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Introduction

Hans Kamp’s paper, “A theory of truth and semantic representation” (TSR), was
presented at the third Amsterdam Colloquium in 1980, printed in the confer-
ence proceedings (Kamp 1981), reprinted as Kamp (1984) and several times
since (in the following, all page references are to the 1984 edition). Once the
paper had been published, the theory it contained came to be known as “Dis-
course Representation Theory”, or DRT for short.

Soon after its inception, DRT became one of the main frameworks in seman-
tics and pragmatics, and in the meantime has been applied to an exception-
ally wide range of phenomena, which includes anaphora, definites and proper
names, quantification, tense and aspect, presupposition, implicatures, and atti-
tude reports. Significant book-length extensions of DRT may be found in Asher
and Lascarides (2003), Kamp and Reyle (1993), and Kamp et al. (2011). Geurts
et al. (2017) provide a synoptic survey.

As the title of his paper indicates and Kamp discusses in his introduction,
DRT brings together two ways of looking at meaning. On the one hand, the the-
ory stands in a long tradition that views meaning as that which determines the
truth conditions of a declarative sentence. On the other hand, there is an even
longer tradition which views meaning as “that which a language user grasps
when he understands the words he hears or reads.” (p. 1) DRT brings these two
lines of thought together, and this is one of the reasons why the theory has been
so influential. Another reason is that DRT was the first theory to offer a uni-
fied account of anaphora within and between sentences. For example, although
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(1) and (2) have quite different types of meanings, and it used to be thought
that the neuter pronouns they contain must function differently, Kamp’s paper
showed for the first time how they can be interpreted uniformly:

(1) Pedro owns a donkey. He beats it.

(2) Every farmer who owns a donkey beats it.

Technically, DRT’s key innovations were two. First, it introduced a level of
representation which was new to semantics (if that is the right term to use; see
below). Kamp defined a formal language, with a model-theoretic interpreta-
tion, which served to represent the contents not only of individual sentences,
but of entire discourses as well. Secondly, this formal language featured a new
species of variables, called “discourse referents”, which were the keystone of
DRT’s unified treatment of anaphoric pronouns. Discourse representations and
discourse referents will be the main topics in the following.

Preliminaries

The first formulation of a theory is rarely the best, and TSR is no exception. Fol-
lowing the publication of that paper, DRT quickly caught on, and as the theory
was being reformulated and expanded, its notation became more perspicuous
and while most of the key ideas were retained, some substantial revisions were
made too. I will explain the most important changes with the help of example
(2).

In the original version of the theory, syntactically analysed sentences were
mapped onto discourse representation structures (DRSs) in one go. It soon be-
came clear that it was simpler and more illuminating to divide this mapping
into two stages, with the first stage consisting of something like a compositional
translation, which left unresolved various types of indeterminacies, including
anaphora. These indeterminacies where marked in the output of the first stage
(here I use underlining for that purpose), to be resolved in the second stage:

(3)
x y

farmer(x)
donkey(y)
x owns y

@
@

�
�
@
@

�
�

∀
x

z

x beats z
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Apart from the fact that this DRS is as yet incomplete, because it is not set-
tled yet whether z is to be equated with x, y, or neither, it differs from its TSR-
counterpart in two main respects. First, the notation is cleaner, chiefly because
it renders explicit structure that was merely implicit in the original notation,
and it comes with a linear variant, too:

(4) [: [x, y: farmer(x), donkey(y), x owns y]〈∀x〉[z: x beats z] ]

Secondly, while TSR treated conditionals and universal quantifiers on a par
(which made some sense, because (3) seems equivalent to “If a farmer owns a
donkey, he beats it”), it was soon observed that this will not generalise to other
quantifiers, notably “most”, and therefore a more orthodox analysis of quantifi-
cation was adopted instead (Kamp and Reyle 1993).

There are two ways of spelling out the interpretation of so-called “duplex
conditions” of the form:
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According to one way, an embedding function f verifies the duplex condition
in (3) iff the following holds for every individual i:

If any g extends f in such a way that g(x) = i and g(x) is a farmer who owns
a donkey, g(y), then g(x) beats g(y).

Thus construed, (3) is true iff every donkey-owning farmer beats all his don-
keys. The second interpretation is weaker: it says that every donkey-owning
farmer beats at least one of his donkeys. While speakers’ intuitions are not al-
ways clear, it does seem to be the case that both readings occur, and that in
some sense donkey sentences are ambiguous between a strong and a weak
reading. However, the nature of this ambiguity has been debated for some time
now, and with increasing sophistication; witness Champollion et al. (2018).

Whether we adopt the strong reading or the weak one, duplex conditions are
dynamic generalised quantifiers, which is to say that the restrictor DRS on the
left is accessible to the scopal DRS on the right, so that the discourse referent
y in (3) is accessible to z. Therefore, the latter may be equated to the former,
which after a minor simplification results in:
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(5)
x y

farmer(x)
donkey(y)
x owns y
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On the strong reading of “every”, the truth conditions associated with (5) are the
same as in TSR, but this style of analysis is cleaner and more general.

Of the changes discussed here, the shift to a two-stage architecture was
probably the most significant. Since it seems rather natural to label these stages
“semantics” and “pragmatics”, respectively, this architecture could have played
a useful role in the long-standing debate over the semantics/pragmatics dis-
tinction (see, e.g., Szabó ed. 2005). Regrettably, it has failed to do so thus far.

Discourse representations and compositionality

To a large extent DRT owes its explanatory power to the fact that it adopts a form
of representation that other theories lack. It is widely agreed in the humani-
ties and the social sciences that we mentally represent our social interactions
in general and our communicative exchanges in particular. Against this back-
ground, Kamp’s discourse representations may not seem very innovative. How-
ever, in formal semantics this idea met with reserve, because it was thought to
threaten the compositionality principle. According to that principle, the mean-
ing of a compound expression is fully determined by two factors: the meanings
of its parts and its syntax. The new form of representation proposed by Kamp
introduces a third factor, and it is essentially involved in the interpretation pro-
cess, too. Take, for example, the neuter pronoun in (6), which is represented in
(3) by z.

(6) Every farmer who owns a donkey beats it.

This discourse referent occurs in a part of the DRS associated with the sen-
tence’s verb phrase, and is equated to a discourse referent in a part associated
with the subject; which would be impossible in a strictly compositional system.

While DRT was being conceived in the late 1970s, the paradigm framework
in formal semantics was Montague’s (1974). The Montagovian framework was
strictly compositional, and many people working in the field considered this a
signal virtue. At the same time, Kamp’s treatment of anaphora held consider-
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able appeal, and thus began the search for a compositional but non-represent-
ational alternative to DRT. A raft of proposals were made over the years, starting
with Barwise (1987), Zeevat (1989), and Groenendijk and Stokhof (1990, 1991).
These theories covered the original TSR fragment and more, and employed es-
sentially the same sort of semantics while eshewing discourse representations,
thus disproving Kamp’s conjecture that strict compositionality is “ultimately
untenable” (p. 20) for the TSR fragment. However, if this was progress of a sort,
it was hardly a leap forward, because the TSR fragment was rather small, and
many of the extensions that have been proposed since seem to be irredeemably
non-compositional. This holds, for example, for the DRT account of presuppo-
sition that was first proposed by van der Sandt (1992), and extended and mod-
ified by Geurts (1999) and Kamp (2001), for which a compositional equivalent
hasn’t been reported for three decades.

Besides, it is less than self-evident that we should want to have a fully com-
positional account of the TSR fragment, in the first place. Even if there is a way
of linking “it” in (7) to “a donkey”, what good will it do, especially when one
considers that, in principle, it is always possible to recode a semantic theory
as a compositional one, provided we are sufficiently flexible about the kinds of
objects we are willing to call meanings (see Zadrozny 1994 for proof).

(7) Pedro owns a donkey. He beats it.

It doesn’t seem to have occurred to Kamp that compositionality might be feasi-
ble or desirable for discourses, for although TSR discusses the role that syntax
has to play in a theory of interpretation (pp. 20-22), compositionality is not even
mentioned. But Groenendijk and Stokhof maintain that there is such a thing as
“discourse semantics”, and that anaphora is a semantic phenomenon within
and across sentences: “Like most authors, we start from the assumption that
co-reference and anaphora are, by and large, semantic phenomena.” (Groenen-
dijk and Stokhof 1991: 94; the claim that there is, or was, broad support for
this assumption seems rather overstated to me.) Apparently, Groenendijk and
Stokhof take the compositionality principle to apply in discourse semantics just
as it applies in sentential and sub-sentential semantics. However, this line of
thinking presupposes that discourses are compound expressions which are as-
sembled in ways that must be substantially similar to the ways in which syntac-
tic constituents are assembled, and have the same kind of meanings, too boot.

To see why these presuppositions are problematic, consider the following
discourse fragment from Sacks (1974), simplified by Clark (1996):
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Ken: You wanna hear – My sister told me a story last night.
Roger: I don’t wanna hear it. But if you must.

Al: What’s purple and an island. Grape, Britain. That’s what his sister told
him . . .

Ken: No. To stun me she says uh, there was these three girls and they just
got married?
. . .

How plausible is that discourses like this are compound expressions sufficiently
similar to “Chiquita snores” or “black napkins” that a one semantic treatment
will fit all? Not very, it seems to me. So, while it may be instructive to learn that
the pronouns in (7) can be treated “compositionally”, it is not at all clear what
that might imply.

Compositionality aside, Kamp’s discourse representations raise deeper is-
sues, as well. To explain, let me quote TSR at some length:

Discourse representations can be regarded as the mental representations
which speakers form in response to the verbal inputs they receive. I should
point out that the specific theory that is presented below does not ren-
der such identification essential. Even if the representations it posits are
thought of as purely theoretical devices whose raison d’être is to be found
solely in the contribution they make to an effective account of certain se-
mantic properties of sentences and sentence complexes, the theory may
merit comparison with other schemes of linguistic description which have
been applied to the same phenomena. But this is not how I would like to
see the proposal of this paper myself. (pp. 5-6)

Since DRT is usually taken to be a mentalist theory, it is of some importance
to note that Kamp insists that such a construal is not mandatory. It may be
natural to view DRT this way, and it is the way Kamp prefers, but his formal
theory doesn’t require that we do so. What other ways are there? Kamp himself
points to the somewhat anaemic possibility that DRSs could be thought of as
“purely theoretic devices”, but we might also might want to consider a more
dashing approach along the following lines.

Communication is a form of social interaction in which speakers build and
rely on common ground (Clark 1996, Stalnaker 2002). On a mentalist construal
of DRT, common ground exists merely as an elaborate structure of correspon-
dences between representations in the minds of its participants. By contrast,
on a socialist construal, common ground exists in a more robustly social sense.
Whereas the mentalist views discourse referents as existing primarily in the
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minds of speakers, the socialist regards them as denizens of the social space be-
tween speakers. Intuively, the idea is that discourse presupposes and interacts
with a relational structure which is defined by social relations between partic-
ipants rather than what goes on in their minds (see Brandom 1994, Geurts, to
appear). In short, whereas common ground may be seen as a correspondence
structure between mental representations, it may also be seen as a social struc-
ture simpliciter. These two views are not incompatible, and in fact it seems nat-
ural to suppose that they complement one another. If so, DRSs would be mental
and social entities at the same time (see Geurts 2017 for further discussion).

Discourse referents

The key elements of DRT’s newfangled discourse representations were discourse
referents. (The concept of discourse referent as well as its name hail from Kart-
tunen 1971.) Names and indefinites introduce discourse referents into the cur-
rent DRS; pronouns pick them up. Formally, discourse referents are so-called
dynamic variables, which differ from the static variables of classical logic in
that they are able to retain their values in certain configurations where a clas-
sical variable becomes “unbound”. To illustrate, let’s compare two attempts at
representing sentence (8): one in predicate logic (9a), the other in DRT (8b).

(8) Every farmer who owns a donkey beats it.

(9) a. ∀x[[farmer(x) ∧ ∃y[donkey(y) ∧ x owns y]] → x beats y]
b. [: [x, y: farmer(x), donkey(y), x owns y]〈∀x〉[: x beats y] ]

In (9a), the rightmost y-token is not bound by the existential quantifier, and
therefore no semantic connection exists between this token and the y-tokens
to its left. By contrast, in (9b), the interpretation of the last y-token covaries
with the interpretation of y-tokens in the restrictor of the quantifier. This dif-
ference has nothing to do with the notation: as was shown by Groenendijk and
Stokhof (1991), a dynamic semantics for standard predicate logic can render
(9a) synonymous with (9b).

If discourse referents are variables, then why call them “referents”? I believe
that this quaint terminology betrays a tension between the official theory and
the intuitive picture on which it is based, a tension which also shines through in
the more discursive parts of TSR, where the discussion of this topic seems not
entirely sure-footed. For example, Kamp claims that indefinites are referential
terms rather than existential quantifiers (p. 5), which may still sound odd even
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to the converted (like myself), but then he also puts “referent” in scare quotes
when discussing the relation between an indefinite and the discourse referent
it introduces (p. 16).

Let us try to locate, if not resolve, this tension by going back to our running
examples, (8) and (10).

(10) Pedro owns a donkey. He beats it.

In both cases, it is tempting to say that the neuter pronoun “refers back” to the
individual introduced by the indefinite. But which individual? If (8) is true then
several donkeys are likely to be involved, and the discourse in (10) may be true
even if Pedro owns more than one donkey. Then perhaps our intuitions may be
given their due by saying that the neuter pronoun refers to the discourse refer-
ent associated with the indefinite. That is also what Kamp says and it may seem
plausible at first, until one realises with a shudder that this discourse referent is
really a variable. But then again it is no ordinary variable, for in some contexts
it behaves almost as if it were a constant.

Many years ago, Henk Zeevat told me that discourse referents are “very mys-
terious things”. At the time, I failed to see the profundity of his remark, but now
I think I know what he meant, and I believe he was right.
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