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1. Intro

• Why is the comic in (1) funny?

(1) 1

• Other things the duck could’ve asked the human to do: toss four food morsels, toss them
one by one, put them on the ground, etc.

• General intuition: mismatch between the intent of the prohibition sign and the iconic and
at-issue interpretation of its pictorial aspects that are not meant to be such.

In this talk I will:

(i) distinguish between (a) non-iconic and (b) iconic, but not-at-issue aspects of pic-
torial representations;

(ii) show that which aspects of pictorial representations are (non-)iconic and (not-)at-
issue is determined pragmatically;

(iii) argue that iconic, but not-at-issue aspects of pictorial representations are akin
to non-restricting modifiers in language (cf. sublexical presuppositions), based on
data from ellipsis/anaphora resolution and alternative generation under only.

∗Work in progress. Early draft available here: https://ling.auf.net/lingbuzz/005096
1https://www.facebook.com/nathanwpyle2/photos/a.1377156059035720/2745700495514596/
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2. (Non-)iconicity and (not-)at-issueness in prohibition signs

2.1. Not-at-issue or non-iconic?

• Why prohibition signs? They involve embedding under negation, ≈No X! 2 This allows
easy testing for at-issueness.

• Two ways in which an aspect of a pictorial representation can fail to be at-issue:

– It’s non-iconic. E.g., the number and arrangement of food morsels in (1) is not meant
to be interpreted (hyper-)iconically in the first place (a pre-requisite for being at-issue);
3 is often a default number to visually represent pluralities (cf. Schlenker & Lamberton
2019 on plurals in sign). Also, stylization conventions (Greenberg 2019).

– But the directionality of tossing in (1) is iconic (prototypical duck-feeding events do in-
volve food-tossing from above), but not-at-issue (all duck-feeding events are forbidden).

2.2. The role of pragmatics

• Iconic, but not-at-issue aspects of pictorial representations resemble non-restricting modi-
fiers (NRMs) in language, i.e., instances of modifiers that are truth-conditionally vacuous
in a given context, as defined in Esipova 2019a (see also Leffel 2014 for an earlier discussion
of NRMs).3

• Whether a given instance of a modifier is intended as non-restricting or restricting (picking
out a potentially smaller subpart of the denotation of the expression it modifies and, thus,
truth-conditionally non-vacuous) is determined by pragmatic factors, e.g., extra-linguistic
context and world knowledge:

(2) a. Context: The speaker believes that processed meat causes cancer.
I shouldn’t be eating so many deadly hot-dogs.
= I shouldn’t be eating so many hot-dogs. (truth-conditional vacuity)
→ All hot-dogs are deadly. (NRM inference)

b. Context: The speaker runs a chemistry lab and is talking to her assistant.
All deadly substances are stored in this cabinet.
6= All substances are stored in this cabinet. (truth-conditional non-vacuity)
6→ All substances are deadly. (no NRM inference)

• The same is true for directionality in signs; e.g., in the signs in (3), the directionality is
obviously restricting:

(3) a. 4

2Or a negative deontic modal, akin to Russian nel’zja ‘not-allowed’.
3Cf. “cosuppositions” posited in Schlenker 2018a,b, which I argue in Esipova 2019a to be NRM inferences

in disguise.
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6= No turn!
6→ All turns are leftward.

b.

6= No way out!
6→ All ways out are {leftward, rightward}.

• Pragmatics also matters for determining how iconic a given aspect of a pictorial represen-
tation is meant to be; e.g., (4) prohibits crowding, but (5) doesn’t prohibit overfeeding
wildlife, nor does it seem to indicate a prototypical amount of food usually fed to birds:

(4)

(5)

2.3. The role of explicit alternatives

• Explicit permitted alternatives also help disambiguating between restricting vs. non-restricting
readings of pictorial content:

4https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Road_Sign_No_Left_Turn.jpg
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(6) 5

(7) 6

• And a bonus—topical—example to make the same point:

(8)

5https://twitter.com/SebToots/status/429546115604938752
6https://immi.de/wc-schild-bitte-im-sitzen-pinkeln-saubere-toilette/
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