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  Preface 

  

This very short paper, in spite of its vintage, 

may still be of interest to anyone delving into 

the murky relationship between language and 

intention. What is presupposed by a speaker 

about the understanding of a listener goes to the very heart of how natural 

languages work, since when we get it wrong communication simply fails. For this 

reason the failure of presupposition is also the common bane of those working 

across languages, or even moving into another community where the same 

language seems to be spoken. When I began to look at linguistics seriously, a 

little before this paper was written, I was intrigued and dismayed to discover 

that the study of presupposition had apparently been hijacked by formalists who 

only seemed to find linguistic significance in symbolic regularities. There are 

indeed whole classes of expressions in English, related to certain verbs like 

“realize”, which are a delight to symbolic formalists who have written volumes 

on their tidy logic. Even at that early stage of research, I had dark suspicions 

that the ways in which real human beings used real language was nowhere near 

as tidy, and all the more interesting for that. The paper below was a first 

attempt to probe the fortress of symbolic formalism. 

Much later I was to explore rather stranger reaches of presuppositional variation 

in a far longer paper, “Postsupposition and Pastiche Talk” (May, Thor: Working 

Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 14, 1994: 22pp. University of Melbourne. Available online @ 

http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay/Papers/1614039/Postsuppositon_and_Pastiche_

Talk ). 

  

http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay/Papers/1614039/Postsuppositon_and_Pastiche_Talk
http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay/Papers/1614039/Postsuppositon_and_Pastiche_Talk
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Professional bio: Thor May has a core professional interest in cognitive linguistics, at which he has 

rarely succeeded in making a living. He has also, perhaps fatally in a career sense, cultivated an 

interest in how things work – people, brains, systems, countries, machines, whatever… In the 

world of daily employment he has mostly taught English as a foreign language, a stimulating 

activity though rarely regarded as a profession by the world at large.  

Thor’s eventually awarded PhD dissertation, Language Tangle, dealt with language teaching 

productivity. Language Tangle (2010) is aimed at professional educators and their institutional 

keepers, and accordingly adopts a generally more discursive style than earlier more formal 

analysis such as that on presupposition. Thor discontinued a PhD dissertation on Grammatical 

Agency in the early 1980s after rejecting the model assumptions of generative linguistics. Also in 

cyberspace (representing even more lost years!) is yet another sprawling, unfinished PhD 

dissertation draft in cognitive linguistics from the university of Melbourne in the early 1990s, parts 

of which can be seen in the Academia.edu repository as The Generative Oscillation Model, 

Postsupposition and Pastiche Talk and a couple of other papers.  

Thor has been teaching English to non-native speakers, training teachers and lecturing linguistics, 

since 1976. This work has taken him to seven countries in Oceania and East Asia, mostly with 

tertiary students, but with a couple of detours to teach secondary students and young children. He 

has trained teachers in Australia, Fiji and South Korea. In an earlier life, prior to becoming a 

teacher, he had a decade of finding his way out of working class origins, through unskilled jobs in 

Australia, New Zealand and finally England (after backpacking across Asia in 1972).  

contact: http://thormay.net         thormay@yahoo.com  

academic repository: Academia.edu at http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay    
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