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This dissertation sketches a theory of expected conversational roles. An expected 

conversational role (ECR) is the trajectory you expect a person will take when 

contributing to a conversation about a certain topic. ECRs are used to explain instances 

of surprise that arise in response to what people say. I distinguish Content Directed 

Surprise (surprise about the content of an utterance) from Speaker-Oriented 

Conversational Surprise (surprise that a particular person has said what they have said). 

We see the latter in, say, a sexist math professor’s surprise that a young woman has 

given a correct answer. Here the object of his surprise is not her answer (content he 

knows), but that she had it. Instances of speaker-oriented conversational surprise occur 

when an ECR is violated (since ECRs amount to beliefs about what people might, could, 

and should add to conversation). I draw attention to two familiar ways we form them. 

ECRs are formed through practicing what we will say to certain people given certain 

subject matters (e.g., in medical ethics some have written guidelines for practitioners’ 

future participation in difficult conversations like those delivering negative prognoses 

or aimed at garnering consent for a risky operation). ECRs are also passively formed 

via tacit beliefs we come to have about people based on their social identity (here I 

appeal to research in social epistemology about the morally and politically relevant ways 



 

that prejudice arises in us and can shape the credibility assessments we make of others). 

Last, I give an account of the normative profile of instances of speaker-oriented 

conversational surprise. This account distinguishes the assessment from the 

phenomenological charge of an instance of speaker-oriented conversational surprise. 

The assessment reflects how an utterance has violated expectations while the 

phenomenological charge reflects the personal importance this violation carries for the 

subject of speaker-oriented conversational surprise. 
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PREFACE 

 

In 2016, Guillermo Pomarillo wrote an open letter describing an interaction he 

had with his dentist while in for a routine cleaning. Upon receiving his dentist’s 

recommendation that he would benefit from braces, Pomarillo explained that he could 

not afford them. Further he added that in the previous year he had applied to a 

government funded program to get braces, but was denied. The dentist suggested he 

reapply. To this Pomarillo responded that even if granted the funds, he would miss most 

of his maintenance appointments because he was off to college. “I’m, going to 

Stanford”, he said. Describing his dentists’ response, Pomarillo writes, 

Your initial reaction was surprised. But, were you surprised because you had a 

Stanford student on your chair or because you had a minority, low-income 

student, [who] needed government help to get braces, and would be attending 

Stanford on your chair? I believe it was the latter. 

Following his initial reaction of surprise, the dentist proceeded to ask for Pomarillo for 

his ACT score, comparing it to the score of his daughter (who scored a few points higher 

than Guillermo). Then lamenting that his daughter was rejected by Stanford (she would 

have to attend the University of Michigan) the dentist said, “you know when kids go to 

schools around here, it is easier for them to get into schools like Stanford. My daughter 

goes to a school where like 20 kids get perfect ACT scores… you’re very lucky” 

(Moreno, 2016). 

Pomarillo’s response letter is full of frustration, pain, and an obvious desire to 

justify his place at Stanford. That is, his letter details the incredible hard work it took 
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for him to navigate the education system in the first place (e.g., how he figured out his 

college plans without the information, resources, financial support, and ease that people 

like the dentist’s daughter typically have). Further, justifying his place by sharing facts 

about his other college acceptances etc. 

In 2017 Crystal Lee (runner-up in the 2014 Miss America pageant) wrote a CNN 

opinion piece about the “media frenzy” generated by fellow pageant contestant, 

Margana Wood’s answer to a question about President Donald Trump’s response to the 

events in Charlottesville, Virginia earlier that year.1 Lacking any hesitation and within 

the 20 second time frame allotted to her, Wood identified white supremacists as 

responsible for the events and described the entire ordeal an act of terrorism. Further, 

she added a strong rebuke of Trump’s own response stating, “And I think that President 

Donald Trump should have made a statement earlier addressing the fact, and making 

sure all Americans feel safe in this country, that is the number one issue right now” 

(Lee, 2017). 

Following a description of a similar frenzy following her own 2014 reply to a 

question about U.S. intervention in Syria, Lee submits that the regularity with which 

“impressive” answers in the pageant world are met with frenzied media coverage 

“implies” that it is a surprising thing when informed responses come from women in 

the pageant industry. Lee adds that treating such answers as reportable news in the first 

                                                 
1 Earlier that month, white nationalists met for a “Unite the Right” rally protesting the removal of 

Confederate general Robert E. Lee’s statue in Charlottesville, VA. After commencing their torch and 

confederate flag wielding, slur and hate-speech throwing demonstration at the University of Virginia 

campus they were met with counter protesters. Following two days of protests one white nationalist driver 

plowed into a crown in downtown Charlottesville, killing a 32-year old woman and injuring a reported 

19 others (Stolberg and Rosenthal, 2017). 
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place illuminates a strong and pervasive belief that it is a surprising and noteworthy fact 

that pageant contestants have informed opinions about current events and politics. 

Although Lee is offering an opinion (opposed to an analysis of how), her belief is that 

this practice reinforces negative stereotypes about women’s intelligence. Like Pomarillo 

above, Lee spends time in her article giving reasons why these answers should not be 

treated as surprising (or reportable) in the way that they are. 

From both Pomarillo and Lee’s perspectives the surprise generated by these 

individuals’ statements was unwarranted and wrongly had. Further, from their desire to 

explain why their responses should not have generated surprise, it is clear that 

something interesting is happening to the conversations in which these instances of 

surprise have occurred. These expressions of surprise changed the contexts of the 

interactions.  

These contexts were changed from contexts in which these individuals 

(Pomarillo, Wood, and Lee) took themselves to be merely exchanging information with 

interlocutors, into contexts in which these individuals felt the need to defend their place 

to exchange such information (or have such information to exchange) in the first place. 

In this dissertation, I give an account of the type of surprise arising in the above 

cases. This is what I call speaker-oriented conversational surprise. I argue that some 

instances of it are best explained by attributing to us expectations about how our 

interlocutors might, could, or should contribute to conversations.2 I provide an early 

sketch of an account of these expectations, what I call expected conversational roles. I 

                                                 
2 I focus solely on surprise in conversation. However, it is possible that aspects of my analysis will apply 

to other forms of surprise that relate to or are directed at other people. I will return to this point in Chapter 

4 on the normativity of surprise; but find it useful to clarify this narrow scope here. 
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also discuss how expected conversational roles can result from very active measures (as 

in preparing for a difficult conversation as a medical professional) or via processes in 

which we are seemingly passive (they sometimes follow from world views that 

encompass identity biases and stereotypes). Accordingly, speaker-oriented 

conversational surprise emerges as a useful addition to our self-reflection tool kit. That 

is, experiences of it are argued to be valuable for uncovering when we have such 

prejudices and biases. 
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CHAPTER 1 

SPEAKER-ORIENTED CONVERSATIONAL SURPRISE 

1.1.Surprise in Conversation 

Suppose you ask a vegan colleague, “where shall we go for dinner?” They say, 

“the new steak house is supposed to be delicious!” You feel surprised. Further, imagine 

that you have already read great reviews of the restaurant. Consequently, you are not 

surprised that it is supposed to be delicious. You are surprised that a vegan colleague 

has said what they have said. I call this speaker-oriented conversational surprise. 

Speaker-oriented conversational surprise is surprise that a particular person has 

produced a particular utterance. This type of surprise is overlooked in mainstream 

philosophy. Yet, the subtleties of the surprise we experience in response to each other 

matter to discussions about the influence that social identity has on the way that 

discourse unfolds. This chapter develops an account of speaker-oriented conversational 

surprise. I introduce the phenomenon and discuss three features found in some of its 

instances. Subsequent chapters aim to fill out some implications of speaker-oriented 

conversational surprise and why they matter to questions about the influence that social 

identity has on discourse dynamics. 

1.2.Varieties of Surprise in Conversation 

Surprise is a state that we enter when we encounter something that departs from 

our expectations in some way. Cognitive scientists and psychologists sometimes call 

this the “contrary-to-expectations condition” on surprise (e.g., Kryk-Kastovsky, 1997; 

Reisenzein, 2000). Each instance of surprise has an “object”. An object of surprise is 

whatever is contrary to a surprised individual’s expectations. This concept is 
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deliberately underspecified. In principle, nothing prevents us from having expectations 

about anything we encounter. So, any facet of our experiences could be the object of an 

instance of surprise. This includes other people’s contributions to conversation. 

One way to contribute to a conversation is to utter a sentence. As a recipient of 

such contributions (e.g., a hearer etc.) we are sometimes surprised. There are two types 

of surprise that we can experience in response to someone’s utterance: content directed 

surprise and conversational surprise. These differ on the basis of what objects give rise 

to them. When we experience content directed surprise the content of someone’s 

utterance is what we find surprising. 

 

Content Directed Surprise (CDS): surprise an instance of which 

characteristically has the content of an utterance as its object. 

 

CDS is surprise that some content obtains. For example, while attempting to buy concert 

tickets Maria is told, “the show has sold out”. Maria is surprised. Maria’s surprise would 

count as CDS. Say, she did not expect tickets to sell out. What surprises her is the fact 

that the content of her interlocutor’s utterance obtains. Although often overlooked, 

features other than the content of utterances can also surprise us. When the expectations 

violated to produce our surprise are expectations about these features we experience 

what I call conversational surprise. 

 

Conversational Surprise (CS): surprise an instance of which characteristically 

has a given feature of an utterance (beyond content) as its object. 
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By “beyond content” I mean that content is not the sole object of (instances of) CS. 

More precisely, for experiences of CS either of the following hold: the object of our 

surprise is a fact about how the content relates to some other feature of the utterance or 

the object of our surprise is a feature of the utterance that is independently considered 

from its content. The former reflects the fact that we can be surprised about how (or by 

whom) certain content is put forth. The latter reflects how features of an utterance, 

unrelated to content, can be surprising. 

Additionally, by “a given feature of an utterance” I mean features like word 

choice, the duration of an utterance, who produced it, or when in the conversation it was 

made etc. We can define a type of CS corresponding to each of these features. Instances 

of each type arise when one has expectations about a given feature and these 

expectations are violated. Initially, the thought that we have expectations about these 

features may strike one as counterintuitive. However, the following examples show their 

familiarity. 

Consider my expectation that new acquaintances will use my full name instead 

of my nickname. Although the use of my nickname might convey the same content 

conveyed by the use of my full name, I have an expectation about how this content 

should be put forth. Thus, I might be surprised if someone were to call me by a nickname 

upon first meeting me. This is an example of what I call word-choice oriented 

conversational surprise. 

Now imagine a very impatient politician who expects updates from government 

committee representatives to take less than 5 minutes in every meeting. This expectation 
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is about a feature of utterances independent from content. When this politician is 

surprised because someone takes more time, this would be an instance of what I call 

prosody-oriented conversational surprise.   

Similarly, violations of other expectations give rise to other varieties of CS. 

Although an exhaustive account of CS exceeds the scope of this essay, Table 1 

illustrates some other types of CS. Hereafter, my focus is speaker-oriented 

conversational surprise. 

 

                                                 
3 The concept of a “question under discussion” is drawn from linguist Craige Roberts’ 

(2012) work on interrogatives. Roberts argues that discourse is organized around 

questions and answers. So, our participation in a conversation is governed by what it 

takes to answer one of these questions. (Roberts, 2012; 10-12). 

Table 1 – Types of Conversational Surprise   

Feature of Utterance 

(about which one may 

form expectations) 

Type of 

Conversation

al Surprise 

(CS) 

Example 

The fittingness of the 

utterance given the topic or 

question under discussion.3 

Fit-Oriented 

CS 

Surprise that an interlocutor says, “I like 

granola” when asked about what film to watch. 

Expressions used and/or not 

used in an utterance. 

Word-Choice-

Oriented CS 

Surprise that an interlocutor fails to use an 

honorific; or surprise that a kid uses a swear 

word, “This sandwich is f***ing good, Mom”. 

Prosodic aspects of the 

utterance (e.g., intonation, 

speed of the utterance, etc.). 

Prosody-

Oriented CS 

Surprise that a soccer commentator’s utterance 

of “goal” breaks the record for length of time 

taken to make such an utterance. 

Facts about the producer of 

the utterance. 

Speaker-

Oriented CS 

Surprise a vegan colleague mentions a steak 

house while discussing dinner plans. 
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1.3.Speaker-Oriented Conversational Surprise 

Speaker-oriented conversational surprise (SOCS) is a type of CS. When one 

experiences SOCS one is surprised that a particular person has made an utterance with 

a particular content. An example is seen in the introductory case. Call it Steak House. 

In Steak House you are surprised that a vegan colleague mentions a steak house while 

discussing dinner plans. This section discusses additional examples of SOCS in order 

to illustrate three features that SOCS reactions sometimes have: SOCS can occur with 

or without Content Directed Surprise CDS, SOCS can result from someone’s 

expectations being exceeded or unmet, and SOCS can be experienced with a certain 

phenomenological charge. 

Some of the following examples are like Steak House in that they are not 

normatively charged in any obvious or particular way; yet some of the examples are. 

This is because, although my overall project is to understand cases like those discussed 

in the introduction (e.g., Guillermo Pomarillo’s experience at the dentist’s office), there 

are similar features found across examples with vastly different normative profiles. The 

normative profiles across cases will differ largely on the basis of the source of the 

expectations that give rise to them. This, in turn, affects how some of the features 

described below are manifested in any given instance of SOCS. Chapters 3 and 4 include 

a much more detailed discussion of this point. For now, this section merely introduces 

these features using the following cases to illustrate. 
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Favorite Fruit – Eliza asks three-year-old Oliver “what is your favorite fruit?” 

Oliver replies, “my favorite fruit is tomato.” Eliza is surprised at Oliver’s answer. 

She finds this utterance unusual for a three-year old kid. 

 

Competitive Grant – Paula mentions that she failed to obtain a competitive grant 

for which she applied. Paula’s typically boastful lab-mate replies, “I know how you 

feel. I didn’t get the grant either”. Paula is surprised by this utterance because Paula 

knows this to be false (the lab-mate did win the grant, but turned it down for a better 

opportunity). Paula knows that her lab-mate does not typically shy away from an 

opportunity to boast. 

 

Diner Standards – Jughead asks Betty what he owes after Betty picks up a check 

for their lunch at a diner. Betty says, “you owe 17.28”. Betty’s utterance surprises 

Jughead because he and friends typically round up to the next dollar when 

calculating how to split checks at diners. 

 

Multiplication Lesson – You are teaching your young child multiplication for the 

first time. Pointing to a specific fill-in-the-blank question (3 times 4 is __) they say, 

“3 times 4 is 12”. You know that they do not practice their math skills enough. So, 

their utterance surprises you. 

 

Moldy Quilt – Jordan tells his roommate, Danny, that he is set to receive one of the 

last quilts his grandmother will have the energy to make. Danny conveys his 
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happiness for Jordan by saying things like, “what a special gift!” and “I am excited 

to see it” etc. When the quilt arrives Jordan is not home and Danny forgets the box 

outside. It rains and the quilt gets moldy. Jordan becomes very upset. Yet, Danny 

hardly notices. One evening Jordan asks, “Do you realize why I am so upset?” 

Danny says, “I get it. You’re upset that I didn’t bring your package inside.” Jordan 

experiences SOCS in response to Danny’s utterance. 

 

Math Professor – Amy is a young, female professor whose plane neighbor asks, 

“what do you do?” She answers, “I am a math professor at University P.” In response 

her plane neighbor exclaims, “wow, a math professor at University P!” (expressing 

SOCS). 

 

Stanford Student Meets Dentist – A dentist is surprised when a patient, who needs 

government aid in order to afford braces says, “I’m going to Stanford”. Dentist 

proceeds to explain how lucky that patient is to have been accepted to Stanford, 

meanwhile students like his daughter (from high schools where 20 students regularly 

score a perfect mark on the ACT) are not. Dentist explains to patient that he is very 

lucky to have been accepted.4 

 

Pageant Contestant gives “Smart” Response – A pageant contestant is asked what 

they think about Donald Trump’s response to a violent protest by white nationalists 

                                                 
4 Moreno (2016) 
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(which result in one person’s death) in Charlottesville, VA. To this the contestant 

replies, that she believes the protests were an act of terrorism and that those 

responsible for these acts were white nationalists. Further, she rebukes the 

president’s response as not good enough to protect all American people which ought 

to be his priority. Frenzied media coverage of her answer implies that it is a 

surprising fact that she produced an informed response.5 

 

Each of the above examples is an instance of SOCS: the object of surprise in each case 

is that an utterance was produced by a certain person. In what follows I introduce three 

features of experiences of SOCS that help us see subtler ways they differ from one 

another: 1) SOCS is not mutually exclusive with CDS; 2) SOCS can result from 

someone’s expectations being exceeded or unmet; and 3) experiences of SOCS can have 

a certain phenomenological charge. 

1.4.Content Directed Surprise and SOCS 

Experiences of CDS and SOCS are not mutually exclusive. Sometimes SOCS 

co-occurs with CDS.  Consider Favorite Fruit. Under a plausible interpretation of 

Favorite Fruit, Eliza is surprised about the content of Oliver’s utterance (CDS). Say, she 

has beliefs about what three-year-old children enjoy eating.6 Given her beliefs, tomatoes 

                                                 
5 Strictly speaking this is not a case in which surprise is expressed by any one individual 

towards the producer of the utterance (i.e., the pageant contestant). This is a case in 

which the writer, Crystal Lee, is suggesting that surprise is implied by the fact that 

members of the media jump on this as a news item, as something noteworthy, and 

something eye catching. Lee’s interpretation seems to suggest, correctly, that 

something’s being unexpected is often a good enough reason to report it from the 

perspective of members of the media. 
6 This interpretation was suggested in discussion with Julia Markovits. 
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are not considered to be among things three-year old children enjoy eating. Accordingly, 

she is surprised that he enjoys tomato at all. If this were the case, it is plausible that what 

surprises her is that the content of his utterance obtains. It is surprising that it is true 

that his favorite fruit is tomato. 

Nevertheless, it is also plausible that Eliza experiences SOCS. The object of her 

surprise could plausibly be that a child has made an utterance with this content. Perhaps 

she did not expect him to know that tomato was a fruit. Her beliefs take this to be a 

sophisticated fact for a three-year old to know. Setting aside why she might have this 

expectation, one can see how both forms of surprise could arise in this case: surprise 

that he favors tomato and surprise that a three-year old could identify tomato as a fruit. 

This raises an interesting point. Both SOCS and CDS are types of surprise that 

we can experience in response to a person’s utterance. Yet, the content of an utterance 

is sometimes determined by its producer. For example, this is the case when the sentence 

being uttered contains an indexical like, “my” or “I”.7  Oliver’s utterance is of this sort.  

So the content of his utterance is partially determined by the fact that he is the one who 

produced it. In cases like this if the surprised individual is surprised at the content, that 

individual also experiences SOCS. 

Importantly, this is what is going on in Stanford Student meets Dentist. 

                                                 
7 For instance, the semantic theory of terms like “my” and “I” proposed by David Kaplan 

(1989) has it that they directly refer to the speakers who are uttering them in their context 

of use. So, the speaker provides the meaning that their use of “my” contributes to an 

utterance of “my favorite fruit is tomato”. Under a theory like this our surprise at the 

content expressed by “my favorite fruit is tomato” would have to be surprise that is 

partially directed at who is uttering this sentence because they are referred to by it and 

thus, determine the content we are responding to. 
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Explaining the reason he would not be in the area to receive follow-up maintenance on 

braces, the student says, “I’m going to Stanford”. About the dentist’s response (repeated 

here from the introduction for convenience) he writes, 

Your initial reaction was surprised. But, were you surprised because you had a 

Stanford student on your chair or because you had a minority, low-income 

student, [who] needed government help to get braces, and would be attending 

Stanford on your chair? I believe it was the latter. 

Here Pomarillo is hypothesizing that his dentist experienced something like both CDS 

and SOCS because of the way the referent of “I” is resolved in “I’m going to Stanford”. 

It was resolved to refer to Pomarillo himself. A young man who identifies as a minority 

and low-income student. So, the content of his utterance is determined by the fact that 

he is the one uttering it. Gesturing at a fuller discussion found in Chapter 4, I want to 

highlight the observation that some instances of SOCS that are related to expectations 

regarding identity prejudices work similarly. In those cases, the subject of SOCS also 

experiences CDS just as the dentist does in this case. 

Despite cases like these, CDS and SOCS do not always co-occur. An example 

of this is Steak House. In Steak House, I stipulated that you had read great reviews of 

the restaurant. So, the content of the utterance was not the object of your surprise. You 

are surprised that your vegan colleague made it. 

This is also true of both the Multiplication Lesson case and the pageant 

contestant case. In the former you know 3 multiplied by 4 to equal 12. You are 

completely unsurprised at the obtaining of that fact. You are, however, surprised that a 

young child (whom you know to engage in very little practice of their math skills) 
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produced that answer. Meanwhile, there are two interpretations of the pageant 

contestant case available. One of which renders it similar to Multiplication Lesson. 

First, someone who is surprised at Wood’s answer might be surprised at the 

content of Wood’s utterance. That is, one might be surprised that Wood believes what 

happened in Charlottesville was an act of domestic terrorism by the white nationalists. 

However, what Lee’s article suggests is that the detail deeming Wood’s answer worthy 

of reporting (that is, the detail that is surprising) is that women like Wood and Lee have 

informed opinions to express in the first place. Additionally, it may be worthy of 

reporting that some pageant contestants might have the integrity and courage to 

publically scrutinize socially powerful men (e.g., the president of the United States) 

when they believe they are acting wrongly. Given the fact that Wood’s answer reflected 

an interpretation of the events at the Charlottesville rally that was common across many 

politically left-minded individuals, one of the other interpretations seem more likely 

(see Savage and Ruiz, 2017; Bergen, 2017). Accordingly, it is unsurprising that 

someone has the opinion she had; but it is surprising that she had an informative opinion 

in the first place or that she was bold enough to publically express it (either of which 

would violate certain expectations that reporters have about women partaking in beauty 

pageants). 

Alongside cases in which one already knows content to be true (or is unsurprised 

by the truth of some content), it is worth mentioning that CDS and SOCS can also fail 

to co-occur when one knows some content to be false.8 Despite some content’s being 

                                                 
8 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for this observation. 
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purported to obtain, if one knows it is false, trivially, one cannot be surprised that it 

obtains. That is, one cannot experience CDS. However, one can still experience SOCS. 

One can still be surprised that someone is purporting it to obtain. This is seen in 

Competitive Grant. Recall, that Paula’s typically boastful colleague fails to take an 

opportunity to brag and instead lies about the results of their grant application. The fact 

that they lie surprises Paula given what she knows about their personality. 

Cases like this give rise to some interesting questions. For instance, to what 

extent does our knowledge of a person shape whether we find it surprising that they 

communicate a falsehood? Would it be surprising if a typically sensitive and consoling 

lab mate made an utterance with a similar content you know to be false? If so, would 

the kind of surprise experienced feel different in any important or theoretically 

informative way? I return to this in Chapter 4 while discussing the normativity of SOCS. 

Here, just note that CDS and SOCS can co-occur in response to one utterance and SOCS 

can arise when you know the content of the utterance to be true or to be false. 

An additional observation is that experiences of SOCS sometimes involve two 

components. The first is an initial assessment that a subject of SOCS makes about the 

object of their surprise. This is an assessment of the way that expectations have been 

violated to produce the instance of SOCS they experience. The second reflects how the 

subject of this instance feels about the fact that their expectations have been violated in 

the way they have. This can also be understood as reflecting how one is oriented towards 

the object of SOCS (or the circumstances giving rise to a particular instance of SOCS).9 

                                                 
9 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this language. 
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They may be oriented positively, negatively, or neutrally to the circumstances giving 

rise to their SOCS experience. I call these features the Assessment and the 

Phenomenological Charge of SOCS, respectively. 

ASSESSMENT – For a given SOCS reaction, S, S includes an assessment of 

some utterance as surprising in some way. 

  

PHENOMENOLOGICAL CHARGE – The phenomenological charge of S is 

how the subject of S is oriented to the circumstances giving rise to S. 

 

In what follows I discuss each using the above examples to illustrate their details. 

1.5. Assessment 

When we are surprised by someone’s utterance we typically find it to be 

unexpected in some particular way. The assessment component of SOCS captures this. 

The assessment of an instance of SOCS reflects the way that expectations are violated 

to produce that instance. I have yet to go into detail about the source or the content of 

such expectations (see Chapters 3 and 4). Yet, we have some basis for beginning to 

think through assessment. Given that SOCS arises when a certain person makes a certain 

utterance, the relevant expectations at play have to do with what someone might, could, 

or should say in conversation. Assessment reflects whether someone has surpassed an 

expectation or has failed to meet some expectation about what they might, could, or 

should say in a conversation. 

An experience of SOCS can involve a positive assessment when two things 

happen: 1) the individual experiencing SOCS expects the object of their surprise 



 

14 

(someone’s utterance) to rank lower according to some standard of evaluation (relevant 

to this individual’s conceptualization of the world) and 2) this expectation is violated. 

SOCS involving a negative assessment occurs when 1) an individual expects the object 

of their surprise to rank higher on some standard of evaluation (relevant to their 

conceptualization of the world) and 2) this expectation is violated. Here several 

questions arise. 

First, what is it for standards of evaluation to be “relevant” to someone’s 

conceptualization of the world? Second, what is it for an utterance to rank higher or 

lower according to some such standard/s? Third, why think that we make assessments 

like this at all (as opposed to just finding ourselves surprised in no particular way)? I 

answer each in turn. 

1.6. Standards of Evaluation and Relevance 

We rely on a number of standards of evaluation in assessing the world around 

us. So, what we expect out of our future experiences is dependent on the standards of 

evaluation we might apply in assessing them. Since communication via conversation is 

one part of these general experiences, standards of evaluation also shape what we expect 

of it. That is, they sometimes shape the expectations we have about how people 

(ourselves and others) might, could, or should add to conversations. This includes 

standards reflecting moral goodness, economic value, personal taste (e.g.,  reflecting 

what is funny, beautiful, delicious etc.), standards of professionalism, and others.10  

                                                 
10 Which standards are salient to the formation of our expectations at a given time 

depends on a lot of factors: context, upbringing, education, world experience, other 

peoples’ reviews, and more. 
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The standards that determine our expectations stem from many sources. An 

exhaustive treatment of this point is beyond the scope of this project. Yet, one example 

warrants some discussion as it is relevant to claims made in later chapters. The social 

roles that we occupy are often taken to generate norms that reflect standards that we 

must live up to given these roles. Thus, a person’s social role/s is one factor that 

determines the standards influencing our expectations of them. This sometimes includes 

what we expect they might, could, or should add to discourse. In a discussion about 

freedom and its relation to social norms, Cass Sunstein (1996) develops a broader, yet 

related thought which can better illustrate this idea. Sunstein observes that the social 

norms we enforce on one another are centrally tied to the social roles we and others 

occupy. 

Following Sunstein, take social norms to be, roughly, widely shared attitudes of 

approval and disapproval dictating what people ought (and ought not) to do (Sunstein, 

1996; 11). These attitudes have a normative influence over, just about, every kind of 

behavior. Examples include, “littering, smoking, singing, when to stand, when to sit, 

when, how, and with whom to express affection, when to talk, when to listen, when to 

discuss personal matters, when to use contractions… ” (ibid.; 11). Illustrating how the 

specific norms that get applied to people’s behavior depend on the social roles they 

occupy Sunstein says, 

Consider the following social roles: doctor, employee, waiter, law school dean, 

wife, friend, pet-owner, colleague, student. Each […] is accompanied by a 

remarkably complex network of appropriate norms. The network is not easily 

reduced to rules, but people know, often very well, what they are […] If you 
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treat a colleague in the way you treat your doctor, you will undoubtedly seem 

quite odd. If you treat a friend the way doctors treat patients, or lawyers treat 

clients, you probably won’t have many friends (ibid.; 15-16). 

 

Noting the examples of social norm governed behaviors related to linguistic interaction 

(e.g., when to speak, when to listen, when to use a contraction etc.), we can now fill in 

how Sunstein’s claims about social roles, can be illustrated as expectations about what 

people might, could, or should say in conversation. Consider this example, which 

extends the observation in Sunstein’s quick comparison of norms applied to lawyers to 

norms applied to friends. 

Standards of professionalism shape expectations about what one’s lawyer might, 

could, or should say in a professional meeting about a pending legal separation. 

Meanwhile, it is likely that the same standards do not shape expectations about what 

friends might say in casual conversations about the same topic. Applying Sunstein’s 

framework we can think of this standard as what the norms reflect (or, what is reflected 

in the attitudes that people widely hold regarding what ought and ought not to be done 

and by whom). This is one way to understand what it means for standards of evaluation 

to be relevant to one’s conceptualization of the world. The norms associated with social 

roles are relevant to our conceptualization of conversations with people occupying 

certain roles. Thus our expectations reflect what we think of as appropriate for people 

in the legal profession add to conversations that take place in professional meetings. We 

expect our lawyers to make utterances expressing content about legal matters. We do 

not expect them to make utterances expressing content about the recent developments 
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in dating for middle aged individuals (this would not meet the standards of 

professionalism we hold them to).11 For instance, during a meeting we would not expect 

them to put forth a personal review of or to take time to describe the newest apps for 

meeting singles. Whereas, this is a subject matter that we might expect a friend to bring 

up (or at least would not be surprised if a friend brought it up). This is one way to fill 

out what I have in mind in saying that standards of evaluation can be relevant to our 

conceptualization of the world. Other ways of filling this out are illustrated by the 

following examples. 

1.7. Assessment and Ways of Evaluating Utterances 

The assessment made in an instance of SOCS is dependent on whether one 

expected more or less of a particular speaker’s utterance according to one way of 

evaluating things. For instance, utterances may exceed the standards of professionalism, 

or as in the above example they may fail to meet them. Not all examples are based on 

standards of evaluation shaped by the norms we associate with their official social roles 

(e.g., the role of being one’s lawyer etc.), but they are standards of evaluation we can 

imagine applying to certain peoples’ utterances given certain contextual features.  

                                                 
11 Further, I submit that these are the expectations determining when we experience 

SOCS. So, although you might not be surprised if a friend recommends a trendy dating 

app or describes their experience using it, you would likely be surprised if your lawyer 

brought this up to you. Sunstein does not engage in an extensive discussion of surprise 

or expectations in the way I have here. However, note that in his discussion of general 

norm violation he describes it as sometimes “jarring”. He states, “[v]iolations of role-

specific norms can seem jarring and produce prompt social punishment (or reward) 

(ibid. pg. 16).” Surprise has been linked to linguistic norms in the literature on pragmatic 

reasoning. So, Sunstein’s point (about norm violation in general) is really not the place 

to look for further support of my claim that SOCS tells us about what people expect 

conversationally. In Chapter 2, I discuss this latter part of my project at great length. 
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Consider again Diner Standards. While splitting the check at a diner Betty tells 

her friend Jughead, “you owe 17.28.” Jughead is surprised.12 He is surprised because he 

did not expect Betty to be so precise. His pals do not usually take pains to calculate to 

the cent like this. The object of his surprise is that a friend has made such a precise 

utterance. In Diner Standards, stipulate that the relevant evaluative standard 

contributing to Jughead’s surprise is a standard of precision. 13 Her utterance exceeded 

the level of precision he expected of it given the setting. The resultant surprise would 

count as involving a positive assessment. An instance of SOCS involving a negative 

assessment would be one in which an utterance places lower on some standard of 

evaluation. Consider an example of SOCS involving a negative assessment: 

Competitive Grant. 

In Competitive Grant we find an example of SOCS involving a negative 

assessment, Paula mentions that she failed to obtain a competitive grant for which she 

applied. Paula’s lab-mate replies, “I know how you feel. I didn’t get the grant either”. 

Paula is surprised by this utterance (because it is false and Paula knows that her lab-

mate does not typically shy away from an opportunity to boast). This would count as 

SOCS involving a negative assessment. This is because some standard of evaluation 

that Paula applies when interacting with her lab-mate. Her lab-mate’s utterance was not 

                                                 
12 Say, he does not experience CDS because he did the math and knows the total is 

17.28. 
13 Note, in these cases the standards of evaluation are arbitrarily specified. My intention 

is not to say that these are the only plausible ways of constructing these examples (i.e., 

these may not be the only standards that are intuitively at play in these cases). My 

intention is to show how, given a particular standard of evaluation at play, assessment 

is determined and reflects it. 
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as boastful as she expected it to be. To summarize, the idea is that if someone’s utterance 

surpasses some expectation that is shaped by a salient standard of evaluation, then the 

SOCS experienced in response to it (if any) involves a positive assessment. Whereas if 

someone’s utterance fails to meet some expectation, then the SOCS experienced in 

response to it (if any) involves a negative assessment. 

Neutral examples of SOCS are difficult to construct. One reason, is that it is 

unclear whether it is even possible to evaluate a particular person’s utterances (qua this 

particular person’s utterance) in a way that does not appeal to some standard of 

evaluation. That is, if one is surprised that a particular person has produced a particular 

utterance, intuition suggests that some standard is informing the expectations about that 

person in relation to their place in conversation (despite how tacitly this standard seems 

to be informing their expectations). Consider the case above called Math Professor. 

In Math Professor, Amy is a young woman who is met with surprise when she 

expresses that she is a math professor (a similar sort of surprise that we find in the case 

of the Stanford student). What would it take for this experience not to follow from either 

exceeding some standard of evaluation or failing to meet one? One idea is that the seat 

neighbor had no expectations at play in the first place. This account of neutrality in 

surprise is suggested by linguist Barbara Kryk-Kastovsky (1997) who describes neutral 

surprise as that wherein, “the speaker has had no presuppositions as to what to expect” 

(Kryk-Kastovsky, 1997; 159). This notion of neutral surprise accounts for that sense of 
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surprise one sometimes experiences upon learning a new fact about the world.14 So how 

would a neutral instance of SOCS look according to this understanding of neutrality? 

Temporarily allow me to stipulate that Amy’s seat-neighbor is merely surprised 

to meet a math professor and that they would be equally surprised if any other person 

uttered that sentence.15 In this variation of Math Professor, the surprise felt may count 

as neutral since the neighbor lacked expectations altogether. However, it seems that the 

object of their surprise is not the fact that a particular person has produced an utterance 

(SOCS). If their surprise is neutral at all, the object of surprise seems to be the content’s 

obtaining: that Amy is a math professor. That is, if the neighbor is just surprised to meet 

people with any number of professions (as they might be surprised to meet a member 

of the cast of Cirque du Soleil etc.) or they would have been surprised if anyone else 

said what Amy had, then their surprise is more aptly taken to be surprise that they are 

sitting next to a math professor or that they have met a math professor. This would be 

CDS. 

This does not rule out the possibility that one might be surprised that Amy said 

that she is a math professor. It is to rule out any claim that those cases would be neutral 

instances of SOCS. If it is neutral in the above sense, it has to be CDS only; but if it is 

a situation in which one is surprised that Amy said what she did, then it seems to be a 

result of the violation of some expectations about what she was in a position to say in 

                                                 
14 This is not to say that we always experience surprise upon learning a new fact. 
15 This is one way we can interpret what is going on in this case, but the more obvious 

way will be discussed below. 
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the first place.16 So it seems that for any instance of SOCS to be neutral, one would have 

to have no expectations about their interlocutors (what their interlocutors might, could, 

or should say in a conversation) to be exceeded or unmet. 

1.8.Multiple Assessments 

Although the above examples do not include cases wherein multiple assessments 

are made in a given instance of SOCS, my aim is not to rule out that possibility. In fact, 

some cases of SOCS are such that multiple expectations might be underlying them. 

Consider how risqué comedians get many of their laughs. One punch line could be 

surprising because it violates multiple expectations of different sorts. All at once a 

comedian can violate our expectations about how revealing people might be with 

personal details of a past lover and violate expectations about the type of language one 

might use to describe an interaction with that past lover. 

In that way, people may all at once exceed and fail to meet various standards 

with one surprising utterance. For instance, in this case we can imagine the comedian 

failing to live up to standards of upholding the privacy of others while exceeding 

expectations about the vulgarity with which they may describe a particular interaction 

with others. In those cases, I think it is possible to think of surprise as being multi-

variant with regards to the assessments giving rise to it. However, the most important 

point about assessments is that when an assessment occurs at least one standard is being 

exceeded or unmet by the fact that someone particular has produced an utterance. 

                                                 
16 Note that implicit in discussing Math Professor while assessment is the following 

claim: the expectation that relate to cases like Math Professor are expectations that can 

be exceeded or unmet. 
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Given this chapter’s goal or merely introducing SOCS and these features that 

SOCS can have, it is enough to acknowledge that there may be instances in which 

several standards are at play in our evaluation of utterances as coming from a certain 

source. I return to this point in Chapter 4. For now, I introduce a third feature of SOCS, 

phenomenological charge. 

1.9.Assessment vs. Phenomenological Charge 

I have given an account of how instances of SOCS sometimes involve 

assessments reflecting how utterances (produced by particular people) rank according 

to some standards of evaluation. However, assessment does not fully capture what is 

intuitively going on in many instances of SOCS. When one is surprised that an 

interlocutor has produced a certain utterance, this experience sometimes appears to be 

colored by a further feeling or reaction that does not correspond neatly with the 

observation that their expectations have been exceeded or unmet. This further feeling or 

response is what I call the phenomenological charge of an instance of SOCS.17  

The phenomenological charge is the reaction one experiences in response to the 

expectation violations they encounter. Put another way, this is how we feel about the 

fact that our expectations have been exceeded or unmet. It is possible that we experience 

SOCS involving a positive assessment alongside some negative phenomenological 

charge. The same holds for SOCS involving negative assessments that give rise to some 

positive phenomenological charge.  

                                                 
17 To be sure, all types of surprise (general surprise—not specific to utterances, CDS in 

response to utterances, and all types of Conversational Surprise) can have a 

phenomenological charge. 
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Colloquial phrases like being “pleasantly surprised”, being “off-put”, and being 

“taken aback” seem to be used in describing what I am calling the phenomenological 

charge of an instance of SOCS. I illustrate these points through a discussion of a number 

of the above cases: Diner Standards, Multiplication Lesson, Stanford Student Meets 

Dentist, Moldy Quilt, Pageant Contestant, and Math Professor. 

Return to Jughead’s surprise that Betty answered with such a precise total. In 

Diner Standards it seems apt for Jughead to reply to Betty “it’s just a few cents and I 

really don’t mind rounding up to 18 or 20 dollars.” His surprise might be positive with 

respect to assessment (she has exceeded expectations of precision), but it is not as 

though his surprise seems particularly positive or negative in any other sense. Unlike 

the case of the Stanford student or Math Professor, it is not as though Jughead is upset 

that Betty has exceeded some standard reflected in his expectations of her. If anything, 

Jughead may find the utterance funny.18 If it were the case that he found it funny, we 

can stipulate that it is plausible that his surprise is accompanied by some positive 

phenomenology. This is not always the case, however. Another way in which we might 

say an instance of SOCS involving positive assessment has a positive phenomenological 

charge are cases in which one is proud about the exceeding of expectations. This seems 

to be occurring in cases like Multiplication Lesson. 

In Multiplication Lesson you are teaching a young child multiplication for the 

                                                 
18 Likewise, in Steak House we can imagine how one might reply, “say, what?!” to their 

colleague. However, it is not as though their surprise would be accompanied by a sense 

of annoyance despite its involving a negative assessment. In fact, in each of these cases 

we can imagine that their surprise is colored with an ever so slight experience of humor 

or a sense that their interlocutors are trying to make a joke. 
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first time. You are positively surprised when they produce an utterance conveying a 

correct answer. Imagine that you are their parent. You know they do not practice their 

addition skills enough. So, you do not expect them to have the foundation of knowledge 

that would ease the development of their multiplication skills. Their utterance has just 

exceeded your expectations. I imagine this surprise would be accompanied by what we 

sometimes characterize as one’s being “pleasantly surprised” or having a sense of pride. 

Now vary the case slightly and it is clear how the same exact utterance assessed on the 

basis of the same standard of evaluation can produce SOCS with a different 

phenomenological charge. 

Imagine that you are not this child’s parent, but instead a hyper-competitive 

neighbor. You teach multiplication for the home school group and you have secretly 

rooted for your own child to learn multiplication faster than any other child on the block. 

When you hear this child produce their utterance your surprise can still be described as 

involving a positive assessment (their utterance exceeded expectations). But it is 

accompanied by a negative phenomenological charge. You are irritated that this kid 

learned the skills needed for multiplication faster than you expected. This kind of 

negative phenomenological charge is what we find in Stanford Student Meets Dentist. 

In Stanford Student Meets Dentist, the dentist is surprised when a low-income, 

minority student says, “I’m going to Stanford”. Following the initial surprise reaction, 

the dentist explains how lucky that patient is to have been accepted to Stanford, 

meanwhile students like his daughter are rejected despite having higher test scores. This 

response strikes me as an instance wherein the subject of SOCS has been met with an 

utterance that has exceeded some expectation related to what they think about students 



 

25 

who are low-income and members of a minority group like Pomarillo. Given the 

dentist’s response, we have some evidence that they are experiencing SOCS with some 

negative phenomenological charge. That is because their response is deeply infused 

with a defensive, negative, and competitive tone indicating that the fact their 

expectations have been violated in a certain way has bothered them. This is also the case 

in Moldy Quilt, yet the reasoning and the sense of negative phenomenological charge 

differ. 

In Moldy Quilt recall that Jordan is surprised that Danny described the triggering 

event with such shallow detail; that is, Danny’s utterance failed to live up to standards 

of detail in a way that mitigated the importance of the box (producing SOCS with 

negative assessment). In response to this case we a) have a sense that Danny should 

have “known better” than what would be implied in her describing the box with such a 

lack of detail and b) that Jordan’s surprise when Danny describes the wrong the way 

that she did is colored by some feeling like disappointment. This disappointment seems 

distinct from (despite being responsive to) the negative assessment that Jordan’s SOCS 

involves.19 Further, unlike the defensive feel to the SOCS experienced by the dentist (in 

the previous case), this instance seems to be colored by a non-threatened negative 

                                                 
19 Phenomenological charge can be taken to range from positive to negative in value 

but, I am not too committal about this detail. What one feels in response to expectation 

violations differs across people and we lack access to the various complexities that may 

accompany one’s surprise. Just saying we can have a positive or negative reaction to the 

fact that expectations have been violated seems, on the one hand, too simple. On the 

other hand, here I observe that we do have colloquial devices that are familiarly used to 

describe phenomenological charge when it is present. 
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phenomenological charge. Jordan is hurt that his expectations were unmet by Danny’s 

utterance. 

1.10. A Range of Phenomenological Charges and Assessments 

Although this chapter’s goal is to merely introduce these features of SOCS, there 

is much, much more to say about them. First, I briefly discussed how the standards that 

inform our expectations of other peoples’ utterances might be shaped by the norms we 

take to govern (or be entailed by) one another’s social roles. Yet, there are many 

contextually salient features that determine when it is we are applying a standard that 

may not necessarily be tied directly to officially recognized roles or widely shared 

attitudes about what those roles entail. For example, we can imagine that a different 

person hearing Danny’s utterance may not be disappointed because their standards for 

friends are just different. Second, each example of SOCS above relates to one standard 

of evaluation that I have stipulated. It is unclear whether, as onlookers, identifying a 

relevant standard (or an expectation reflecting a specific) is that easy. Considering the 

way that I have described the cases, it also seems that SOCS experiences could involve 

only one kind of assessment. For example, in Moldy Quilt why think that Danny is 

producing an utterance that gives rise to a negative assessment? I described this as a 

case of Danny’s failing to live up to a standard of specificity that Jordan feels is 

important for Danny to live up to (given the standards he holds his friends to). But I 

very well could have described this as a case in which Danny has exceeded the level of 

shallow detail that Jordan has expected of her response. This is important and worth 

discussion, but these and the following issues are left to Chapter 4 wherein I explore the 

normative implications of these features of SOCS. 



 

27 

Further, in Chapter 4 I sketch a potential way to conceptualize the relation 

between the source of expectations underpinning SOCS and the phenomenological 

charges that color certain instances of SOCS. I offer a claim I call the personal 

importance claim. Basically this amounts to saying that sometimes we maintain or gain 

value (of a personal nature) in being correct in our expectations of what people can 

contribute to conversations. There are many ways to cash out this “personal value”. 

However, one bares mentioning here as it relates to the target cases of interest. 

Return to Math Professor. In Math Professor Amy is a young, female professor 

whose plane neighbor asks, “what do you do?” Amy says, “I am a math professor at 

University P.” In response they say, “wow, a math professor at University P!” One 

possible way of interpreting why Amy’s utterance generates surprise is what I suggest 

above. The seat neighbor may just be excited to meet a math professor full stop. 

However, instances like this strikes many as resulting from certain expectations about 

what math professors are like and what women are like. So, although they may believe 

Amy’s utterance, they are surprised that it obtains. Similar to the pageant case and the 

Stanford student case, the fact that it is surprising carries some normative significance. 

These things are found to be surprising because there are just some facts that the hearers 

in these cases find unbelievable or hard to believe in a sense. 

So, SOCS is surprise that we have in response to the fact that a particular person 

has produced a particular utterance. We can experience an instance of it in cases wherein 

we are also surprised by the content of the particular utterance that triggered it. Much 

more can be said about the various features of SOCS, but I have drawn attention to the 

fact that instances of it can sometimes have three features: they can co-occur with CDS 



 

28 

(content directed surprise, or surprise that the content of an utterance obtains), they 

involve assessment (reflecting how the surprising utterance stacks up against 

expectations given rise to by certain standards of evaluation we are applying), and they 

are sometimes colored by a phenomenological charge (reflecting how we feel about the 

expectation violation encountered). 

In order to give a more detailed account of these features it will be useful to think 

about how expectations arise in the first place and what expectations about a person’s 

place in conversation amount to. The next chapter (Chapter 2) presents one way of 

thinking about the expectations underpinning SOCS while a later chapter (Chapter 4) 

discusses the various other sources of these expectations. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A SKETCH OF EXPECTED CONVERSATIONAL ROLES 

2. Expected Conversational Roles 

Our beliefs about people determine what we expect of them in discourse. SOCS 

occurs when an interlocutor does something that differs from these expectations. For 

instance, in Steak House one’s beliefs about a colleague’s being vegan shaped one’s 

expectations about what that colleague might say in conversations about dining out. One 

expects that when asked where to eat, a vegan colleague will suggest restaurants that 

are vegan friendly. Similarly, in Stanford Student Meets Dentist, the dentist’s SOCS is 

made possible by previously held beliefs about low-income minority patients. That is, 

if he did not have some expectations related to what the patient might or might not say, 

he would not have experienced SOCS. While it is trivial to say that our beliefs shape 

what we expect of others in these ways, some questions arise the answers to which are 

not. 

First, what kind of expectation would make SOCS possible? That is, what is the 

content of the expectations giving rise to SOCS? Second, how might our expectations 

giving rise to SOCS relate to other beliefs we have about discourse? Third, besides 

explaining the presence of SOCS are there any reasons to posit such expectations? 

Fourth, under what conditions do beliefs about others translate to expectations of them 

that are conversation specific? Chapters 4 and 5 discuss the latter two questions, 

respectively. Here, I answer the first two and suggest that the expectations take the form 

of expected conversational roles. SOCS arises for a hearer when someone says 

something that is not in line with the expected conversational role that the hearer 
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associates with them. After providing an informal sketch of what I have in mind (2.1.), 

I discuss some frameworks aimed at modelling the information that underpins discourse 

generally (2.2. and 2.3.). Next, I explain how we can think of the content of expected 

conversational roles as made up of private beliefs about how interlocutors will, or 

should, shape this information (2.4.). 

2.1. Informal Sketch of the Content of ECRs 

Informally an expected conversational role (ECR) is an expectation that we have 

about the path that someone might, could, or should take in moving a conversation 

forward.  This role could be one that a person expects themselves to take or a role they 

have associated with some other interlocutor (either a specific interlocutor or a certain 

type of interlocutor). So we may expect that our vegan colleague will suggest vegan 

friendly restaurants in conversations determining where to dine out, but we might also 

expect this of all vegans. By “moving a conversation forward” I mean contributing to 

the achievement of that conversation’s goals.  So the goal of Steak House seems to be 

determining a place to eat. What about cases like Stanford Student Meets Dentist? 

With some certainty, we can assume that this conversation’s goal was to 

determine whether or not Pomarillo was going to move forward with the recommended 

treatment. Along the way to figuring that out, it had to be determined whether Pomarillo 

would have the financial means to do so. Regardless of whether the dentist expected 

Pomarillo to respond in a specific way, he did not expect Pomarillo’s response to be one 

that listed college as a reason in favor of it. That is, whether or not the dentist expected 

Pomarillo to agree to re-apply for funds to get braces, he did not think that college was 
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going to be a factor mentioned by Pomarillo in explaining the reasoning for his answer, 

much less Stanford. 

Cases like Pomarillo’s show how in addition to expectations about how we and 

others will contribute to a conversation, we sometimes have expectations about what 

will not be put forth by people in achieving a conversation’s goal. Or in some cases, we 

have expectations about what ought not be put forth by people in achieving a 

conversation’s goal. Another example of this is seen when considering how it used to 

be commonplace to advise people not to discuss religion or politics while first meeting 

a romantic partner’s family. Where this was commonplace it was expected that 

questions about one’s voting choices or religious upbringing would not be raised (by 

any of the participants) in these conversations aimed at getting to know one another. In 

these instances, it was not as though interlocutors lacked expectations altogether. They 

had beliefs about how conversations would proceed. Given the advice, they had ideas 

about what issues may not come up in the course of a conversation. 

This shows how our conversational expectations of one another can take at least 

three forms: we can expect that someone will do something in their contribution to a 

conversation’s goals (e.g., that our vegan colleague will raise vegan-friendly options); 

we can expect that someone will not do something in their contribution to a 

conversation’s goals (e.g., that a low-income student will not mention college or going 

to Stanford); or we can lack expectations altogether. 

Despite the differences across these forms of expectations, at bottom, they are 

about how people will partake in a conversation. They are all about the topics that might, 

could, or should arise for discussion; whether or not our interlocutors can (or should) 
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speak to certain matters; and sometimes the specific ways in which we think they will, 

will not, ought, or ought not. Given that they are about someone’s role in furthering a 

conversation, it seems best to take them to reflect how we think an individual is related 

to the information such conversations are about. The thought is that ECRs reflect the 

ways we think that people might shape linguistic context (what kind of information they 

will and will not add to it). To unpack this thought, I begin by looking at some models 

of linguistic context. 

2.2.  Expected Conversational Roles and Linguistic Context 

Many have developed models of the information making up linguistic context, 

but one of the most influential models is seen in Robert Stalnaker’s (1978) work on 

assertion. Here, I will apply Stalnaker’s framework and the expansions to it put forth in 

David Lewis (1979) and Craige Roberts (2012). There are other ways people have 

thought about the concept of a linguistic context. In particular, there are different views 

on its role in determining the semantic value of utterances made (see David Kaplan’s 

work on indexicals (1989) and how information in it is altered—either statically or 

dynamically—when people make utterances in discourse (Hans Kamp, 1981 and Irene 

Heim, 1982). However, a full literature review is out of the scope of the present work. 

Below I give a simple overview of some of the main theoretical tools and commitments 

in the frameworks of Stalnaker, Lewis, and Roberts because this is enough to grasp the 

content of an ECR. 

According to Robert Stalnaker the common ground of a conversation is the set 

of propositions that represents the collection of information that conversational 

participants mutually assume and rely on as a basis for a conversation.  Among other 
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ways, we add information to the common ground by making an assertion (in which what 

is added is the semantic value of assertions made); through some form of, what Paul 

Grice (1989) called implicature; and by what David Lewis (1979) called presupposition 

accommodation. Understanding how these processes work helps us get a sense of the 

type of information we share beliefs about when entering a conversation and how it is 

altered through the course of a conversation.  Thus, this discussion also provides a basis 

for unpacking the content of an expected conversational role. 

2.3.  Contributing to Discourse and the Goals of Conversation 

When we make an utterance, we change the way that we see the world and the 

way that our interlocutors see the world. Every utterance alters the set of beliefs that we 

share (or mutually take for granted) about the world. Consider this brief dialogue. Sam 

asks Pat, “Is it is raining outside”? Pat answers, “No, it is not raining”. What is going 

on when Pat asserts the sentence, ‘No, it is not raining’? Stalnaker (1978) suggests that 

through his assertion Pat, “represents the world as being a certain way”.  Pat does this 

this by the addition of content to a shared information stock that is jointly presupposed 

by the conversational participants or the common ground of their conversation.  In 

saying, “no, it is not raining”, Pat is changing the common ground shared with Sam. 

While Pat is adding information about how the world can be, Pat rules out the possibility 

that they are in a world, at which it is raining. If Sam accepts Pat’s assertion, then the 

shared information gets settled. It now represents the fact that it is not raining where Pat 

is located and at the time that Pat is speaking. 

In addition to this direct way that we attempt to add information to a common 

ground, we can add information using what David Lewis (1979) termed presupposition 
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accommodation.  This is the process of adding information to the common ground after 

an utterance has taken place in order to make sense of it. Consider a conversation 

between you and two people who share mutual friends, Jo and Mo. Assume you are not 

acquainted with Jo and Mo, but one of your conversational participants is. They ask the 

other, “are Jo and Mo going to adopt another child?” In order to make that question 

make sense you would automatically assume the fact that Jo and Mo already have at 

least one child. That is, you would presuppose this information to accommodate this 

utterance. 

The Stalnakarian line is that as information is added, our collective 

understanding of the world gets refined because the space of possible ways the world 

can be gets narrower when additions to our common ground are accepted.  Attempts to 

add to the common ground go on record and, in turn, constrain what follow up questions, 

commands, and other assertions can be felicitously made by people in the conversation. 

Hence, these additions act, somewhat, as assumptions that we rely on in determining 

what we can acceptably say and what is acceptable for others to say. So after Pat’s 

answer, it would not be appropriate for Pat to then say, “…and it is raining pretty hard”. 

The reason is that when Pat originally asserted that it was not raining, the possibility 

that it was raining in any way (e.g., softly or with force) was ruled out. 

This simplified picture is not a complete account of the type of information that 

is tracked by language users in the course of conversation. Further, it does not give an 

account of exactly how this information relates to pragmatic theories about how we 

reason in discourse by people like Grice who famously argued that all of our 

contributions to conversation were guided by conversational maxims like that of relation 
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(everything put forth must be relevant to the goal of the conversation) (1989; p. 26). 

That is, what specific component of the common ground is our baseline for determining 

whether some contribution is relevant? Giving a fuller account of how the work in 

pragmatic reasoning relates to the information in a linguistic context was a main 

motivation in the expansion to the Stalnakarian framework made by Craige Roberts 

(2012).  

Roberts’ (2012) work, describes how our discourse is organized around 

questions that are accepted and taken up as conversational goals by discourse 

participants. Roberts argues that when conversational participants enter into a 

conversation it is governed by a set of questions under discussion (what Roberts calls 

“QUDs”). Locating answers to these QUDs serves as a conversational goal for the 

conversational participants. This contribution to the understanding of how the 

information grounding our conversations is organized, makes possible a notion of 

progress in a conversation. A conversation progresses as a move that answers (partially 

or wholly) a QUD is generated and accepted by conversational participants.  Roberts 

refers to assertions that have been accepted as progressing moves towards answering 

QUDs as “pay off moves”.  Roberts argues that every conversation can be thought of in 

terms of its aims in answering QUDs that conversational participants have settled on as 

relevant to their immediate shared goals. 

Further, questions and assertions are related to one another in a “structure 

partially ordered by the strategic relation on the questions”. This means that our 

conversations manifest a structure representing the most strategic trajectory of questions 

and answer moves aimed at meeting a common goal.  For example, suppose Sam asks 
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Pat, “should I bring my umbrella to campus today?” One may think that in order to have 

an answer to this question, Pat and Sam both need some information about the world. 

This information is represented as an answer to the broader questions, “is it raining?” 

or “will it be raining when I get to campus?”. 

So, participants jointly work towards answering the relevant sub-questions in 

order to accomplish the goal of their conversation (i.e., figuring out whether Sam should 

bring an umbrella to campus). An instance of an information structure for this particular 

conversation might represent the questions, “is it raining” and “will it be raining when 

I get to campus” as more immediate goals for the participants to answer through 

assertion and it may represent the question “should I bring my umbrella to campus 

today?” as a less immediate goal for Pat and Sam to achieve via assertion. Thinking 

about the relation between assertions and QUDs is useful for understanding the nature 

of an expected conversational role (ECR). 

2.4.  ECRs as Trajectories Towards answering Potential QUDs 

An ECR can be taken to be an expectation about the potential question and 

answer landscape of a conversation (or the information that Roberts’ information 

structure represents). Specifically, an ECR reflects beliefs about who our interlocutors 

are and how they will fit into and shape this landscape or whether we think they will 

offer pay off moves to potential QUDs and the information they will draw on to do this. 

Importantly, these are privately held expectations, but oftentimes we think this 

information is shared by all conversational participants in the common ground. We 

could be wrong about the trajectories people will take, or whether they will be able to 

contribute to the resolution of a QUD in the first place. For someone to fail to fulfill our 
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ECR we have associated with them is simply for them to go off the trajectory of 

producing pay-off moves that we expected or for them to draw on information in 

offering those moves that we did not expect. These are the sort of expectations that must 

underlie SOCS reactions since SOCS is surprise that a particular person produced a 

particular utterance and not just surprise that content obtains. 

Now with some theoretical tools on the table, we can have a fuller account of 

the instances of SOCS experienced in the cases discussed in Chapter 1.  For instance, in 

Pageant Contestant SOCS is generated in response to a contestant who criticizes 

President Trump when asked about the events in Charlottesville. Crystal Lee’s 

interpretation of the surprise following this reply is that the media did not expect a 

thoughtful or informed response at all. It is not the case that members of the media did 

not expect the contestant to put forth a pay-off move to the QUD. All contestants were 

asked a randomly generated questions during the pageant. Further, in the pageant world 

current events is standardly a topic that arises in this portion of the competitions. What 

was treated as surprising was the kind of pay-off move she produced. The contestant’s 

response was not what they expected of pageant contestants in general. The type of 

information she produced was not included in the trajectory assigned to pageant 

contestants (perhaps we can think of less bold and informed answers as making up the 

trajectory that members of the media expect from contestants). 

This is similarly the case in Stanford Student Meets Dentist. In this case we see 

that the dentist does think Pomarillo will produce some pay-off move (an answer) to the 

question of whether he would reapply for funds to get braces. It was the trajectory 

Pomarillo took in producing this pay-off move that was unexpected. In both 
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conversations the trajectories actually taken in contributing to the shared goals of the 

conversation included information that the interlocutors did not think of as accessible to 

their interlocutors. More importantly, in Stanford Student Meets Dentist the dentist 

seems to have a more normative expectation that this information should not be included 

in the trajectory that Pomarillo takes in answering the QUD (in posing the pay-off 

move). 

We can also think of some instances of SOCS as triggered by a failure to put 

forth a pay-off move to a QUD where a specific answer or a specific type of answer was 

positively expected of them by their interlocutor. This is happening in Competitive 

Grant wherein Paula thinks their typically boastful lab-mate will brag about getting the 

competitive grant for which Paula was rejected. Here Paula’s expectation was that there 

would be a certain quality in whatever contribution their lab-mate made to answering 

the relevant QUDs. Paula expected the lab-mate to mention that their proposal won the 

grant. Similarly, in Moldy Quilt Jordan expects Danny to answer the question with a 

more specific reply. Namely, Jordan expects Danny to mention the quilt in her response 

to him. That is what he expects given the fact that he took Danny to know about the 

significance of the quilt. Describing the wrong as a simple forgetting of “a box” does 

not capture the importance of Jordan’s loss. 

While in the above cases, the surprised individuals expected a contribution to 

the conversation’s goal (understood as answering a QUD) in others there is an 

expectation that a pay-off move will not be issued by someone. Multiplication Lesson 

is such a case. The parent is not expecting the young child to have any of the answers 

to the multiplication problems. The parents are taking their role as helping get them in 
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a position to answer those questions.  Although all of these cases are different in form, 

all amount to expecting individuals to fulfill a certain role in developing the space of 

questions and answers in discourse. 

 Now with a deeper, unified understanding of the kind of expectations that can 

give rise to surprise that a particular person has produced a particular utterance (SOCS). 

They are expectations that have an interlocutor’s trajectory for shaping the question and 

answer space of a conversation as content. One can expect that someone is in a position 

to offer a pay-off move to a QUD or not. If the former, one can also have an expectation 

about the information that will or will not be drawn on in producing that pay-off move. 

Despite bottoming out in the same type of expectations, the cases discussed here and in 

the first two chapters differ in a number of ways. For example, compare Steak House 

with Stanford Student Meets Dentist. We can imagine that our response to our vegan 

colleague would be very different from the response Pomarillo’s utterance generated by 

the dentist. In reply to a colleague, we might try to make sense of their utterance by 

asking whether they were joking or if this steak house also makes amazing salads or 

something else that they can eat. 

 The dentist’s way of making sense of Pomarillo’s divergence from the ECR that 

the dentist associated with him differs. Instead of being surprised and gathering 

information to revise his ECR of Pomarillo, he defended his ECR by raising the fact 

that his daughter earned a higher score on her ACT exam. His expectation was that this 

was the role that people like Pomarillo ought to fulfill. This meaning that people like 

Pomarillo ought not draw on the fact that they are attending prestigious universities like 

Stanford in their contributions to conversations like the one taking place in his office.  
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For this dentist divergence from said role constituted some serious wrong. So, 

even though these instances of SOCS are raised by expectations with similar content, 

they differ in that they are experienced in different ways by the surprised individuals. 

Further, conveying them to their targets like Pomarillo do different things to the 

landscape of the conversation. In the following chapters I unpack this by appealing to 

the qualities that some SOCS reactions can have: assessments and phenomenological 

charges. How these qualities are manifested in specific instances of SOCS depends on 

the source of the ECRs in question and what the expectations mean to the surprised 

individuals. I discuss these issues in Chapter 4. If that is of pressing interest, feel free to 

skip to Chapter 4.  

 For now, I turn to the question raised above. What reasons are there for positing 

fine-grained expectations of one another as conversational participants? Is this justified 

beyond its use for explaining SOCS? Expectations about how individuals will shape the 

information in the linguistic context have been valuable in theorizing about discourse 

inference. So, a more details account of the above theory can be taken as an extension 

to existing theories about discourse inference.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

41 

 

CHAPTER 3 

FURTHER SUPPORT FOR A THEORY OF EXPECTED CONVERSATIONAL 

ROLES 

3. Two Questions About SOCS and ECRs 

Merely establishing a connection between SOCS and the presence of some kind 

of expectations does not support the idea that these expectations take the form of 

conversational roles as suggested in the previous chapter. It may seem ad hoc to start 

from SOCS, ask what type of expectation would best explain the presence of SOCS in 

us, and then posit these expectations in us. This chapter addresses these two worries. To 

address the former, I offer my account of expected conversational roles as an extension 

to existing theory about the expectations underlying discourse inference: the process by 

which we decipher what a speaker means by their utterances and what to add to a 

conversation. To address the latter, I discuss how surprise has been used to uncover 

expectations in Paul Grice’s work on implicatures generated from violations of what 

people expect in rational discourse (1975). 

First, I introduce a category of theories of communication that count as what I 

call expectation attribution theories of communication (3.1.). This is to clarify the 

motivation that theorists have to suggest that language users enter conversations with 

expectations of one another. I distinguish two types of conversational expectations that 

they posit: general and non-general, giving examples of each (3.2., 3.3.). I explain how 

this critical project shares a basic acknowledgment with non-general expectation 

theories that general-expectation theorists do not make central. Beliefs and knowledge 



 

42 

about our specific interlocutors (e.g., beliefs about their group membership, social role 

etc.) drive much of our everyday linguistic reasoning. Once we take account of that, we 

have further motivation to think that a large part of our conversation is driven by 

expectations about people on this level (3.4.).  

Next, to support the role of SOCS in uncovering such expectations, I consider a 

connection between surprise and general conversational expectations found in Paul 

Grice’s (1975) work on deriving a speaker’s intended meaning via the process of 

conversational implicature (3.5.). I show how Grice’s strategy for employing surprise 

can be used for to uncover the presence of expected conversational roles (3.6.). 

3.1.  Conversational Expectations 

It is not a novel idea that language users have expectations about how 

conversations will or should develop. In fact, many theories of discourse inference rely 

on this idea. I call these expectation attribution theories of communication. In explaining 

how we interpret one another (and how we decide what to add to a conversation) these 

theories rely on claims about what language users come to expect from conversational 

contributions on the basis of this information. The things we come to expect are what I 

call conversational expectations—expectations that language users have about what 

might, could, or should occur in conversation.  

General conversational expectations (GCEs) are expectations that language 

users have about all conversations.  Non-general conversational expectations (NGCEs) 

are expectations language users have about some, but not all conversations. My account 

of the expectations giving rise to SOCS takes seriously the insights and motivations for 
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NGCE theories. These are illuminated through comparison with the goals and results of 

GCE theories. 

3.2.  General Conversational Expectations 

Typically, GCEs are expectations that the contributions people make to 

discourse will be consistent with certain principles or conventions of conversation. 

More precisely, GCE theorists argue that rational language users believe that they and 

others follow certain principles or conventions in all conversations. The idea is this: if 

we were not all following some conversation guiding principles, we would not be in a 

position to seamlessly infer the information we need from one another’s utterances to 

coordinate with each other in our day-to-day language use (especially our imprecise 

day-to-day language use) (Grice, 1989). 

Some principles that have been posited as governing all conversations can be 

associated with GCEs. This includes Paul Grice’s Cooperative Principle and 

conversational maxims (1989, 26-29); the conventions on which David Lewis (1975) 

argued the use of a given language depends (e.g., the users of a language assume mutual 

truthfulness); and the principle of relevance in Dan Sperber and Deidre Wilson’s 

Relevance Theory (1995; Wilson and Sperber, 2002). The idea that we have mutual 

expectations that these principles are followed (expectations I am labelling “GCEs”) is 

implicit in the above theorists explanations of how the principles they posit drive 

interpretation.  Here is an example. 

Grice (1989) argued that conversation is governed by both a Cooperative 

Principle (i.e., “make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage 

at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which 
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you are engaged”) and a set of conversational maxims: quality, quantity, relation, and 

manner (1989; p.26). The GCEs that we can associate with his theory are expectations 

that any contributions to a conversation will follow the Cooperative Principle 

(henceforth, CP) and maxims. The presence of these GCEs explains how we interpret 

each other in predictable ways despite the imprecision of everyday language use. 

Take the maxim that a speaker’s contributions “be relevant” to the needs of a 

conversation (i.e., relation).  Grice imagines a passerby encountering the driver of a 

stalled vehicle to illustrate that people expect “relevant” contributions to conversations. 

Grice predicts that when the driver states, “I am out of petrol” it is reasonable for the 

passerby to respond, “there is a garage around the corner” (ibid., p.32). On the basis of 

the passerby’s response the driver should be in a position to infer more than the 

existence of a nearby garage. They have the information they need to infer that the 

passerby believes that the garage is open and that it has fuel. 

If the passerby did not have these beliefs, their utterance would defy the maxim 

of relation. Lacking evidence that the passerby opts out of following CP and the maxim 

of relation the driver has a GCE that they are being observed.  So, the mention of the 

garage is meant to answer to the immediate need of the situation: locating fuel. If the 

passerby did not think that the garage was valuable towards that end, they would not 

have mentioned it. The GCE in this case is that in general people contribute relevant 

information to conversations. This expectation of relevance is what triggers the stalled 

driver to infer the meaning intended by the passerby. Other theories posit principles 

which similarly correspond to GCEs. Table 1 displays some examples. 
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3.3.  Non-General Conversational Expectations 

In addition to GCEs, there are non-general conversational expectations 

(NGCEs). NGCEs can be taken to be the expectations stemming from knowledge or 

beliefs that language users rely on in navigating some conversations, but not all. NGCEs 

are expectations about what people typically say or do in conversations that they 

                                                 
20 To be clear, Sperber and Wilson (1995) and Wilson and Sperber (2002) argue that the 

general principles driving discourse can be reduced to the principle of relevance alone 

(foregoing a need for all of the Gricean maxims etc.). 

 

Table 2 – Expectation Attribution Theories and associated General Conversational 

Expectations 

Theorist 
Principles We Expect to be 

Followed in Communication 
Type of Conversational Expectation 

Grice 

(1989) 

Conversational Principle (CP) 

and Maxims of Quality, 

Relation, Manner, and Quantity 

General – procedural expectations 

about all conversational moves 

(underpinning all rational 

communicative interactions) 

Lewis 

(1975) 

Regularity of Truth (we expect 

that people will say things that 

are true) 

General – procedural expectations 

about all conversational moves 

(underpinning all rational 

communicative interactions) 

Sperber 

& Wilson 

(1995) 

Principle of Relevance (we 

primarily expect that people will 

say things that increase our 

understanding relative to our 

mutual goals)20 

General – procedural expectations 

about all conversational moves 

(underpinning all rational 

communicative interactions) 
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routinely engage in (Schank and Abelson, 1977) or expectations that follow from our 

knowledge about the activity types within which our conversations take place 

(Levinson, 1979). That is, while GCE theories posit principles that we expect to be 

followed in all conversations, NGCE theorists posit finer-grained generalizations from 

which expectations about specific conversation types arise.  

They argue that the GCEs, alone, are not enough to predict certain patterns in 

linguistic coordination (e.g., what we decide to say, how we interpret others’ utterances 

or extract their intended meaning from vague or ambiguous terms etc.). These are best 

explained by positing these finer-grained expectations. Here, are two examples. 

Roger Schank and Robert Abelson (1977) saw that we quickly decipher the 

meaning of gestures and utterances in certain routine conversations. This observation 

about the information we seem to rely on in interpreting language suggested the 

presence of expectations that language users carry about how people will contribute to 

regularly occurring conversations. Schank and Abelson modeled these expectations as 

“scripts”: formal structures of ordered slots, each slot representing one event in a 

sequence of events taking place in conversations (1977).  

Scripts represent our beliefs about routine conversation events like ordering food 

at a restaurant (ibid., pgs.42-44). Each script contains sub-events that build the larger 

event (ibid., p.45).  Sub-events might include a particular person asking a particular 

question (e.g., an interviewer asking someone about their years of experience in the 

relevant field). Schank and Abelson support the presence of these expectations with 

observations about our behavior in routine conversations. The specific claim that we 

have fine-grained expectations stemming from specific world knowledge is independent 
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from the claim that they are best represented as scripts.  Still, whether or not one adopts 

the latter it is useful to see how scripts are used in their theory. 

They have us consider conversations we have while dining out. For instance, we 

expect that at the end of our meal a waitperson will say, “are you ready for the check?”. 

We go in knowing how to interpret phrases like “the check” without any other 

information.  That is, we do not require the waitperson introduce a referent to resolve 

the meaning of ‘the check’ before that utterance (ibid., p.41). We do not require the 

waitperson to say, “and by ‘the check’ I mean your check” or “by ‘the check’ I mean 

the record tracking your orders which represents the total amount of money you 

currently owe for the items you have consumed”. 

The easy interpretation of, “the check” is explained by the content of a script. 

Upon entering a restaurant, patrons know that they are participants in the event of 

ordering food at a restaurant. That information makes salient a structure of beliefs or 

script associated with this type of event. So, patrons now expect that the sub-events 

represented in this script will take place. 

For example, they expect that in a later stage of this event a waitperson will refer 

to a document totaling their order with phrases like ‘the check’ or ‘the tab’. If this 

utterance were to be made outside of this event, we can imagine how one might be 

caught off guard and have difficulty resolving the referent of a use of ‘the check’ or ‘the 

tab’. 

Another theory that makes room for NGCEs is Stephan Levinson’s theory of 

activity types (Levinson, 1979). His account takes finer-grain details of context to be 

central for discourse inference (and, for Levinson, these details also determine the 
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function and meaning of the linguistic expressions uttered in conversation).  According 

to Levinson, “activity type” refers to a category of “culturally recognized activities” that 

are goal-defined, temporally bounded, socially constituted, and generate constraints on 

the way that participants contribute to them—constraints that we expect them to follow 

(ibid., 368). 

Activity types range in formality. For instance, a meeting of a governance body 

following Robert’s Rules of Order is much more formal than a casual discussion on the 

street corner with one’s neighbor. Activity types also range in tone and in how central 

language use is to them. To illustrate, Levinson considers the difference between a 

football game and a lecture (ibid., 369). The former is an activity type that is not highly 

language-centric, but the specific linguistic elements that are involved in differentiating 

it from other activity types are steady (e.g., announcing when a first down or a 

touchdown has occurred). Other examples of activity types mentioned by Levinson 

include dinner parties, job interviews, teaching (e.g., the activity taking place in formal 

lectures or discussion meetings), chats on the street corner, Roman Catholic Masses, 

police interrogations, cross-examinations in courtroom trials, and more (ibid., 368-70). 

According to Levinson, having knowledge about the way that certain activities 

progress generates specific expectations about the way that people will participate in 

the conversations embedded in these activities.  These expectations are about the 

linguistic moves one and their interlocutors ought to make at various stages in 

conversations. Levinson puts it in terms of constraints that participants in the activities 

are expected to adhere to (ibid., pg. 370). How so? 
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The structural elements (of an activity type) considered by Levinson are not 

going to be as specific as the ones we find in Schank and Abelson’s framework of 

scripts. He writes, 

Elements of the structure of an activity include its subdivision into a number of 

sub-parts or episodes as we may call them (for example, a seminar usually 

involves first a presentation, followed by a discussion, while a court case is 

divided into a statement of the case, cross-examinations, the passing of sentence 

etc.), and within each any pre-structured sequences that may be required by 

convention, the norms governing the allocation of turns at speaking, and so on. 

There may further be constraints on the personnel and the roles [my emphasis] 

they may take, on the time and the place at which the activity can properly take 

place. There are also more abstract structural constraints, having to do with 

topical cohesion and the functional adequacy of contributions to the activity 

(ibid.; 369). 

Structural elements may include non-linguistic components like that an activity 

begins and ends at specific times. For example, we can think of the structural features 

of a lecture as giving rise to constraints on what is or is not an acceptable linguistic 

contribution to conversations embedded in the activity. Say that a lecture is scheduled 

to regularly take place at some time before noon. In a case like this a linguistic constraint 

that would follow might be that “Good evening students” is not an appropriate greeting 

to the class. 

Another structural feature mentioned by Levinson is the role occupied by 

individuals in an activity of a certain type (e.g., an umpire, a defense attorney, etc.). The 
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role being interestingly related to the structural feature that we take to be the goal of the 

activity type that participants in the activity are all aiming to achieve (e.g., to complete 

a baseball game, to decide on the guilt or innocence of an individual on trial for some 

criminal behavior etc.). 

For illustration, imagine that a professor enters a lecture hall and says “Quiz 3 

is rescheduled for the 5th of April”. Presumably, the goal of the activity here is 

knowledge or skill transfer from a professor to her students. While the tone and structure 

of this activity are not as formal as a Catholic mass or a meeting of the members of 

Parliament, it is more structured than a chance meeting with a friend on a street corner. 

Accordingly, the professor occupies a role that the students do not. This constrains what 

participants believe they can or should contribute to the conversations occurring within 

this activity. Students are not expected to stand up in the front of the class and announce 

things like schedule changes or class-wide extensions, but professors are. 

Further, only one type of participant occupies a social role or position such that 

they, alone, can make utterances like the one above while still qualifying as furthering 

the goal of the activity in question, to teach. Put simply, whether or not rescheduling the 

quiz is conducive to the successful transfer of knowledge or skill to students is a 

determination that the person occupying the professor role alone makes.  This is why 

there is a constraint such that students are not to make announcements like the above, 

but professors do.  So an utterance like the professor’s falls within the constraints of 

these structural features. 
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3.4.  Social Roles, NGCEs, and Critical Discourse Studies 

Recall that in section 1.5. we saw a similar thought in Cass Sunstein’s 

observations that certain behaviors are social norm governed. This included behaviors 

related to our participation in discourse: “when to talk, when to listen, when to discuss 

personal matters, when to use contractions” (1996; 11). Although Sunstein is not 

focused on these as actual conversational expectations (his discussion has a political 

theoretic end), the behaviors he considers as governed by social norms are gestures to 

similar data that the above theorists are trying to capture. This is a key point to observe. 

Why?  

Recognizing how knowledge of someone’s social role shapes discourse 

inference is not only useful for people interested in NGCEs for standard purposes.  

These narrower generalizations based on our beliefs about our interlocutors is exactly 

what anyone interested in critical discourse analysis may rely on in explaining their 

observations. This is the project taken on here. Critical discourse theorists (CDTs) draw 

attention to particular practices in specific instances of discourse (e.g., a single 

conversation or a series of conversations of a given type) and show how social or 

political power determine how these types of discourse have unfolded (e.g., political 

speeches (Van Dijk, 2011); police interrogations (McKinney, 2016) etc.).  

Incorporating insights like those made by Sunstein help explain why it is that 

certain instances of discourse proceed the way they have. That is, they look at the 

structure of actual discourse (either single conversations or a series of conversations of 

a certain type) and highlight how those structures might have been altered or shaped by 
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facts about the distribution of social power across participants, this often determined by 

someone’s social role. 

My hope is that in discussing the similarities and differences between GCE 

theories and NGCE theories I have mitigated some worry that positing expectations to 

explain SOCS is somehow ad hoc. Positing expectations in language users to explain 

discourse phenomena is something required in larger efforts to understand how 

language users interact with one another given the specific contexts wherein 

conversations take place. Expectations in language users explain how meaning that is 

unstated still comes across, why we interpret things the way that we do and more. 

Additionally, expectations present in language users are key for understanding the 

wrong we see in some instances of SOCS like that in Stanford Student Meets Dentist. 

3.5.  General Surprise and Conversational Expectations 

Now I further motivate the claim that the SOCS is useful to uncover some of the 

ECRs that we bring to linguistic interactions.  In particular, I believe the presence of 

speaker-oriented conversational surprise (SOCS) is best explained by an assumption 

that individuals sometimes have non-general conversational expectations about 

themselves and their interlocutors. 

Stepping back from SOCS for a moment, the general phenomenon of surprise is 

overlooked as a diagnostic tool for expectation attributing theories of communication. 

There is one exception seen in Grice’s “Logic and Conversation” (1975). To illustrate 

the concept of a generalized conversational implicature Grice appeals to surprise to test 

whether some content was conveyed via generalized conversational implicature. A 

conversational implicature is what occurs when a speaker expresses meaning beyond 
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literal meaning to their hearer by either “flouting” or intentionally violating the 

Cooperative Principle and four maxims; or by “observing” them as expected. Within 

this category, Grice distinguished particularized from generalized implicatures. 

A particularized implicature takes place when speakers get hearers to interpret 

meaning beyond the literal meaning of their words in a particular context. For example, 

the passerby’s utterance “there’s a garage around the corner” does not implicate that a 

garage is open and carries fuel in all contexts. If the driver above had a flat tire, the same 

words might implicate that the garage is open and has what they need for their tire, not 

fuel. What is implicated is particular to a context. Grice introduced the notion of a 

generalized conversational implicature to capture the idea that some expressions 

implicate something consistent in any context wherein they are used.  

Grice illustrates, “Similarly, if I were to say X went into a house yesterday and 

found a tortoise inside the front door, my hearer would normally be surprised if some 

time later I revealed that the house was X’s own” (ibid., p.56). Here Grice means that 

his hearer expected him to be referring to a random house because of use of the 

impersonal “a house” instead of  “X’s house”. So the object of surprise in this case is 

the content—Grice had been talking about X’s own house the entire time. The 

expectation violated arises from the generalized implicature of “a house”—X found the 

tortoise in a random house. Besides this example in Grice, surprise is not used as a 

diagnostic for demonstrating that a certain expectation is present in conversation; but I 

think we can the general phenomenon of surprise for other types of conversational 

expectations besides those generated by implicatures. 
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Consider the stalled car example. A way to indicate that one expects a passerby 

to contribute relevant replies to the utterance, “I’m out of petrol” is to ask whether it 

seems apt for a person to be surprised when the passerby responds in a different way. I 

think they would be. For example, if the passerby said “there is a bakery around the 

corner” we can imagine that an apt response would be surprise (“why is this person 

telling me about a bakery?!? I need petrol”). Further imagine that the passerby says 

“there’s a garage around the corner” and the driver replies, “thanks, I’ll walk right over 

to get some fuel.” What would the stalled driver be met with but surprise if the passerby 

clarifies, “oh why would you do that? It is closed today!” It is natural to see that beyond 

a possible sense of impatience or being let down the driver would also feel surprised. In 

this case, the driver would experience what I have called CDS (content directed 

surprise). The object of their surprise is the content of the passerby’s utterance.   

Further, we might also be able to interpret this as a form of what I called fit-

oriented conversational surprise. This is surprise about the fittingness of an utterance 

given the topic or question under discussion.  Responding with surprise to how well it 

seems to fit the topic or goal of conversation appears especially tied up to expectations 

of relevance like the ones being violated by the passerby. 

3.6.  What can SOCS Reveal? 

Recall Grice’s test. How does it work? He writes, “[…] if I were to say X went 

into a house yesterday and found a tortoise inside the front door, my hearer would 

normally be surprised if some time later I revealed that the house was X’s own” (Grice, 

1975; 56). Grice means that this clarification was unexpected for the hearer. So what 

expectation is violated to generate the surprise in the hearer? The expectation is that the 
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house described in the story belongs to someone other than X. This expectation is had 

in the hearer because of the speaker’s use of the impersonal “a house”. The choice of 

phrase implicates some content that conflicts with the clarification that the house 

belonged to X.  

The idea here is that in order to prove that the impersonal content was actually 

implicated it is enough to show that uttering a sentence expressing conflicting content 

would generate surprise. But notice Grice describes this reaction as something that 

would be a “normal” reaction for a hearer to have. So, his test amounts to asking what 

best explains an occurrence of apt surprise. In other words, the presence of apt surprise 

in the hearer requires that the content was, in fact, implicated and this is evidence that 

they expected that the house was anyone but X’s. 

Although Schank and Abelson do not suggest this, we can perform a similar test 

to check whether it is true that we expect someone to ask us about a check in regularly 

occurring conversations at restaurants. We can ask whether a waitperson would find it 

surprising if one replied, “what check are you referring to?” in response to their query 

about one’s readiness for the check. So, using the same strategy one can appeal to the 

experience of general surprise to verify when either general or non-general 

conversational expectations govern particular interactions. One can 1) imagine 

contributions to a conversation that deliberately violate the expectations said to be 

present and 2) ask whether it is apt for one to feel surprised in response to those 

contributions. We can apply speaker-oriented conversational surprise (SOCS) to 

uncover conversational expectations about particular interlocutors in a similar way. In 

the examples from Chapter 1, SOCS is revealing just that. It is revealing expectations 
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about what particular people will or will not put forth in their contributions to the goals 

of the conversation. 

A noteworthy difference between the sort of content for which Grice was testing 

and ECRs is that the former is accessible to any conversational participant.  Given my 

suggestion that we can use SOCS in a similar way as Grice uses general surprise, this 

warrants discussion. In Grice’s test, the content conveyed in his saying “a house” was a 

generalized implicature. An important feature of this type of content is that it is 

accessible to all conversational participants who hear Grice describe X’s actions as 

walking into “a house” (as opposed to using a possessive expression like ‘X’s house’, 

‘her house’, or ‘their house’ etc.).   In saying that it is accessible to all conversational 

participants I am thinking of it as content that is available in the linguistic context of the 

conversation. Appealing to Stalnaker’s (1978) framework is a useful way to illustrate 

what this amounts to. 

Accordingly, the content that Grice took to be the generalized implicature of his 

use of “a house” is content that is now has the status of being presupposed in the sense 

discussed in Chapter 2. That is, everyone hearing Grice’s story now takes for granted 

the fact that the house belongs to anyone but X. So, why does this matter? In order to 

employ surprise in a similar way, it would help to know why it is that Grice’s use of 

surprise is successful. Allow me to clarify. 

3.7. Why Grice’s Test Worked 

Grice’s employment of surprise in uncovering information in the common 

ground worked for two reasons. First, Grice identified the phenomenon that he was 

trying to isolate: generalized conversational implicature while motivating it 
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independently of its relation to surprise. Second, the expectations violated to generate 

surprise are shared by all conversational participants making the question of whether 

the surprise seems apt a bit easier to answer. In fact, we can think of the ease with which 

people have in judging the aptness of surprise as tied to how accessible or generally held 

the expectations giving rise to it are. 

The first reason that Grice’s test worked is met here. I think ECRs can be shown 

to play a similar role in assisting discourse inference as those expectations about event 

types or activity types put forth by Schank and Abeson and Levinson.  However, it is 

unclear whether the second reason Grice’s test worked is met here. The NGCEs put 

forth above are said to be the more salient bits of information or world knowledge, 

despite these expectations not being general, they are still widely accessible in most 

contexts. That is, a person who has never dined out may not expect a waitperson to come 

ask for a check, but most people will because this level of world knowledge is still pretty 

general. Thus, for the type of expectations discussed by people like Schank and Abelson, 

we might still be able to usefully inquire into the aptness of surprise arising when they 

are violated. ECRs are importantly different. 

ECRs are not always salient nor are they always shared across conversational 

participants. However, this difference does not challenge the ease with which one can 

inquire about what sort of expectations would make a SOCS reaction apt for someone 

else. This is what makes Pomarillo’s statement and Lee’s opinion piece so important.  

In their cases, the expectations that would make SOCS an apt response for 

someone (i.e., the dentist and members reporting a pageant contestant’s “smart” answers 

with surprise) were not expectations they had of themselves. Additionally, they were 
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not expectations they thought anyone should have of them. However, they could still 

uncover these ECRs because, although discourse-related, they followed from well-

known biases and identity prejudices. That is, we can think of Pomarillo and Lee’s 

public replies to the SOCS they encountered as showing the usefulness of Grice’s 

strategy. They were written in part, to illuminate what expectations made those instances 

of SOCS apt. Moreover, they highlighted why the sources of these ECRs expectations 

ought to be revised. This brings me to my next chapter about the relevance that the 

source of ECRs has in determining the features that instances of SOCS have and how 

differently conveying these instances of SOCS can affect the space of a conversation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

ASSESSMENT, PHENOMENOLOGICAL CHARGE, AND THE SOURCE OF 

ONE’S EXPECTED CONVERSATIONAL ROLES 

 

4. Sources of Expected Conversational Roles 

Recall the two variants of Multiplication Lesson. In the first you are teaching 

your young child multiplication for the first time. You experience SOCS when they 

produce an utterance conveying a correct answer. As their parent you know they do not 

frequently practice math. So, you do not expect them to have the knowledge that would 

ease the development of their multiplication skills. 

In the second variant, you are not this child’s parent, but instead a hyper-

competitive neighbor. You teach multiplication for the home school group and hope 

your own child learns multiplication faster than any other kid on the block. When you 

hear this child’s utterance your SOCS also results from it exceeding your expectations. 

Stipulate that the source of your expectations is the same. You also know that this child 

does not frequently practice their math. Although in each case the utterance is surprising 

for the same reasons, there is a difference between the SOCS felt by the parent and the 

hyper-competitive neighbor. In what follows I give an account of this difference. 

I suggest that they have similar assessments, but display different 

phenomenological charges. These two concepts sharpen the features of SOCS that can 

serve as locations for moral scrutiny. For, the mere fact that a person’s utterance has 

prompted SOCS in someone else does not exhaust what warrants moral critique in every 

case. Given any given SOCS reaction, S, a critique might target the fact that S’s subject 

has the ECRs making S possible in the first place. This type of critique will tend to point 

to something morally problematic about the source of the ECRs a subject has of other 
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people. A charge with this sort of structure is found in Crystal Lee’s critique of the 

“frenzied media coverage” pageant contestants provoke with thoughtful responses. 

However, we might also critique the way that a subject is oriented towards the fact that 

their ECRs (of others) are violated. This type of critique is found in Stanford Student 

Meets Dentist. 

The dentist’s experience of SOCS is colored by a phenomenology akin to anger 

or resentment. This is, what I call, the phenomenological charge of his SOCS. The 

phenomenological charge can be a location for critique on the grounds of its 

implications about a person’s willingness to revise the belief system shaping his ECRs 

of others. To explain the distinction between these two ways of morally critiquing an 

experience of SOCS I rely on the personal importance claim. The personal importance 

claim states that the fulfillment of some ECRs (of ourselves and others) matter to our 

own sense of self-worth. I defend this claim by exploring various ways we form ECRs 

and describing how these sources of ECRs build personal importance into them. 

I proceed as follows: after reintroducing assessment and phenomenological 

charge (4.1.), I explain how these features serve as two locations for directing our moral 

scrutiny of instances of SOCS (4.2). Next, I clarify the personal importance claim (4.3.). 

Subsequently, I discuss two ways that our ECRs can be personally important to us in 

the above sense. To illustrate, I consider some ways of forming ECRs. This includes 

active ways of forming ECRs. For example, using training materials (guidebooks, 

mock-interactions, journal articles etc.) for guidance on how to partake in conversations 

delivering undesirable diagnoses or prognoses in the medical profession (4.4.). I also 

consider passive ways ECRs are formed. This includes how they get developed through 

the kind of socially embedded discursive practices that influence the distribution of 

knowledge discussed by Miranda Fricker (2007) (4.5.). 
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4.1. Assessment and Phenomenological Charge 

4.1.1. Assessment 

Previously, I suggested that when someone’s production of an utterance is 

surprising to us it is because the fact that they produced it is unexpected in some 

particular way or according to some standard of evaluation. The assessment component 

of SOCS captures this intuition. The assessment of an instance of SOCS, S, reflects the 

way that expectations were violated to give rise to S.  Utterances can surpass some 

standard of evaluation or fail to meet them. Given our understanding of SOCS as a form 

of surprise arising when someone departs from an ECR a fuller account of assessment 

is now on offer. 

There are different ways to violate ECRs that would count as surpassing the 

standards that shaped them. A clear example of this would be a case in which one 

contributes to the resolution of a QUD (question under discussion) by offering a pay-

off move that one was not expected to offer. Another clear example would be a case in 

which one draws on unexpected information in producing a pay-off move that was 

expected. 

An example of the former is Multiplication Lesson. The parent (and the math 

teacher) associate an ECR with the child that reflects how they assess the child’s 

knowledge of how to do multiplication. Thus, the trajectory they expect the child to take 

in contributing to the conversation does not include offering pay-off moves to QUDs 

included in the problem set (at least in the beginning of the lesson). In this way when 

the child produces a correct answer they exceed the low epistemic standard that 

informed the ECR in the first place. The latter kind of violation to ECRs that count as 

surpassing some standard of evaluation is seen in Stanford Student Meets Dentist. 
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Despite thinking that Pomarillo would answer the question about government 

funds, the dentist did not think that Pomarillo would be in a position to say anything 

about attending university in his answer (much less Stanford). Implied by Pomarillo’s 

interpretation of the dentist’s remark, the dentist’s expectation seems to follow from 

how the he ranks Pomarillo (or people like him) according to a standard of capacity.  

The dentist does not think that people like Pomarillo are capable of getting into 

schools like Stanford. His subsequent comments comparing his daughter and 

Pomarillo’s ACT scores implies that his expectation is also informed by a normative 

standard of desert. Accordingly, anyone failing to achieve the same score on the 

entrance exam as his daughter does not deserve a place at Stanford (or is lesser deserving 

than people like his daughter for whom achieving such a score is not noteworthy). So, 

by mentioning these plans in giving his answer Pomarillo exceeds the standards of 

capacity or desert informing the dentist’s ECR of him.  

These are both instances involving positive assessments on my account. An 

experience of SOCS can involve a positive assessment when one expects a person’s 

contributions to the progression of a conversation to rank lower according to some 

standard of evaluation they are applying and this expectation is violated in one of the 

above ways. On the other hand, SOCS involving a negative assessment would be a case 

in which an individual expects someone’s contributions to conversation to rank higher 

on some standard of evaluation this expectation is violated.  

A clear example of this is seen in Moldy Quilt. Jordan expects Danny’s 

contributions to have a higher level of detail because this detail is what Jordan thinks 

significant. That is, it is his grandmother’s quilt that has been damaged, not a mere box. 

We can, perhaps, see this sort of expectation (about the kind of information Danny ought 

to put forth in replying to Jordan) is informed by standards related to understanding or 

appreciation. On some level because Danny is Jordan’s friend, Jordan applies a higher 
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standard of appreciation to her utterances in discussions about this personal object. The 

failure of Danny’s utterance to fulfill this ECR is, this, a failure to show a higher level 

of appreciation. This is a way in which one’s violation of an ECR can result in a negative 

assessment on my account: by failing to give detail expected from one’s interlocutor. 

Of course, it is not always the case that if a person produces an answer that is 

not included in their ECR, they have exceeded some standard of evaluation. Likewise, 

drawing on information that is unexpected in producing an expected answer is not 

always exceeding some standard; nor is failing to produce a particular type of response 

always a failure to satisfy a standard or evaluation. The above examples are merely 

illustrations that follow those patterns. They are not at all suggestive of some general 

relationship between satisfying some standard that helped shape an ECR and the 

production of an utterance nor between failing to live up to a standard and failing to 

produce some utterance. 

One example suffices to show that such a relationship does not hold. Imagine a 

friend who is extremely private and overly humble about their professional 

accomplishments. Accordingly, we can imagine that the ECR you have of them does 

not include them drawing on their personal accomplishments as information relevant to 

the progress of many of the conversations you have with them in general. However, 

given the prestige of certain types of awards (e.g., Nobel Prizes) you would expect 

anyone receiving them to say something about being a recipient of one, including this 

friend. In saying nothing about being awarded with such a prestigious prize they may 

show themselves as much humbler than you imagined. In failing to produce information, 

they exceed the standard of humility informing your ECR of them. 

Thus, sometimes people exceed our expectations by producing utterances we 

did not think they could (or should). Sometimes they fail to live up to them by not 

producing the utterances we think they could (or should) make (or the right quality of 



 

64 

utterances). They also exceed our expectations by failing to produce certain utterances 

and they fail to live up to certain standards by producing certain utterances. In any such 

case assessment captures whether or not a violation to an ECR has exceeded the standard 

of evaluation informing it or not. In addition to this, SOCS can be experienced with a 

variety of phenomenological charges. 

4.1.2. Phenomenological Charge 

For a given SOCS reaction, S, the phenomenological charge of S reflects the 

way the subject of S feels about the expectation violations that give rise to S. This charge 

can be understood as ranging from positive to negative affects that accompany a SOCS 

reaction. The range is displayed across the two variants of Multiplication Lessons. 

SOCS is colored by a positive, pride-like feeling for the parent; whereas, we can imagine 

that the hyper-competitive teacher is met with SOCS colored by a sense of annoyance 

or frustration. The phenomenological charge of an instance of SOCS is an additional 

location for critical reflection on the cases that seem to warrant moral critique like 

Stanford Student Meets Dentist. 

As indicated by his response to Pomarillo, the dentist’s SOCS was colored by a 

feeling of defensiveness or something like resentment. Information about attending 

Stanford was not the sort of information that the dentist included in the ECR he 

associated with Pomarillo (or people like him). The fact that the dentist felt something 

like a resentful instance of SOCS is supported by the follow-up questioning with which 

he replies to Pomarillo. He immediately presses Pomarillo about standardized test 

scores and makes a claim about the fact that students from schools like Pomarillo’s have 

an easier time getting accepted to Stanford than students like his daughter. For the 

dentist, it is clear that there was a standard of desert (or capabilities) shaping his ECRs 

of people like Pomarillo. Pomarillo and students like him deserve a spot less so than his 

daughter does. This is why the SOCS felt is colored by a sense of resent. 
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4.1.3. Two Features of SOCS and Theories of Emotions 

So far I have identified a phenomenon, SOCS, that in some circumstances is 

worthy of moral critique. I suggest that it is worthy of two distinct, but related varieties 

of moral critique (i.e., we can critique the fact that someone had the expectations giving 

rise to SOCS and/or we can critique the way that individuals are oriented towards the 

violation of these expectations?). Yet, I have done no more than to give a brief sketch 

of what these critiques amount to. That is, there has been no careful discussion 

explaining in virtue of what principles or considerations our intuitions about the 

introductory cases are present. One reason is that each critique targets a distinct feature 

of a SOCS reaction and I take it to be vital to have an understanding of the features of 

SOCS the later critical claims regard. So, to summarize, I began the following way. 

I sketched an explanation of why I think that there is a type of scrutiny available 

in Stanford Student Meets Dentist that is not found in Pageant Contestant and that the 

variant of Multiplication Lesson in which a parent feels SOCS seems different from the 

case in which a hyper-competitive neighbor feels SOCS. Then, I suggested something 

about the nature of SOCS reactions. However, SOCS is a variety of surprise. So, it is 

important that I am upfront about how my above claims about SOCS relate to what 

emotion theorists say about surprise in general. 

Here, I do not carefully wade through and adjudicate the debates within the 

emotions literature. Rather, I make clear how my assumptions relate to some of the 

relevant ideas that have arisen in it. One may find any of my assumptions objectionable 

depending on how one views SOCS in relation to the general emotion of surprise (or 

whether one has a principled reason to think their theory of emotions will treat surprise 

the same as other emotions or count it as an emotion at all). One relevant assumption I 

make is that SOCS is a token of the general emotion of surprise. There are two major 

approaches to understanding emotions: cognitivist theories and non-cognitivist theories. 
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My account of SOCS relies on a cognitivist conception of it. 

Cognitivist theories of emotions take them to be either constituted by intentional 

states or to be caused by intentional states. That is, an analysis of emotions on a 

cognitivist account may take the following general form: for any given emotion e, there 

is a mental state, m, that constitutes e. These theories are contrasted with views that 

think of emotions as pure affective or phenomenological states (Helm; forthcoming). 

Although is now standard to treat all emotions as “being about something” (i.e., as 

having qualities found in more exemplary intentional states like beliefs), some argue 

that pure cognitivist approaches face a pressing difficulty.  

The worry is that it is unclear how any one intentional state can comprise any 

one emotion given the many properties and functions emotions serve in us. Non-

cognitivist emotions theorist, Bennett Helm, offers a useful list of eight desiderata that 

any theory of emotions ought to explain, but for our purposes here the one feature that 

some claim cognitivists have trouble explaining is the phenomenology of emotions.  

What Helm and others mean by phenomenology here is how experiences of emotions 

feel. This is also what theorists refer to as the “hedonic tone” or “valence” of an emotion. 

After explaining this concept, I clarify why some argue that cognitivists have trouble 

explaining it and what specific worry theorists like Helm take to extend to the type of 

explanation I give for the phenomenological charge of SOCS (Helm; in conversation). 

Valence is a concept that emerges within, what emotions theorists Robert 

Soloman and Lori Stone (2002) refer to as, “bipolar frameworks” for understanding 

emotions (in general). Such frameworks assume that all emotions occupy one place in 

the division between two polarities (positive and negative). There are good or positive 

emotions such as love. There are bad or negative emotions such as fear. Standardly, the 

general phenomenon of surprise is treated as unique in that can be both positive and 

negative.   
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To illustrate Jesse Prinz (2004) compares the surprise that one has won the 

lottery to the surprise that one feels when they discover one’s house has burnt to the 

ground. In this chapter, what I have said about SOCS are in line with these general 

claims about surprise in the emotions literature. It is a state that arises and its content is 

the assessment of some utterance having violated expectations in a certain way.  At 

times the surprise of an instance of SOCS is positive and at times it is negative. Now, I 

take it that a state with this sort of content can give rise to different phenomenologies 

(in the sense of having different phenomenological charges) because this content bears 

some personal importance to us. However, detailing this claim it is important to note 

that this is where my explanation of how such an intentional state can give rise to any 

phenomenology at all (and, moreover a varying phenomenology) finds similarity to 

what one type of cognitivist account claims about the phenomenology of emotions 

generally: the judgementalist accounts. This includes Martha Nussbaum’s (1994) and 

Robert Solomon’s (1976) theory of emotions as judgements. 

Judgementalists think that an emotion is something we do: an act of judgement 

or a set of acts of judgement. These judgements are about who we are and where we 

stand in the world. Robert Solomon describes judgements as being about, “our place in 

our world, the projection of the values and ideals, structures and mythologies, according 

to which we live and through which we experience our lives” (1976; p. 185). Like many 

other cognitivist accounts, a challenge for judgmentalism is to explain how judgements 

give rise to phenomenology that makes them emotions rather than some other state of 

judgement (e.g., judging that a glass of water is full, judging that the night air is chilly, 

etc.) (Helm, ibid; p. 7). The standard judgementalist response is to say that these 

judgements, unlike others, matter to us in a particular way. These judgements 

themselves involve experiencing the affective state we tend to focus on in thinking about 

emotions.  
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For example, Martha Nussbaum (2001) claims that judgements involve feeling 

a certain way given what the object of the judgement means to one’s understanding of 

how the world is. Nussbaum thinks we “assent” to a claim or some incoming 

information about the world only when we have a corresponding phenomenological 

experience of a certain sort (either positive or negative). When one’s place in the world 

or understanding of it shifts dramatically in a bad way (as when someone loses a loved 

one), one’s assent or inclusion of this information in their world view is marked by the 

affect involved in the judgement of this shift. Nussbaum (2001) illustrates how this 

occurs with the emotion of grief. 

Nussbaum claims that one’s grief is felt as a deep, “upheaval” of one’s affect 

that would not be possible unless one was in a position of deeply appreciating the shift 

of circumstances one is in after losing a loved one. The idea here is that it is part of the 

nature of forming judgements regarding things that are important to us, that these 

judgements have certain effects on our affect. Beyond giving this deeply intuitive 

example, however, Nussbaum does not make clear what more this claim about 

judgements being important to us might amount to. For people like, Nussbaum and 

Solomon, it is just the case that some judgments are important to us and these are the 

judgements that constitute emotions.  

I appeal to a similar idea when it comes to what about our assessments give rise 

to the shifting phenomenological charge of SOCS, but the openness of the concept of 

mattering here is precisely what theorists like Helm find problematic about cognitivist 

accounts that try to explain how a state can give rise to affect in this way. The worry is 

that there is a vagueness in what mattering amounts to and it tends to be an 

underdeveloped concept. Helm offers no examples wherein this vagueness would 

matter, but they are easy to come by. For instance, we have all seen toddlers react with 

extreme sadness at the loss of a toy; but the way that the judgement that a toy is lost 
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matters here does not appear to amount to the same sort of mattering that the judgement 

loved one has passed bears. Beyond judging that one’s world has been shaken to a 

certain degree, it is unclear what else mattering might amount to and how mattering 

gives us a better understanding of the similarities and differences across cases like the 

above. 

So, that is the challenge arising in the greater literature of emotions that may be 

pressing for my account of SOCS here. I answer this challenge with the personal 

importance claim. However, my account did not stem from recognition of this 

challenge. In fact, my approach is novel in that I begin by thinking about the type of 

moral scrutiny that one’s SOCS reaction can warrant. In reflecting on the two particular 

types of scrutiny that seem to be available to us that I arrive at the personal importance 

claim. 

4.2. Two Locations for Moral Scrutiny 

Thinking about assessment alone might be a good start to understanding what is 

going wrong in cases like Stanford Student Meets Dentist and Pageant Contestant. On 

first glance, it seems that what is going wrong is that in both cases the individuals 

experiencing SOCS expect less of the people who have produced the surprising 

utterances. But merely expecting less of someone will not always generate the intuition 

that something worth moral critique has occurred. For instance, in Multiplication Lesson 

we do not get the sense that a parent is wrong to expect less of their child at the beginning 

of a lesson. This is because the parent has access to the amount of practice the child puts 

into developing their math skills. On similar grounds we might not think it is 

problematic for the teacher to expect the same child’s utterances to demonstrate a lower 

level of math knowledge at the beginning of a lesson. 

However, it is apparent that the same cannot be said for cases like Stanford 

Student Meets Dentist or Pageant Contestant. In those cases, what is morally wrong 
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about expecting less of someone is that expecting less is a result of the subject of SOCS 

accepting some stereotype or identity based generalization that itself is problematic. 

That is, the source of the expectations are wrongfully had.  

Here, we are helped by an account of stereotypes due to Miranda Fricker (2007). 

According to Fricker stereotypes are “widely held associations between a given social 

group and one or more attributes” (ibid.; p. 30). These associations can be positive ones 

or negative ones. That is, we might associate all people from certain regions as being 

very hospitable or friendly; but we might also associate people from a certain group 

with a feature that may be degrading. When stereotypes like the latter are informing the 

standards upon which our ECRs are formed, this is what makes expecting less of 

someone wrong. So, this seems to be one of the reasons we can critique SOCS in cases 

like Pageant Contestant. It is just wrong to have an ECRs of pageant contestants in 

general that do not represent them as offering thoughtful replies to questions on political 

matters because it this ECR comes from a degrading stereotype about women who are 

physically attractive lacking intellectual capacity.  It would, however, not be wrong to 

experience SOCS when the stereotype is not degrading.  

For instance, in contexts wherein our ECRs are set by other types of social 

identities (e.g., the identities we voluntarily take on through career choice and the like) 

and are not degrading we would not be wrong to be surprised when they are violated. 

Consider again an example from Chapter 1 of a lawyer failing to live up to a standard 

of professionalism in uttering comments about dating apps during a professional 

meeting. Given that it is not degrading to hold one’s legal counsel to a standard of 

professionalism, the ECR that stems from that association (i.e., lawyers are 

professionals) is not wrongly held and thus, the SOCS following its violation is not 

objectionable on the same grounds that the SOCS following a smart reply by a pageant 

contestant is. So this is one location in which SOCS can be morally scrutinized. When 
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the assessment being tracked by an instance SOCS is made possible by ECRs formed 

by standards falling out of prejudicial stereotypes, then it is morally problematic that 

someone has experienced SOCS. 

4.3. Personal Importance Claim 

The personal importance claim helps us understand why assessment alone does 

not explain how even when shaped by the same information, instances of SOCS 

resulting from exceeded expectations, might have different phenomenological charges. 

Personal Importance -  the ECRs we form (of ourselves and others) matter to our 

own sense of self-worth. 

Being correct in our expectations of others is a large component of retaining a belief 

system that we hold dear or have some need to retain. This is similar to an assumption 

that Solomon (1976) and Nussbaum (2001) seem to be relying on above. The sort of 

belief systems I have in mind are those according to which we are in “good standing” 

in some sense. That is to say, the belief systems according to which we hold some value. 

For example, they are the belief systems that make us out to be knowledgeable (and 

sometimes more knowledgeable), deserving of goods (sometimes more deserving), 

morally good (and sometimes morally better than others), worthy of moral recognition 

by others (sometimes more so than others). Just as I have discussed above, these belief 

systems that shape our ECRs involve stereotypes about others.  

However, beyond the content of stereotypes being negative/degrading or 

positive/complimentary, we can also assess ways in which they can be personally 

important to our self-worth. They can be personally important in a problematic way or 

an unproblematic way. In cases like Stanford Student Meets Dentist, we see an example 

wherein the stereotype that people like Pomarillo don’t have what it takes to get 

accepted to Stanford based on merit is a part of a belief system that is personally 

important for the dentist. I want to suggest it is personally important in a bad way. 
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According to the dentist’s world-view his value is wrapped up in the successes 

of his child. That alone is not problematic, but his belief system also appears committed 

to the idea that some types of people are just not capable of having the merit to get into 

schools like Stanford. Given that Pomarillo describes himself as a “low-income, 

minority patient”, it is clear that there are racial generalization and classism at play in 

the beliefs shaping the dentist’s ECR of him. On the basis of the generalization being a 

degrading one, we can critique the SOCS felt by the dentist. However, we can also 

critique the fact that he resented encountering this violation of his ECR. My take on it, 

is that being wrong about Pomarillo having the capacity to earn the merit to go to 

Stanford would have required him to update his belief system. His being wrong would 

mean that his daughter may lack some other impressive value or strength that got 

Pomarillo accepted in the first place (e.g., grit, focus and time management shown 

through holding a job while in school, resiliency in the face of difficult social and 

financial circumstances, or any number of values a person in a situation like Pomarillo’s 

might possess).  

His own value would shift in the face of such a change. If his stereotype about 

this other group having a low capability to have merit or a low level of deservingness 

for these types of opportunities are wrong, it would have to be the case that some other 

group would be worthy of just as much as people like he and his daughter. Even though 

he is faced with evidence that his belief system might include this false generalization, 

he responds by explaining it away and rejecting that take on Pomarillo’s acceptance 

(accusing him of getting in for other reasons). This is the wrong way for an ECR to be 

personally important to one. It matters so much to one’s own ideas of their self-worth 

on some scale, that they are willing to fail to update it and the belief system shaping it 

in the face of evidence. I think the dentist’s resentful, angry feeling SOCS hints that he 

is willing to go to bat to keep this belief system in place. 



 

73 

There are also non-problematic ways that ECRs can be personally important and 

still leave one with a negative phenomenological charge when violated. To see that 

consider different ways of forming ECRs. 

4.4. Active ways of forming Expected Conversational Roles 

Once in a while we are faced with the task of preparing for an important 

conversation. Though what counts as important to someone is subjective, some 

examples are at least generally recognizable as such.  These might be conversations we 

think of as having a goal or subject matter that is high stakes for us or for others 

involved. For example, consider conversations aimed at delivering a negative diagnosis 

to a patient, conversations aimed at getting a certain amount of money in a legal 

settlement, conversations aimed at making a good impression during an interview by 

potential employers and colleagues, or conversations aimed at ending a relationship 

with a long-term romantic partner. When faced with important conversations we might 

experience anything from slight nerves to saturating dread. In any case however, one 

predominate strategy for dealing with important conversations is to avoid entering them 

unequipped. We prepare for them. This is because we will gain something or benefit in 

some way from these conversations going well. 

When time and resources permit, it is usual to get advice about the conversations 

we will enter. This advice is abundant and found in many forms. For example, people 

commonly conduct web searches on standard interview questions and find numerous 

articles geared towards preparing for interviews across different fields. We might also 

ask insiders about our future interlocutor/s so to know what they may be interested in. 

When we want to feel more comfortable entering a particular job interview we may even 

practice interview questions with trusted mentors and gather feedback on our responses. 

These common practices help us prepare for various types of important or difficult 

conversations. And these practices amount to expectation development.  
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In particular, through learning about future conversations we develop our 

conversation-specific expectations of others and a sense of the conversation-specific 

expectations we want to fulfill ourselves. We do this to feel more prepared to return 

responses that, while genuine, are most useful in advancing our conversational goals. 

From blog posts, to mock interviews, and even scholarly articles, it is clear that there is 

an active effort and vast collection of materials devoted to these practices. A discussion 

about expected questions and expected responses is at the center of much of these efforts 

and materials. Consider the detailed suggestions that have been made in the medical 

literature on delivering bad news. 

For practitioners of all levels, difficult conversations are a regular part of the job. 

Given this fact, efforts have been taken to equip them with tools and strategies to help 

prepare for these conversations and meet their goals of providing care. One such strategy 

is to practice keep in mind the “ask-tell-ask” model for effectively conveying bad news.  

As discussed by Svarovsky (2013) “ask-tell-ask” is a guideline for how to participate in 

conversations geared towards informing a patient about a negative development in their 

health. According to Svarovsky, studies show that there is a spectrum on which patients 

fall with regards to how much they want to know about their prognosis.  Employing a 

communicative strategy that includes asking what a patient would like to know or what 

worries them most helps guide the practitioner in their determination of how much 

information to give in that moment. So most strategies require that the practitioner be 

ready for responses with whatever level of detail seems appropriate given the patient’s 

response to the initial question.  

Clinicians who employ strategies like ask-tell-ask, find it to be flexible enough 

to leave space for people on any side of the spectrum to advance the conversation 

forward as they prefer. Used in combination with other elements of communication and 

other strategies, “ask-tell-ask” equips practitioners with the means for determining the 
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right answers that match the level of expectations that patients have of them. Given that 

a patient answers a specific way, practitioners are equipped with the response they need 

to achieve their conversational goal: determining treatment etc. If they answer with a 

deep need to know more, practitioners are ready with information about their illnesses. 

In some cases, given a particularly denying response on the part of the patient, medical 

practitioners have relied on even more specific strategies for progressing a conversation 

forward. 

 In oncology, the “miracle question” has been widely shared as a specific 

question that practitioners can raise when their patients are not assisting with the 

progress of a conversation aimed at determining the best care for said patient. According 

to Marcus and Mott (2014),   

Using the miracle question,98-100 an SFBT technique, can prompt a moment of 

clarity when a patient realizes that the only way that the disease would reverse direction 

would entail a miracle. The essence of the miracle question removes the onus of the 

clinical direction from the health practitioner and allows a patient and family to set 

treatment goals. The miracle question can be framed in many ways. It is often as simple 

as asking a patient to speculate about these questions: “If a miracle happened during the 

night and XYZ (freedom from discomfort/open communications/conflict resolution) 

were to be resolved, what would that look like? What would be different?” The miracle 

question can provide clearly defined objective treatment goals and a vehicle to align 

treatment goals of all concerned.” (Marcus and Mott 2014) 

Examples like the above illustrate one way we intentionally develop some 

awareness of potential questions and answers that might arise and what trajectories 

people will take in producing pay-off moves to them. They also show how advanced 

planning and strategizing is commonly relied on as a tool for advancing one’s future 

conversational goals, more generally. This illustrates the active means we take to 
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develop expectations about the potential question and answer space of a conversation 

and expectations about how that space might be shaped by ourselves and our 

interlocutor. It also gives us a sense of how being right about our conversational 

expectations matters to us and our sense of self-worth. 

 To illustrate, consider a medical practitioner who wants to do best by her 

patients. That is, she measures her worth on the basis of how well she can build 

treatment plans to fit the needs and values of her patients. Importantly she might 

establish an ECR for herself as a part of her training and use of articles like those above 

to keep current on the best ways to do that. These expectations have a normative element 

to them. Her ECR (the one she forms about her own role in conversations) ought to be 

followed in order for her conception of herself to be true. In order to retain her self-

conception as a practitioner who does best by her patients she ought to follow the 

trajectory she thinks she ought to in conversations with her patients. If her ECR turns 

out to be unsatisfied, then she loses some grounds for retaining that self-conception. 

Thus, one way to cash out the concept of personal importance is that being correct about 

some of our ECRs matters to our self-conception given our social role or professional 

identity. 

 Last, we can imagine how this practitioner might feel if while undergoing the 

stresses of a difficult day she forgets to ask all relevant questions she takes herself to be 

obligated to as before suggesting a list of treatments options for a patient. It is easy to 

see how she might be stricken with SOCS at this failure to live up to her self-assigned 

ECR (she is surprised she offered treatment plans prior to doing her due diligence to 

uncover the values of her patient or something like that). Because this ECR is important 

to her conception of herself as a good practitioner, it is easy to see how this SOCS might 

be colored with a negative phenomenological charge that almost seems akin to 

disappointment in herself. 
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 So, actively developing an ECR for oneself or others by preparing for future 

conversations presupposes that satisfaction of the ECR carries personal importance. For, 

in many cases at least, the ECRs we actively construct through preparation are for 

conversations where something is at stake for us (e.g., a job, a relationship, a sense of 

who we are professionally etc.). This is something that is distinct from ECRs we 

construct through passive means. 

When it comes to many passive means of gaining ECRs, the personal importance 

the resulting ECRs are conferred with is not so obvious to those who benefit from their 

fulfillment. That is partially because most passive means of establishing ECRs are 

deeply embedded in the day-today happenings in our social lives. They are not called 

into question unless people call them into question much like Pomarillo and Lee. In the 

next section, I give detail to, yet, another sense in which being correct about our 

expectations of others can be personally important to us by exploring one passive route 

to developing ECRs that confers personal importance related to one’s social standing to 

the resulting ECRs. 

4.5. Passive ways that social roles and conversational roles are built up/sustained 

In my discussion of the passive ways that we build ECRs for ourselves and other 

interlocutors I focus on how personal importance may amount to this: ECRs matter to 

us because when they are fulfilled we sustain a sense of our self-worth in terms of our 

social standing relative to others. First, in order to support a connection between our 

beliefs about one another with regards to our social standing and what we expect of each 

other in conversation, I support a reading of Miranda Fricker’s (2007) work on 

testimonial injustice as a project that, in addition to identifying problematic epistemic 

practices, is also largely a project in showing how discourse-related expectations can be 

shaped by prejudicial epistemic credibility assessments. Second, I make a case for the 

claim that SOCS can be relevant for uncovering the ECRs that are violated by a speaker 



 

78 

when they offer testimony that risks being rejected unjustly (or when their speech is the 

kind of speech that would be the target of what Miranda Fricker calls testimonial 

injustice). 

In addition to expectations about all conversations (Grice’s CP and maxims) and 

specific types of conversations (e.g., Schank and Abelson’s scripts), theorists have 

identified even more specific expectations that influence communication. These stem 

from beliefs about who we are talking to. This point is generally taken for granted.  

Consider how it is generally recognized that beliefs about who our interlocutors 

are seem relevant when interpreting what J. L. Austin (1962) identified as the 

illocutionary act of one’s utterances.  One example of this includes how our beliefs 

about one’s social group membership can make the difference between whether we 

expect their utterances to constitute threats or not.  An instance of this is seen in the 

NBC show The Office. In one episode the main character, Michael Scott, believes he is 

meeting a member of the mafia, but in fact he is meeting with an insurance salesperson. 

The salesperson’s Italian name induces Michael’s false beliefs with stereotypical 

content. these beliefs lead Michael to interpret utterances like, “This is an offer you 

can’t refuse” as threats that render his conversational options limited. He thinks he has 

to buy insurance or face death (Forester and Rogers, 2009). Although fiction, this is one 

clear example showing how beliefs about individuals can shape expectations about how 

to interact with them in conversation: what they might say or do with their words and 

what we should do in response. However, expectations like this are not always so 

explicit. 

Miranda Fricker (2007) describes a tacit way this happens. Fricker illuminates 

how expectations about a person’s epistemic credibility can constrain the effectiveness 

of their testimony in updating our (i.e., hearers) beliefs. Additionally, Fricker gives an 

account of the unique moral wrongs produced when a lower credibility assessment is 
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rooted in identity prejudices and this gives rise to the rejection of their testimony (ibid. 

pp. 34-5).  Epistemic credibility assessments are judgements we make about how 

credible someone is as a source of knowledge with respect to a certain body of 

information. For instance, I may judge locals to be highly credible sources of 

information about the least trafficked cafes in their city whereas I may judge a non-local 

to be less credible. 

To say that assessments like these can be driven by identity prejudices is to say 

that biases about someone’s social identity (e.g., their race, gender, sexual orientation 

etc.) can influence how credible we think they are with respect to knowledge about some 

part of reality. Fricker observes that these judgements can, in turn, influence whether 

we believe what they say to us when they are offering testimony. Fricker is identifying 

how beliefs about someone’s social identity can make listeners fail to believe their 

testimony. Fricker posits that when prejudicially driven credibility assessments are held 

by a hearer (or a recipient of someone’s testimony) and these result in a rejection of 

someone’s testimony a “testimonial injustice” has occurred. Consider an example 

Fricker discusses from Harper Lee’s “To Kill a Mockingbird”. 

After being charged with the crime of raping Mayella Ewell, Tom Robinson 

testifies that he is innocent. Despite conclusive evidence that a physical limitation rules 

him out as a suspect, the jury incorrectly finds him guilty.  Although as readers we hope 

that the transfer of knowledge about his innocence will be secured through his 

testimony, the historical context of the story is such that unjust and morally repugnant 

prejudices against black men prevent the members of the jury from updating their beliefs 

about what happened that day on the basis of his testimony. 

This occurs because their prejudicial beliefs entail that Robinson cannot be a 

good source of knowledge with respect to certain parts of reality. His testimony aims to 

explain that he was only at the victim’s house on the day of her attack because he felt 
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sorry for her. He knew that she did not have anyone to help her with household chores 

(ibid. 24).  

Fricker describes the context in which he is offering this testimony as follows, 

“in a showdown between the word of a black man and that of a poor white girl, the 

courtroom air is thick with the ‘do’s and ‘don’t’s of racial politics” (ibid. 23). This 

highlights the fact that the members of the jury do not consider him to be a credible 

source of information about whether a white person (in this case Mayella Ewell) is 

someone who would ever plausibly be the object of feelings of sympathy felt by a black 

person. 

An acceptance of his testimony about this part of reality is central to understand 

the innocent nature of his visit to her house on the day the crime was committed. Put 

differently, it is crucial that the jury see his feelings of sympathy for what they are in 

order to infer his innocence. But they find this to be an unrealistic detail when 

considered against their racist world-view. It is close to impossible for them to think 

that a black man could ever occupy a space in society wherein they might have motives 

out of pity to help a white woman. So his testimony is produced, but it is not successful 

in its aim. It does not change their beliefs about what happened (ibid. pp. 21-5).  

According to Fricker, the harm produced by the jury’s failure to believe is a 

subtle, yet deep moral wrong. Fricker says that what makes the practice of testimonial 

injustice harmful to its subject (e.g., Tom) is that “the epistemic insult is also a moment 

in a process of social construction that constrains who the person is” (ibid. p. 58). That 

is, when we fail to believe someone’s testimony in a case like Tom’s we are, in effect, 

rejecting their attempt to share who they are, their understanding of reality, and to have 

that be accepted into the picture of reality us, their interlocutors.  

To explain why this is a harm Fricker draws on Bernard William’s story of our 

psychology and the development of our personal identity through trust-based social 
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interaction.  William’s was committed to the idea that we determine who we are through 

our engagement in trust-based dialogue with other people. This is because trust-based 

dialogue is the process by which we share our opinions, values, and personal 

commitments. He calls this the process of “steadying the mind”. When people hear us 

out and use us as reliable sources of information our own beliefs become solidified and 

with that our understanding of who we are. So, Fricker thinks that when we are not 

trusted and our testimony is rejected because of prejudicial credibility assessments, this 

uniquely human opportunity is lost. This loss is the primary harm of testimonial 

injustice. Since my argument does not depend on the nature of the harm produced by 

instances of testimonial injustice, I have only briefly described this moral harm. 

That is, Fricker is highlighting a regularity that occurs in our epistemic practices, 

testimonial injustice. Understanding the wrong caused by this regularity is independent 

of understanding what makes the expectations giving rise to it morally wrong. Those 

credibility assessments are primarily wrong because of their source. Although they give 

rise to bad outcomes, the wrong of these outcomes is not equivalent to the wrong 

associated with their source. Epistemic credibility assessments that reflect prejudicial 

biases give rise to many morally wrong acts; but even if they were not acted upon they 

would still be wrong. Now that we have a picture of testimonial injustice, I turn to 

reasons I think this regularity is one on a par with those discussed above by people like 

Grice, Schank and Abelson, and myself. 

Although Fricker is answering questions about how we treat one another as 

knowers (or fail to treat one another as knowers) and what makes some of our existing 

practices morally wrong, all of her examples are linguistically mediated. This is the 

nature of testimony, after all. It is one type of contribution we can make to 

conversations. Given that specific instances of unsuccessful testimony are Fricker’s 

target’s one way to think about epistemic credibility assessments is to treat them as non-
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general conversational expectations. In other words, I think that expectations that a 

person will make or fail to make utterances of a certain kind very often reflect the 

previous credibility assessments we have made of them. These expectations are similar 

to what I have in mind by ECRs. Allow me to unpack this. 

Fricker explains how prejudicial biases can determine the success of individuals’ 

attempts to give testimony. The type of expectations that give rise to testimonial 

injustice are expectations about whether particular people are a good source of 

information when it comes to a certain part of reality (or previous assessments of their 

credibility qua knower). This opens a path to see these credibility assessments as giving 

rise to substantive conversational expectations about the type of issues or topics that 

other people are in a position to successfully speak about. When we assess that someone 

knows, we also assess whether they can speak about a certain topic in a way that we 

have a rational reason to uptake or accept. So, although explaining testimonial injustice 

is a distinct aim from explaining something like coordination through imprecise 

language use, the ability to successfully change others’ beliefs on the basis of your 

testimony boils down to whether your discursive efforts can shape the progress of 

coordination via conversation in your intended way. 

Although Fricker does not provide a discussion of how testimonial injustice 

relates to what I have called expectation attributing theories of communication, Fricker 

acknowledges the point that testimony does not occupy a silo apart from other linguistic 

phenomena. In illustrating Judith Shklar’s point that acts of injustice are actually the 

normal social baseline and not the rare break in an overall just system Fricker states, “I 

think that testimonial injustice is a normal part of discursive life, even though cries of 

resentment are relatively few and far between” (Fricker 2007; p. 39). In fact, much of 

our social life is discursive life and so it comes as no surprise that we rely on many 

discursive means for dragging one another down the social hierarchy in the ways Fricker 
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(and others) suggest. The thought here is that if Fricker is correct and only some people’s 

testimony is blocked on the basis of race or gender based prejudices, then those people 

are excluded from contributing to the shared understanding of the social world. In that 

way, they are dragged down the hierarchy representing the power to determine social 

reality itself. 

A natural way to understand the expectations in all of these cases is as a 

reflection of what facts the hearer’s think their interlocutors know, believe, or have 

access to. For example, as I mentioned above, in Moldy Quilt Jordan expects Danny to 

have access to the poignant detail that his grandmother’s quilt was ruined. It is plausible 

that we might describe Danny’s failure by saying of her “she should have known better”. 

In the Favorite Fruit example from Chapter 1, Eliza has expectations about the fruit 

information that Oliver has access to. We see that in Multiplication lessons and in Diner 

Standards (sexist alternative) hearers takes their interlocutors to fail to know how to do 

math. Of course, these are not the only cases we considered. Nor are they representative 

of all cases of SOCS. What they show, however, is that some instances of SOCS are 

responsive to violations of ECRs that seem to follow from epistemic credibility 

judgements. 

The cultural underpinnings of these credibility judgements, like the dentist’s 

judgements of Pomarillo’s deservingness, help us highlight a way in which the source 

of an ECR can confer personal importance onto it. In this particular example, it is the 

case that if the jury takes Robinson as a credible source of information, then they are 

accepting a violation of their previously held ECR of him. He is not only not expected 

to be able to produce a pay-off move that cites his innocence to the question of what 

really happened the day that Mayella was attacked; their ECR of him is more normative 

like that of the medical practitioner’s ECR of herself in section 4.3. He better not put 

forth a pay-off move that cites his innocence to this particular question. When he does, 
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he is then showing that their conception of him was incorrect, rendering their conception 

of the Ewell’s also incorrect. This would matter to them insofar as they wish to retain a 

sense of higher moral character or moral status than him and all of the other black people 

in their community. As a result, we can imagine that if SOCS were to follow from 

Robinson’s testimony, it would indeed be colored with a negative phenomenological 

charge. This is because the self-conception of having higher moral importance that 

members of the community share with respect to their social standing relative to 

Robinson’s is threatened. 

4.6. SOCS and Mismatched Assessments and Phenomenological Charges 

For the above reasons, our own experiences of SOCS are a useful diagnostic for 

figuring out when we have expectations about what people can add to conversation that 

result from wrongly held identity prejudices. In particular, a negative phenomenological 

charge to someone’s exceeding our expectations of them qua conversational participant 

is prima facie reason to check whether we have an ECR that might be grounded in a 

world-view where we wrongly benefit from them satisfying our ECRs of them. To make 

the point about the diagnostic potential of SOCS, I consider how SOCS would be a 

felicitous response to Robinson’s testimony. I show this by demonstrating how we 

convey surprise in similar ways as Robinson’s interlocutor is conveying his disbelief. 

Insofar as theorists like Fricker are correct that epistemic credibility judgements are 

sometimes rooted in wrongly held identity prejudices, this appears sufficient to establish 

that SOCS is as apt a response to one’s producing an utterance that violates these 

morally problematic conversational expectations (about what they might, should, or 

could say). However, to be sure we can also test whether or not SOCS would seem like 

an apt response in cases like Tom Robinson’s. 

Fricker quotes this scene from Lee’s “To Kill a Mockingbird”. I find it centrally 

relevant for demonstrating how a surprise reaction can indicate the presence of 
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conversational expectations that are morally problematic in the way described by 

Fricker. Consider the tone conveyed by the prosecuting attorney in his response to Tom 

Robinson’s utterance. Harper Lee uses italics to convey the attorney’s tone of disbelief 

to us readers,  

‘Why were you so anxious to do that woman’s chores?’ 

 Tom Robinson hesitated, searching for an answer. ‘Looked like she didn’t have 

nobody to help her, like I says—’ 

… Mr Gilmer smiled grimly at the jury. ‘You’re a mighty good fellow, it seems—did 

all this for not one penny?’ 

‘Yes suh. I felt sorry for her, she seemed to try more’n the rest of ‘em—’ 

‘You felt sorry for her, you felt sorry for her?’ Mr Gilmer seemed ready to rise to the 

ceiling.” (Fricker, 2007; p. 24—quoting Harper Lee’s 1960) 

Lee’s use of tone to convey Mr. Gilmer’s disbelief squares nicely with familiar ways 

we convey surprise at people’s utterances.  

It is common to repeat a sentence that was previously uttered (or to utter another 

sentence expressing the proposition it conveyed) in the form of a question to convey 

that the fact that this utterance has violated our expectations. For instance, in Steak 

House even if you have read reviews, it is natural to imagine you conveying surprise 

that your vegan colleague made this utterance by asking, “the steak house is supposed 

to be delicious”? It is something we use to convey a meaning like did you really mean 

to say that? Likewise, a similar response seems apt in a case like Favorite Fruit wherein 

the surprise conveyed is both content directed and speaker-oriented conversational 

surprise (insofar as the content of an indexical is determined by who is uttering it). It is 

natural to imagine Eliza using the same means that Mr. Gilmer uses to convey disbelief, 

“Your favorite fruit is tomato, your favorite fruit is tomato?” Thus, contexts in which 

instances of testimonial injustice arise seem to be context in which SOCS can plausibly 
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arise. 

 Some may worry here that the sentiment had by Tom Robinson’s prosecutor 

falls short of surprise directed at the fact that Tom has produced an utterance. On the 

one hand, I agree with this claim. My strategy was to highlight that Harper Lee intended 

to convey Mr. Gilmer’s state of disbelief with respect to the content expressed by Tom’s 

utterance.  This means of conveying disbelief, however is shown to be a similarly 

effective means for conveying SOCS. Readers might think I am operating with 

assumption that the states of disbelief and surprise are the same or at the very least 

closely related. For clarification, I am committed to the latter. My intention is to show 

that contexts in which disbelief seems apt overlap with contexts in which surprise is apt. 

Speculating here, I think that in some situations surprise precedes a state of disbelief or 

failing to believe. This is evidenced by our tendency to describe surprising things as 

“unbelievable” or our surprise as “I cannot believe this”. Despite the fact that these are 

distinct states, their close relation shown by the fact that we use similar linguistic 

devices to communicate (e.g., tone, repeating a previously uttered sentence, phrases 

etc.) them is another reason to think that surprise can sometimes have the same moral 

significance as failing to believe on the basis of prejudice does. 

To see this, return to a case from Math Professor from Chapter 1. In Math 

Professor you are a young, female whose plane neighbor asks, “what do you do?” You 

say, “I am a math professor at University P.” In response they say, “wow, a math 

professor at University P!” There are some instances like this in which the feeling your 

seat neighbor experiences is surprise that you answered this way despite the fact that 

you do not fit their expectations of what they imagine math professors to look like. So, 

although they may believe you. The fact that it is surprising carries some normative 

force because surprise is linked to what they find unbelievable as an utterance coming 

from a woman. 
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Further, to locate similarly problematic conversational expectations we can appeal to 

other work in social theory that aims to uncover how different standards feed into our 

expectations of people in different social groups. For instance, although they do not 

employ this terminology some work in feminist theory helps us illuminate how different 

standards might shape conversational expectations in a way that renders some utterances 

more surprising (and maybe unbelievable) when coming from women rather than men 

(in a similar way to what we see in Math Professor or in Diner Standards (sexist 

alternative)). 

Consider one such standard described in Kate Manne’s (2018) work on 

misogyny. Manne argues that women are subjected to what she calls the “tyranny of 

vulnerability” (2018, p. 28). This is the idea that women are regularly saddled with the 

moral expectation to care for those they may (supposedly) be in a position to help and 

when they fail to live up to these expectations of care, they are morally repudiated in 

ways that men are not. I think the presence of speaker-oriented conversational surprise 

can also help us recognize expectations like this insofar as they inform conversation 

specific ones.  

Specifically, one manifestation of the tyranny of vulnerability is the regularity 

with which women are punished for being assertive, direct, or for failing to produce 

utterances that demonstrate sensitivity and compassion. In many of those cases, I think 

speaker-oriented conversational surprise might arise in similar ways as above. For 

example, if an advisee seems to be distraught it may be more surprising to them if a 

female advisor claims that they lack training for mental health issues and refers them to 

on campus resources than if a male advisor were to do the same. Further, in cases like 

this and others the same linguistic devices as above seem plausibly useful for reporting 

this to others, “I cannot believe how insensitive she was”. That is to say, the diagnostic 

power of speaker-oriented conversational surprise might extend to help us uncover 
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additional ways prejudicial beliefs shape conversational expectations that go even 

beyond epistemic credibility judgements. Thus, our experiences of SOCS give us an 

opportunity to learn much about ourselves and to question the reasons we have certain 

expectations of one another. 
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	1.1. Surprise in Conversation
	An additional observation is that experiences of SOCS sometimes involve two components. The first is an initial assessment that a subject of SOCS makes about the object of their surprise. This is an assessment of the way that expectations have been vi...
	ASSESSMENT – For a given SOCS reaction, S, S includes an assessment of some utterance as surprising in some way.
	PHENOMENOLOGICAL CHARGE – The phenomenological charge of S is how the subject of S is oriented to the circumstances giving rise to S.
	In what follows I discuss each using the above examples to illustrate their details.
	1.5.  Assessment
	When we are surprised by someone’s utterance we typically find it to be unexpected in some particular way. The assessment component of SOCS captures this. The assessment of an instance of SOCS reflects the way that expectations are violated to produce...
	An experience of SOCS can involve a positive assessment when two things happen: 1) the individual experiencing SOCS expects the object of their surprise (someone’s utterance) to rank lower according to some standard of evaluation (relevant to this ind...
	First, what is it for standards of evaluation to be “relevant” to someone’s conceptualization of the world? Second, what is it for an utterance to rank higher or lower according to some such standard/s? Third, why think that we make assessments like t...
	1.6.  Standards of Evaluation and Relevance
	We rely on a number of standards of evaluation in assessing the world around us. So, what we expect out of our future experiences is dependent on the standards of evaluation we might apply in assessing them. Since communication via conversation is one...
	The standards that determine our expectations stem from many sources. An exhaustive treatment of this point is beyond the scope of this project. Yet, one example warrants some discussion as it is relevant to claims made in later chapters. The social r...
	Following Sunstein, take social norms to be, roughly, widely shared attitudes of approval and disapproval dictating what people ought (and ought not) to do (Sunstein, 1996; 11). These attitudes have a normative influence over, just about, every kind o...
	Consider the following social roles: doctor, employee, waiter, law school dean, wife, friend, pet-owner, colleague, student. Each […] is accompanied by a remarkably complex network of appropriate norms. The network is not easily reduced to rules, but ...
	Noting the examples of social norm governed behaviors related to linguistic interaction (e.g., when to speak, when to listen, when to use a contraction etc.), we can now fill in how Sunstein’s claims about social roles, can be illustrated as expectati...
	Standards of professionalism shape expectations about what one’s lawyer might, could, or should say in a professional meeting about a pending legal separation. Meanwhile, it is likely that the same standards do not shape expectations about what friend...
	1.7.  Assessment and Ways of Evaluating Utterances
	The assessment made in an instance of SOCS is dependent on whether one expected more or less of a particular speaker’s utterance according to one way of evaluating things. For instance, utterances may exceed the standards of professionalism, or as in ...
	Consider again Diner Standards. While splitting the check at a diner Betty tells her friend Jughead, “you owe 17.28.” Jughead is surprised.  He is surprised because he did not expect Betty to be so precise. His pals do not usually take pains to calcul...
	In Math Professor, Amy is a young woman who is met with surprise when she expresses that she is a math professor (a similar sort of surprise that we find in the case of the Stanford student). What would it take for this experience not to follow from e...
	Temporarily allow me to stipulate that Amy’s seat-neighbor is merely surprised to meet a math professor and that they would be equally surprised if any other person uttered that sentence.  In this variation of Math Professor, the surprise felt may cou...
	This does not rule out the possibility that one might be surprised that Amy said that she is a math professor. It is to rule out any claim that those cases would be neutral instances of SOCS. If it is neutral in the above sense, it has to be CDS only;...
	1.8. Multiple Assessments
	Although the above examples do not include cases wherein multiple assessments are made in a given instance of SOCS, my aim is not to rule out that possibility. In fact, some cases of SOCS are such that multiple expectations might be underlying them. C...
	In that way, people may all at once exceed and fail to meet various standards with one surprising utterance. For instance, in this case we can imagine the comedian failing to live up to standards of upholding the privacy of others while exceeding expe...
	Given this chapter’s goal or merely introducing SOCS and these features that SOCS can have, it is enough to acknowledge that there may be instances in which several standards are at play in our evaluation of utterances as coming from a certain source....
	1.9. Assessment vs. Phenomenological Charge
	I have given an account of how instances of SOCS sometimes involve assessments reflecting how utterances (produced by particular people) rank according to some standards of evaluation. However, assessment does not fully capture what is intuitively goi...
	The phenomenological charge is the reaction one experiences in response to the expectation violations they encounter. Put another way, this is how we feel about the fact that our expectations have been exceeded or unmet. It is possible that we experie...
	Colloquial phrases like being “pleasantly surprised”, being “off-put”, and being “taken aback” seem to be used in describing what I am calling the phenomenological charge of an instance of SOCS. I illustrate these points through a discussion of a numb...
	In Multiplication Lesson you are teaching a young child multiplication for the first time. You are positively surprised when they produce an utterance conveying a correct answer. Imagine that you are their parent. You know they do not practice their a...
	Imagine that you are not this child’s parent, but instead a hyper-competitive neighbor. You teach multiplication for the home school group and you have secretly rooted for your own child to learn multiplication faster than any other child on the block...
	In Stanford Student Meets Dentist, the dentist is surprised when a low-income, minority student says, “I’m going to Stanford”. Following the initial surprise reaction, the dentist explains how lucky that patient is to have been accepted to Stanford, m...
	In Moldy Quilt recall that Jordan is surprised that Danny described the triggering event with such shallow detail; that is, Danny’s utterance failed to live up to standards of detail in a way that mitigated the importance of the box (producing SOCS wi...
	1.10. A Range of Phenomenological Charges and Assessments
	Although this chapter’s goal is to merely introduce these features of SOCS, there is much, much more to say about them. First, I briefly discussed how the standards that inform our expectations of other peoples’ utterances might be shaped by the norms...
	Further, in Chapter 4 I sketch a potential way to conceptualize the relation between the source of expectations underpinning SOCS and the phenomenological charges that color certain instances of SOCS. I offer a claim I call the personal importance cla...
	Return to Math Professor. In Math Professor Amy is a young, female professor whose plane neighbor asks, “what do you do?” Amy says, “I am a math professor at University P.” In response they say, “wow, a math professor at University P!” One possible wa...
	So, SOCS is surprise that we have in response to the fact that a particular person has produced a particular utterance. We can experience an instance of it in cases wherein we are also surprised by the content of the particular utterance that triggere...
	In order to give a more detailed account of these features it will be useful to think about how expectations arise in the first place and what expectations about a person’s place in conversation amount to. The next chapter (Chapter 2) presents one way...
	CHAPTER 2
	A SKETCH OF EXPECTED CONVERSATIONAL ROLES
	2. Expected Conversational Roles
	Our beliefs about people determine what we expect of them in discourse. SOCS occurs when an interlocutor does something that differs from these expectations. For instance, in Steak House one’s beliefs about a colleague’s being vegan shaped one’s expec...
	First, what kind of expectation would make SOCS possible? That is, what is the content of the expectations giving rise to SOCS? Second, how might our expectations giving rise to SOCS relate to other beliefs we have about discourse? Third, besides expl...
	2.1. Informal Sketch of the Content of ECRs
	Informally an expected conversational role (ECR) is an expectation that we have about the path that someone might, could, or should take in moving a conversation forward.  This role could be one that a person expects themselves to take or a role they ...
	With some certainty, we can assume that this conversation’s goal was to determine whether or not Pomarillo was going to move forward with the recommended treatment. Along the way to figuring that out, it had to be determined whether Pomarillo would ha...
	Cases like Pomarillo’s show how in addition to expectations about how we and others will contribute to a conversation, we sometimes have expectations about what will not be put forth by people in achieving a conversation’s goal. Or in some cases, we h...
	This shows how our conversational expectations of one another can take at least three forms: we can expect that someone will do something in their contribution to a conversation’s goals (e.g., that our vegan colleague will raise vegan-friendly options...
	Despite the differences across these forms of expectations, at bottom, they are about how people will partake in a conversation. They are all about the topics that might, could, or should arise for discussion; whether or not our interlocutors can (or ...
	2.2.  Expected Conversational Roles and Linguistic Context
	Many have developed models of the information making up linguistic context, but one of the most influential models is seen in Robert Stalnaker’s (1978) work on assertion. Here, I will apply Stalnaker’s framework and the expansions to it put forth in D...
	According to Robert Stalnaker the common ground of a conversation is the set of propositions that represents the collection of information that conversational participants mutually assume and rely on as a basis for a conversation.  Among other ways, w...
	2.3.  Contributing to Discourse and the Goals of Conversation
	When we make an utterance, we change the way that we see the world and the way that our interlocutors see the world. Every utterance alters the set of beliefs that we share (or mutually take for granted) about the world. Consider this brief dialogue. ...
	In addition to this direct way that we attempt to add information to a common ground, we can add information using what David Lewis (1979) termed presupposition accommodation.  This is the process of adding information to the common ground after an ut...
	The Stalnakarian line is that as information is added, our collective understanding of the world gets refined because the space of possible ways the world can be gets narrower when additions to our common ground are accepted.  Attempts to add to the c...
	This simplified picture is not a complete account of the type of information that is tracked by language users in the course of conversation. Further, it does not give an account of exactly how this information relates to pragmatic theories about how ...
	Roberts’ (2012) work, describes how our discourse is organized around questions that are accepted and taken up as conversational goals by discourse participants. Roberts argues that when conversational participants enter into a conversation it is gove...
	Further, questions and assertions are related to one another in a “structure partially ordered by the strategic relation on the questions”. This means that our conversations manifest a structure representing the most strategic trajectory of questions ...
	So, participants jointly work towards answering the relevant sub-questions in order to accomplish the goal of their conversation (i.e., figuring out whether Sam should bring an umbrella to campus). An instance of an information structure for this part...
	2.4.  ECRs as Trajectories Towards answering Potential QUDs
	An ECR can be taken to be an expectation about the potential question and answer landscape of a conversation (or the information that Roberts’ information structure represents). Specifically, an ECR reflects beliefs about who our interlocutors are and...
	Importantly, these are privately held expectations, but oftentimes we think this information is shared by all conversational participants in the common ground. We could be wrong about the trajectories people will take, or whether they will be able to ...
	Now with some theoretical tools on the table, we can have a fuller account of the instances of SOCS experienced in the cases discussed in Chapter 1.  For instance, in Pageant Contestant SOCS is generated in response to a contestant who criticizes Pres...
	This is similarly the case in Stanford Student Meets Dentist. In this case we see that the dentist does think Pomarillo will produce some pay-off move (an answer) to the question of whether he would reapply for funds to get braces. It was the trajecto...
	We can also think of some instances of SOCS as triggered by a failure to put forth a pay-off move to a QUD where a specific answer or a specific type of answer was positively expected of them by their interlocutor. This is happening in Competitive Gra...
	While in the above cases, the surprised individuals expected a contribution to the conversation’s goal (understood as answering a QUD) in others there is an expectation that a pay-off move will not be issued by someone. Multiplication Lesson is such a...
	Now with a deeper, unified understanding of the kind of expectations that can give rise to surprise that a particular person has produced a particular utterance (SOCS). They are expectations that have an interlocutor’s trajectory for shaping the ques...
	The dentist’s way of making sense of Pomarillo’s divergence from the ECR that the dentist associated with him differs. Instead of being surprised and gathering information to revise his ECR of Pomarillo, he defended his ECR by raising the fact that h...
	For this dentist divergence from said role constituted some serious wrong. So, even though these instances of SOCS are raised by expectations with similar content, they differ in that they are experienced in different ways by the surprised individuals...
	For now, I turn to the question raised above. What reasons are there for positing fine-grained expectations of one another as conversational participants? Is this justified beyond its use for explaining SOCS? Expectations about how individuals will s...
	CHAPTER 3
	FURTHER SUPPORT FOR A THEORY OF EXPECTED CONVERSATIONAL ROLES
	3. Two Questions About SOCS and ECRs
	Merely establishing a connection between SOCS and the presence of some kind of expectations does not support the idea that these expectations take the form of conversational roles as suggested in the previous chapter. It may seem ad hoc to start from ...
	First, I introduce a category of theories of communication that count as what I call expectation attribution theories of communication (3.1.). This is to clarify the motivation that theorists have to suggest that language users enter conversations wit...
	Next, to support the role of SOCS in uncovering such expectations, I consider a connection between surprise and general conversational expectations found in Paul Grice’s (1975) work on deriving a speaker’s intended meaning via the process of conversat...
	3.1.  Conversational Expectations
	It is not a novel idea that language users have expectations about how conversations will or should develop. In fact, many theories of discourse inference rely on this idea. I call these expectation attribution theories of communication. In explaining...
	General conversational expectations (GCEs) are expectations that language users have about all conversations.  Non-general conversational expectations (NGCEs) are expectations language users have about some, but not all conversations. My account of th...
	3.2.  General Conversational Expectations
	Typically, GCEs are expectations that the contributions people make to discourse will be consistent with certain principles or conventions of conversation. More precisely, GCE theorists argue that rational language users believe that they and others f...
	Some principles that have been posited as governing all conversations can be associated with GCEs. This includes Paul Grice’s Cooperative Principle and conversational maxims (1989, 26-29); the conventions on which David Lewis (1975) argued the use of ...
	Grice (1989) argued that conversation is governed by both a Cooperative Principle (i.e., “make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which yo...
	Take the maxim that a speaker’s contributions “be relevant” to the needs of a conversation (i.e., relation).  Grice imagines a passerby encountering the driver of a stalled vehicle to illustrate that people expect “relevant” contributions to conversat...
	If the passerby did not have these beliefs, their utterance would defy the maxim of relation. Lacking evidence that the passerby opts out of following CP and the maxim of relation the driver has a GCE that they are being observed.  So, the mention of ...
	3.3.  Non-General Conversational Expectations
	In addition to GCEs, there are non-general conversational expectations (NGCEs). NGCEs can be taken to be the expectations stemming from knowledge or beliefs that language users rely on in navigating some conversations, but not all. NGCEs are expectati...
	They argue that the GCEs, alone, are not enough to predict certain patterns in linguistic coordination (e.g., what we decide to say, how we interpret others’ utterances or extract their intended meaning from vague or ambiguous terms etc.). These are b...
	Roger Schank and Robert Abelson (1977) saw that we quickly decipher the meaning of gestures and utterances in certain routine conversations. This observation about the information we seem to rely on in interpreting language suggested the presence of e...
	Scripts represent our beliefs about routine conversation events like ordering food at a restaurant (ibid., pgs.42-44). Each script contains sub-events that build the larger event (ibid., p.45).  Sub-events might include a particular person asking a pa...
	They have us consider conversations we have while dining out. For instance, we expect that at the end of our meal a waitperson will say, “are you ready for the check?”. We go in knowing how to interpret phrases like “the check” without any other infor...
	The easy interpretation of, “the check” is explained by the content of a script. Upon entering a restaurant, patrons know that they are participants in the event of ordering food at a restaurant. That information makes salient a structure of beliefs o...
	For example, they expect that in a later stage of this event a waitperson will refer to a document totaling their order with phrases like ‘the check’ or ‘the tab’. If this utterance were to be made outside of this event, we can imagine how one might b...
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