition p, p is in CG just in case the interlocutors commonly accept p for the 
purposes of the conversation. For any question q, q is the QUD just in case the 
interlocutors commonly accept that it is their immediate conversational goal 
to resolve q. But let p be the propoisition that it is the interlocutors’ immedi-
ate conversational goal to resolve q. In that case, the fact that q is the QUD 
just is the fact that p is common ground.11 Likewise, by parity of reasoning, for 
any agent A and property φ, the fact that φ is on A’s section of the TDL just 
is the fact that the interlocutors commonly accept that A desires (or plans) to 
instantiate φ. It follows that the state of a conversation’s QUD and the TDL 
are wholly determined by the state of its CG (but not vice versa).

Context-directed theorists distinguish assertions from other communicative 
acts by the fact that other acts aim to change components of discourse context 
other than CG. But if all facts about these other components of context just 
are facts about CG, then changes to them are changes to CG as well. It follows 
that the other communicative acts in question are merely assertions in disguise. 
It follows from Portner’s view that directing someone to φ has the same essen-
tial aim as asserting that they desire to φ, for example, and (21) has the same 
communicative-act potential as (22):

 (21) Buy me a drink.

11 I am assuming what I take to be a relatively benign metaphysical principle: for any facts, α, 
β, and γ, if α reduces to γ and β reduces to γ, then α just is β. If the reader doesn’t like my 
talk of reduction, they may feel free to substitute the relation of total grounding, for which 
the analogous principle seems equally benign.
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 (22) You desire to buy me a drink.

And it follows from Roberts’ view that asking someone a question is the same 
as informing them that it is the conversation’s goal to resolve this question, so 
that (23) has the same communicative-act potential as (24):

 (23) Are you a doctor?
 (24) Our current conversational goal is to resolve the question of whether 

you are a doctor.

But this conclusion certainly isn’t right. Although it may be possible to use 
declaratives of these kinds in order to perform the corresponding directive or 
act of questioning, the latter acts will be indirect. We can see this from the fact 
that they are cancellable. One can disambiguate (22) and (24) to make it clear 
that they are mere assertions as follows, for example.

 (25) You desire to buy me a drink. I’m not trying to get you to buy me a 
drink, I’m just stating an observation.

 (26) Our current conversational goal is to resolve the question of whether 
you are a doctor. I am not proposing this as a new goal, but merely 
reminding you of a fact.

In explaining differences between different kinds of communicative acts in 
terms of the different components of context they aim at changing, then, 
dynamic theorists unwittingly collapse the distinctions that they seek to explain.

10 Escape Routes?

How can this puzzle be resolved?
One option would be to bite the bullet, and to accept that questions and 

directives are really just assertions by another name. In particular, this strategy 
would involve admitting that the act of directing someone to finish their veg-
etables is the same act as asserting that someone desires to finish their vegeta-
bles – a conclusion that flies in the face of both common sense and the whole 
history of speech-act theory.

A second option would be to deny that contexts are psychologically reduc-
ible. This is certainly an option, and some theorists have explored it, albeit for 
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reasons different than the ones I am suggesting here (e.g. Devault and Stone 
2006). The main challenge for such accounts is to say what context is, and why 
it plays the various roles that it is purported to play. As I argued in §§6–7, psy-
chologism offers a neat and clear account of how and why context does what 
it does. As I hinted in footnote 10, and as I have argued in greater detail else-
where, those who deny psychologism about context face serious challenges in 
explaining how it works (Harris, 2016, MS; Harris et al., 2018).

A third option would be to accept some version of psychologism about con-
text, but to argue that there is some method of reducing the QUD and TDL 
of a conversation that is superior to anything I considered in §8. As I said at 
the end of that section, this may be possible but I know of no attempts. This 
essay can be read as a challenge to context-directed theorists to devise a work-
able alternative way of spelling out the nature of their posits.

A final option – and my preferred option – is to give up on context-directed 
theories altogether. My motivation for this conclusion depends on recognizing 
that context-directed theories ask the components of context that they posit 
to do two different kinds of things. First, context is made to play what I have 
called pragmatic roles: it is taken into account in the design and interpretation 
of utterances, it determines the relevance of communicative acts and the felicity 
of prosodic focus, and it helps determine the semantic values of deontic modals 
and the conditions under which interlocutors will deem an action rational. Sec-
ond, context is the target of communicative acts – that which communicative 
acts essentially aim to change. If my argument in this essay has been sound, 
then contexts can’t play both of these roles. I have used the pragmatic roles of 
context to pin down the functional properties of the various components of 
context, and then argued that if the context components have these functional 
properties, they collapse together – a conclusion that leads to the collapse of 
the different kinds of communicative acts, provided that communicative acts 
are individuated by the components of context that they target.

It might now be tempting to try to save context-directed theories by aban-
doning the idea that context plays the pragmatic roles that it is commonly 
taken to play, or by holding that we should posit contexts of different kinds to 
play the pragmatic roles and the role of communicative acts’ target. But this 
response is undermined by the fact that the only real motivation for context-
directed theories of communicative acts, as opposed to addressee-directed the-
ories, depends on the idea that the context that serves as the target of commu-
nicative acts is the same context that plays the pragmatic roles. This is a point 
that I belabored in §§3–5. To sum up a point I made repeatedly there: the best 
argument for a context-directed theory of such-and-such kind of act is that 
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context plays thus-and-so pragmatic roles, and performing a such-and-such 
act reliably influences how context will do this job. If we give up the idea that 
contexts (and the same contexts, no less) play both roles, then this motivation 
for context-directed theories goes away.

I am therefore tempted to conclude that we should give up context-directed 
theories. We thus remain free to hold that context plays the various pragmatic 
roles assigned to it. And we can even go on believing that communicative acts 
typically have the kinds of effects on context that context-directed theorists 
take them to have. However, we should deny that these effects on context are 
the essential aims of communicative acts. Instead, we can go along with Grice 
in thinking that the essential aim of a communicative act is the effect that it 
is intended to have on the private mental state of its addressee; its effect on 
context is a further, extra-communicative aim that we often accomplish indi-
rectly, by means of achieving our essential communicative aims.12 Since there 
is presumably no concern about the concepts of belief, desire, and intention 
collapsing into one another, addressee-directed theories are not susceptible to 
the kind of collapse argument that I directed at context-directed theories in 
§9. Although there is much to be said about how addressee-directed theories 
should be understood, I won’t attempt to articulate any of that, except to point 
out that such theories avoid the puzzle that has been my concern in this essay.

11 Conclusion

Context-directed theories work by individuating categories of speech acts in 
terms of the components of context that they aim to change. I have argued 
that the best motivations for these theories depend on taking the components 
of context that they posit to play certain functional roles, and that if the com-
ponents of context really do play these roles, they aren’t really distinct compo-
nents of context at all. But by collapsing the components of context that they 
posit, context-directed theories collapse the very distinctions between different 
categories of communicative acts that they have been formulated to explain 
in the first place.

I find it tempting, for this and other reasons (Harris, MS), to conclude that 
we should abandon context-directed theories. But even if context-directed 
theorists are not tempted by my argument to give up hope in their views, they 

 12 I defend this view in greater detail elsewhere (Harris, 2014, MS).
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should at least be motivated to properly theorize the components of context 
that they posit in a way that gets around the objections that I have raised here. 
To do so would be to fill a gaping foundational lacuna in their theories – one 
that I suspect cannot be filled.
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