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”A Pragmatic Analysis of Presupposition in “The Prisoners
Abstract

In literary works and fictions, characters’ speeches and dialogues may
show different pragmatic techniques to express their thoughts or to deliver
a message. In this study, pragmatic presupposition and the tools that
activate this technique (presupposition triggers) are being discussed and
analyzed within the speeches of the characters of “The prisoners”. This
technique is mainly about the listener’s conclusions about what is already
said by the speaker; what is unsaid is still understood and the message
behind the speech is delivered. This study aims at identifying and analyzing
pragmatic presuppositions in the speeches and dialogues of the characters,
and decide the trigger that activates this pragmatic technique. This study
tries to answer the question: how is pragmatic presupposition as a
pragmatic technique used by fictional characters in a short story? This
study shows the significance of applying pragmatic concepts on fictional
text, and explain the results and percentages that are revealed by the
characters speeches. The model that is presented by Yule 1996 is used in
this study to analyze the speeches of the fictional characters, and decide the
type of trigger used in each speech to produce pragmatic presupposition.
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Introduction

Pragmatic presupposition is a pragmatic technique that many
conversations and dialogues may include; it requires a shared background
and knowledge that interlocutors have. In the context of language and
communication, presuppositions are beliefs or propositions that a speaker
assumes are true, and take for granted, when making a statement. They can
be thought of as background beliefs that are taken for granted and are often
central to the statement's context. Presuppositions are keys to understand
statement meaning and intention. (Stalnaker, 1974, p. 472). This suggests
that pragmatic presuppositions are tied to speakers rather than sentences. In
his model, Yule (1996) suggests six triggers that can be used to analyze
speeches  contained pragmatic  presupposition. The  pragmatic
presupposition in any speech can be activated by one of the six triggers that
are suggested by Yule; certain expressions and structures can be used by
the speaker, function as triggers and presupposed to be understood by the
listener.

In this study, the speeches of the characters of the short story “The
prisoners” are analyzed according to the six triggers that are suggested by
Yule. The speaker and listener’s performance of the act of conversation and
the active and ongoing construction of common ground are critical
components that make conversations believable and relatable. In the
prototypical pragmatic assumption, conversations take place in the
common ground of both the speaker and listener, and therefore they contain
shared knowledge. Further, the speaker and listener leave traces of their
current common ground in their utterances, that is, the speaker always
assumes aspects of common ground exist, and the listener therefore must
rely on the speaker’s method for constructing the current common ground
to make sense of what is said.

This study aims at identifying and analyzing pragmatic presupposition
in the speeches and dialogues of the fictional characters, and decides the
trigger that activates this pragmatic technique. It is hypothesized that
fictional characters communicate with each other, and their speeches imply
pragmatic presupposition. Accordingly, fictional characters produce
pragmatic presuppositions just like real people in real life, and their
speeches may show the same techniques that can be used in real life.
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”A Pragmatic Analysis of Presupposition in “The Prisoners

The analysis of the characters’ speeches shows that the characters
haven’t used all the triggers that are suggested by Yule, four out of six have
been used in the ten analyzed speeches. It is the speaker’s choice to
function one structure rather than the other and presupposes that this
technique is understood by the listener because of their common ground.
The zero use of two triggers by the fictional characters doesn’t affect the
process of producing and understanding pragmatic presuppositions, and
doesn’t affect the analysis of this study. In brief, this study shows a high
percentage of using Yule’s triggers by the characters of “The prisoners”,
but not all the triggers.

Presupposition

Presupposition as a pragmatic concept has been defined by many
philosophers and linguists, who have outlined the meaning, the process, the
aspects and the role of context in analyzing this concept. Presupposition is
primarily concerned with the listener's judgements and assumptions about
what the speaker has already stated; additionally, what remains unsaid is
comprehended and the communication goal is met.

Potts defines presupposition as " The speaker relies on certain
assumptions for their communication to be understood in context. Thus,
they speak with a purpose, they intend to make a meaningful utterance and
they are making the statement because they think it will result in their
listeners taking a relevant line of thought" (Potts, 2015, p. 3). Karttunen
offers another explanation, stating that presupposition is not about
providing new knowledge, but rather about the shared information that both
the speaker and the listener have as a background. (Karttunen, 1973). Yule
focuses on the speaker rather than the sentence, so he suggests that
“presupposition is something the speaker assumes to be the case prior to
making an utterance, rather than a property of the sentence itself” (Yule,
2000, p. 25) .Grifftiths is mainly interested in the shared beliefs and
information that the speaker and the listener have, and are expected to be
used to interpret an utterance (Griffiths, 2006). Another point of view is
presented by Stalnaker, who suggests that a situation is an important aspect
that should be taken into consideration when analyzing presupposition. He
adds that the attitudes and intentions of the speaker and the listener are
salient features to understand presupposition (Stalnaker, 1995).
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The aspect of the common background is mentioned by many
philosophers and linguists and considered as a key concept in the study of
presupposition. Levinson is one of many who has concentrated on the
background that speaker and listener may share, he suggests that
presupposition is “any kind of background assumption against which an
action, theory, expression or utterance makes sense or is rational”
(Levinson, 1983, p. 168). The points of view and the definitions that are
already mentioned have focused on being understood by the listener even
when there are unmentioned aspects, because of the background that the
speaker and the listener share, the shared assumptions and intentions, and
the situation. It means that, this pragmatic concept needs all these aspects in
order to be analyzed and understood.

Types of Presupposition

Presupposition is mainly understood by many as a pragmatic concept,
but the British philosopher Peter Strawson (1950) presented another type of
presupposition. Strawson suggests that this type of presupposition is about
the relation between sentences and statements, and this type is called
semantic presupposition or conventional presupposition. This type is
mainly concerned with words and the truth- value of sentences rather than
context. Semantic presupposition includes two primary elements. The first
is the identification of presuppositions based on sentence logical form. The
second one discusses the systematic relationships between language
components (Strawson, 1950). Because of these two features; semantic
presupposition is marked by the stability. Robert Stalnaker provides a
systematic theory of presupposition within the general framework of a
theory of communication. A competent speaker, according to Stalnaker,
does not merely express what he believes but rather a set of beliefs
including those of his interlocutor and a background of beliefs which they
share. He believes that interpretation of what is said involves a search for a
context in which what is said could be true. This type is called pragmatic
presupposition or conversational presupposition. It is basically about what
Is said in relation to the context and situation (Stalnaker, 1972).

The importance of the context in studying pragmatic presupposition is
highlighted by many; Cummings is one of those who suggests that
pragmatics is the study of language in relation to the context. Logically, the
context will be taken into consideration while studying and analyzing
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pragmatic presupposition (Cummings, 2009). Pragmatic presupposition is
chosen in this study to analyze “the prisoners”.

Mey defines context as " the notion of context regarding communication
and more specifically; | will use a holistic perspective not limited to the
pragmatic issue of context from Meys definition. | will provide context in a
wider sense and will state my definition: Context is the human proactive
behavior” (Mey, 1993, p. 10). Context is an important issue because
without it communication between people can’t occur. Context supplies the
association of people among the multivariate concepts and thus relates not
only to what we are communicating but also to when, why and where we
are conveying a specific aspect (Nunan, 1993). Context determines our
behavior, beliefs and overall ideas. Conversations are made of words that
cannot be understood in isolation, so context is needed to understand
conversations. The surrounding context, which includes the preceding and
succeeding words, is critical to understand conversation.

The second form of context is the non-linguistic or experiential one.
This kind includes the communicative event type (e.g., narrative, joke,
greeting, lecture), event objective, conversation topic, and context (location
and time). This type also includes the type of relationship, knowledge and
assumptions that the interlocutors share (Nunan, 1993).

Common ground

It is crucial to ascertain what kind of information is presupposed in a
given context before attending to the correct interpretation in conversations.
The theory of common ground outlines that all participants in a
conversation share certain knowledge; this might be anything from what a
prior speaker has said as a generally accepted fact. The context of
communication will be different for every interaction, and what is
presupposed in conversations can lead to different interpretations of the talk
(Kroeger, 2018). Kroeger also explains that common ground is built on
mutual knowledge of what is said as well as shared knowledge or
experience about the speaker, purpose of the talk, and the situation in which
the discourse occurs.

Stalnaker explains this notion by saying that conversations cannot take
place without the shared beliefs, knowledge and background that
interlocutors may present to interpret pragmatic presupposition.
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Accordingly, effective communication is possible when the interlocutors
share certain assumptions and beliefs. The claims made by the speaker
during the discourse may impact the common ground; however, assertions
that are already considered part of the common ground will not be claimed
by speakers because this will result in non-informative and redundant
statements (Stalnaker, 1975).

The propositions that are made by the speaker and accepted by the
listener will become part of the common ground, so pragmatic
presupposition is not about true or false information; it is more about
beliefs, attitudes and claims that interlocutors share. It means that the
success of a presupposition depends on what the speaker and the listener
share.

Presupposition Triggers

The use of presupposition in talks is related to the usage of specific
words, structures, and phrases that are seen as the source of presupposition.
These linguistic objects, such as words and phrases, are known as triggers.
It indicates that the presupposition trigger (PT) announces the
presupposition’s existence (Levinson, 1983).

Yule asserts that certain lexical items and syntactic structures are
presupposition triggers. These lexical items and syntactic structures are
presupposed potential triggers; they become actual presupposition triggers
when the interlocutors use them in a particular speech situation (Yule,
2000). Levinson has described this as "a heterogeneous collection of quite
distinct and different phenomena” (Levinson, 1983, p. 217). He further
states that Presuppositions are those assumptions and inferences which are
part and parcel of the meaning of linguistic expressions; that is, they
indicate a relation between some linguistic structures and some extra-
linguistic context in such a way as to give rise to presuppositions in
utterances.

Yule mentions six types of presupposition triggers: existential, lexical,
structural, factive, non-factive, and counterfactual (Yule, 1996). These
presupposition triggers will be used in this study to analyze the characters'
utterances in "The Prisoners". Yule identifies these six (PT) as follows:

1- Existential presupposition: According to Yule, this form of
presupposition relates to the assumptions made by the speaker on the
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reality of the entities whose names are mentioned, which are
frequently triggered by definite noun phrases or possessive
constructions.

2- Lexical presupposition: Yule states that this type involves the use of
one word or construction with an asserted meaning, which is usually
understood with the assumption that a second (non-asserted)
meaning is also understood. This category includes words such as
stop, begin, and again.

3- Structural presupposition: This kind is concerned with the use of
specific structures to be analyzed as (assuming that some of the
structure is already assumed to be true). The speaker employs these
structures to prove the presupposed information, and as a result, the
audience accepts it as true.

4- Factive presupposition: Yule defines this type of presupposition as
the use of factual verbs like as "know," "realize," "regret,” "be," and
"aware." These verbs are employed by speakers to persuade listeners
that the information is true.

5- Non- factive presupposition: Yule defines this type as “the
assumption that is assumed not to be true” (Yule, 1996, p. 29). This
type is related to the usage of certain verbs (such as pretend,
Imagine, and dream).

6- Counterfactual presupposition: In this case, the assumed knowledge
Is incorrect, whereas the opposite is correct. This type is usually
activated by the conditional 'if* clause.

Methodology

In this paper, the selected short story “The Prisoners” is analyzed
according to Yule’s model 1996. This story is written by the French
author Guy de Maupassant (1850- 1893), he is considered as the father
of the modern short story. His writings are characterized by realism and
psychological finesses; generations of writers after him are influenced
by his writings. His style is marked by its elegant simplicity, clarity and
effectiveness. He also shows skillful techniques in the art of dialogue
between his characters.

His short story “The prisoners” is written in 1884, and discusses
certain actions during the Prussian occupation of France. This story is
about a young woman and her mother who were alone at home waiting
for her father and her husband. Suddenly at night, six Prussian soldiers
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came and asked the two women for food. After feeding them, the two
women deceived the soldiers and detained them in the cellar.

This short story is selected to be analyzed in this study because the
speeches and dialogues of the characters show many pragmatic
techniques including the use of pragmatic presupposition that can be
activated by a number of presupposition triggers. The six (PT) that are
suggested by Yule are used to analyze the speeches of the characters.
Qualitative and quantitative analysis are used in this study to identify
and explain the presupposition trigger in each speech. The procedure
used in analyzing speeches is to check the speeches that show
presupposition techniques and decide the type of trigger in that speech.
The procedure includes clarification of the structures and forms that are
the base of each presupposition trigger; the existence of certain forms
and structures helps to show the presupposition trigger.

Analysis and discussion

The short story “The prisoners” is qualitatively analyzed according
to Yule’s model (1996). The speeches that are produced by the fictional
characters and imply pragmatic presupposition will be identified and
analyzed to check the type of presupposition trigger that activates the
presupposition in that speech. The speeches are identified and analyzed
as follows:

1 “Come in, Berthine; we are alone tonight...”

This speech is said by the old woman (the wife of the old game keeper)
to her daughter (Berthine), when her daughter was chopping wood. This
speech implies the use of an existential trigger to produce a pragmatic
presupposition. The use of the pronoun (we) refers to the mother and her
daughter who are alone at home, and it seems that it is not a usual case
that they are alone. The pronoun (we) is used by the speaker and
presupposed to be understood by the listener (her daughter).

2 “There’s nothing to be frightened at, it isn’t dark yet.”

This speech is said by Berthine to her mother, after the insistence of her
mother to get in the house. Berthine as a speaker uses the structure (it
isn’t) and presupposes that it is understood by her mother (the listener).
This structure works as an existential trigger of the pragmatic
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presupposition. She refers to the time of the day before it is dark (before
sunset), and she presupposes that her mother understands that.

3 “Idon’t like father to be out,”

This speech is said by the mother to her daughter, she was worried about
being alone with her daughter and her husband was out. The use of the
first person pronoun (I) by the speaker to refer to herself works as a
trigger to produce a pragmatic presupposition. The type of trigger is
existential, the speaker refers to an entity (herself) and that entity is
present in the noun phrase.

4 “oh, I could very well kill a wolf or a Prussian, I can tell you™

This speech is said by Berthine to her mother to calm her. The use of the
first person pronoun (I could — I can tell) by the speaker to refer to
herself works as an existential trigger of the pragmatic presupposition.
The use of this structure refers to an entity mentioned by the speaker
and triggered by the phrase that starts with (1).

5 “Do you know what time your father will come back?”

This question is raised by the mother after being very worried because
her husband was out and she was alone with her daughter. The use of
the (wh) question (what time) works as a structural trigger of the
pragmatic presupposition. The use of this structure implies that a portion
of the structure is already presumed to be true, and hence the listener
takes this information as true. The mother presupposes that her husband
usually comes back and her daughter knows the time.

6 “Oh, not before eleven for certain. When he dines with the major he is
always late.”

This speech is said by Berthine to her mother, when the mother kept on
asking about the father. The use of structures like (he dines — he is
always) indicates that the trigger of the pragmatic presupposition is
existential. In her speech, (he) refers to the father; an entity named by
the speaker, and triggered by the noun phrase to produce the pragmatic
presupposition. Another structure is (the major), which is a definite
noun phrase that refers to the entity (a military man) that has been
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presupposed by the speaker and it is present in the noun phrase. The
trigger is also existential..

7 “It is the wolves, they are like you, they are wandering about,
hungry.”

This speech is said by the old woman to the Prussian soldiers, after
hearing a strange noise outside. In her speech, the old woman uses a
definite noun phrase (the wolves), and other noun phrases start with
(they are like — they are wandering); these phrases work as triggers of
the pragmatic presupposition. The type of trigger is existential, which
refers to the presence of entities specified by the speaker and implied to
be present in the noun phrase.

8 “if you make a noise, we are lost.”

This speech is said by the old woman to the officer to scare him and
make him go down into the cellar. The use of (if) in this speech works
as a counterfactual trigger of the pragmatic presupposition. The use of
this structure indicates that the information is not true, and the contrary
Is true. The soldiers are not making any noise but she tries to scare them
and detain them in the cellar.

9 “Go and fetch M. Lavigne and his men. He'll take them prisoners”

This speech is said by Berthine to her father, she talks about her
husband (M. Lavigne) who was a non- commissioned officer in the
dragoons, and a draper. She presupposes that her husband will come and
save them by taking the six soldiers. The use of structures like (M.
Lavigne- his men) works as an existential trigger of the pragmatic
presupposition. Referring to the name of a man indicates that this entity
exists; it is mentioned by the speaker and understood by the listener.
The same is true for the possessive structure (his men), it means that M.
Lavigne exists and he has men.

10 “yes; he will be pleased.”

This speech is said by the father to his daughter, he talks about the
happiness of his son in law (M. Lavigne) after capturing the six soldiers.
The use of (be) works as a factive trigger of the pragmatic
presupposition. The use of such verb by the speaker is to convince the
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listener that the information is true. The father presupposes that his
daughter will understand that her husband will be happy to detain the
Prussian soldiers.

Quantitative Analysis

The previous section shows the analysis of the ten speeches that are
said by the characters of “The prisoners”. The ten speeches are
qualitatively analyzed according to the six triggers that are suggested by
Yule. In this section, the speeches of the characters are quantitatively
analyzed to show: the type of trigger in each speech that is used to
produce the pragmatic presupposition, the number of triggers that have
been showed in all the speeches and the number of triggers that haven’t
been used by the characters.

Table 1
. . . . Non-
Sp.no | Existential | Lexical | Structural | Factive . Counterfactual
Factive
Sp. 1 J
Sp.2 J
Sp.3 J
Sp.4 J
Sp.5 J
Sp.6 J
Sp.7 J
Sp.8 J
Sp.9 J
Sp.10 J

Table 1 reveals the use of the triggers in the ten speeches produced
by the characters of the short story. Each speech shows the use of one of
the six triggers that are suggested by Yule in his model. This table
shows that the existential trigger has been mostly used to produce
pragmatic  presuppositions, while the structural, factive and
counterfactual have been used for once. This table also shows that the
lexical trigger and the non- factive haven’t been used in the speeches of
the characters.

Table 2

The trigger Number of use percentages

Existential 7 70%
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Lexical 0 0%
Structural 1 10%
Factive 1 10%
Non- Factive 0 0%
Counterfactual 1 10%

Table 2 shows the number of using each trigger in the speeches of the
characters and the percentage of its use in this short story. The existential
trigger has been mostly used; seven speeches imply pragmatic
presuppositions have showed the use of this trigger. The structural, Factive
and the counterfactual triggers show one use for each in this short story.
While the lexical and the non- factive triggers show zero use in this story.
None of the ten speeches imply the use of these two triggers.

Table 3

The triggers The total percentage of their use
Existential- Lexical- Structural- Factive- 67%

Non Factive- Counterfactual

Yule suggests six triggers in his model, but “The prisoners” hasn’t
showed the use of all these six triggers. Four triggers out of six have been
used in the speeches of the characters to produce pragmatic presupposition.
This means that the total percentage of using the triggers in this short story
is almost 67%, because two triggers show zero use in this short story, while
the other four triggers appear in the ten speeches but in different numbers.

Conclusions

Pragmatic presupposition is a pragmatic technique that can be used in
different types of dialogues and conversations. Fictional characters in “The
prisoners” act like real people in real life; they presuppose certain
ideas and information while communicating with other characters. The
process of presupposing their ideas requires the use of certain techniques
that activate the pragmatic presupposition. The use of one of the six
triggers that are suggested by Yule in their speeches shows that pragmatic
presupposition requires certain things in common between the speaker and
the listener. This makes the speaker uses certain techniques and
presupposes that they are understood by the listener. This study
hypothesizes that the fictional characters communicate with each other, and
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their speeches imply pragmatic presupposition. The analysis of the ten
speeches shows that characters produce pragmatic presupposition in
different ways; their presuppositions are triggered by one of the six triggers
that are suggested by Yule. This study aims at identifying and analyzing
pragmatic presupposition in the speeches of the fictional characters.

The number of using each trigger varies in this study. The mostly used
trigger is the existential trigger which is used to produce pragmatic
presupposition in seven different speeches, and according to the percentage
of using this trigger, it is the highest in this study. This high percentage
indicates that the characters refer to the existence of entities that are
mentioned in their noun phrases. The other three triggers (structural-
factive- counterfactual) show one use for each in this study, so they
produce three different pragmatic presuppositions; accordingly, their
percentages are less than the existential trigger. Two of Yule’s triggers
(Iexical- non factive) show zero use in this study, it means that none of the
characters have used them in their speeches.

The analysis of the fictional characters’ speeches shows that most of the
pragmatic presuppositions appear in the conversations between Berthine
and her mother (six of their speeches imply pragmatic presuppositions).
Two of the pragmatic presuppositions appear in the conversations between
the mother and the soldiers. The analysis also shows that the last two
pragmatic presuppositions in this short story appear in the conversation
between Berthine and her father.

The analysis of this short story shows that only four triggers (existential-
structural- factive- counterfactual) of Yule’s model have been used in this
study. The ten speeches of the characters imply pragmatic presuppositions
triggered by one of the four mentioned triggers, while two triggers haven’t
been used in this study.

This study shows the significance of analyzing fictional characters’
speeches and using pragmatic concepts and techniques. This analysis shows
that literary characters communicate with each other, so they presuppose
certain ideas that are understood by the listener because of their common
ground.
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