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Notes on Abbott on 
Presupposition vs. Assertion

LSA Summer Linguistics Institute 2019
Introduction to Pragmatics

Instructor: Anne Bezuidenhout

Semantic accounts of presupposition
Frege (1892) ‘On sense and reference’; Strawson (1950, 1952) ‘On referring’ and  Introduction to 
Logical Theory

Definition: Sentence S presupposes P iff whenever S is true or false, P is true (i.e., the truth-
evaluability of S depends on the truth of P)

1. ‘The present King of France is wise’ 

This presupposes the unique existence of a present King of France (i.e., that there exists one and 
only one present King of France). More generally, ‘The F is G’ presupposes the unique existence of
an F.

Thus, if there is no unique present King of France, then (1) lacks a truth-value; the false 
presupposition results in a truth-value gap. Strawson put this by saying that you cannot use this 
sentence to make an assertion unless its presuppositions are satisfied.
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Presuppositions vs entailments

Strawson was arguing against Russell’s (1905) ‘On denoting’, in which Russell famously argued that 
the sentence below should be analyzed as a quantificational sentence in which the is no referring 
term purporting to refer to a non-existent object:

(1) The King of France is bald

$ x [ FrenchKing(x)  Ù " y (FrenchKing(y) ® y=x)  Ù Bald (x)]
Existence clause     Uniqueness clause       Predicative clause 

On Russell’s analysis, the existence and uniqueness of a King of France are propositions that 
are logically entailed by (1), as opposed to being presupposed by (1), as Strawson (1950) later 
argued.

Presupposition “triggers”
Certain constructions seem to act as presupposition triggers.

We already saw that according to Strawson, definite descriptions of the form ‘the F’ are associated 
with the assumption of the unique existence of an F.

Other triggers that have been much discussed:
1. Aspectual verbs such as ‘stop’, as in ‘Have you stopped beating your wife?’, which presupposes that the addressee once 

beat his/her wife.

2. Factive verbs such as ‘know’, as in ‘Bill knows that Anne will be at the party’, which presupposes that Anne will be at the 
party.

3. ‘Only’ as in ‘Only Bill came to the party’, which presupposes that Bill came to the party. (the so-called prejacent)

4. ‘Even’ as in ‘Even Bill could solve the puzzle’, which presupposes that Bill is the least likely member of a salient group to 
be able to solve the puzzle.

5. ‘Too’ as in ‘We will be at that party too’, which presupposes that some salient person(s) other than the speaker will be 
at the party.

6. It-clefts as in ‘It was Bill who broke the vase’, which presupposes that someone broke the vase.

And many more…
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Projection behavior of presuppositions
Subsequent to Strawson’s work, linguists became interested in the conditions under which the 
presuppositions of sentences containing presupposition triggers are or are not inherited by the 
compound sentences under which they are embedded.

Consider ’The King of France is bald’ again. Its presupposition seems to be inherited by all the of 
following, which Chierchia & McConnell-Ginet (1990) Meaning and Grammar call the S-Family of 
this sentence:

The King of France is not bald
Is the King of France bald?
The King of France might be bald.
If the King of France is bald, he may need to wear a wig.

However, there are also cases in which the usual presupposition seems to be “cancelled”, as in:
If France has a (unique) king, he likely wears a wig.
France has a (unique) king and he wears a wig.

Accounting for projection behavior
Semantic accounts were subsequently developed by linguists such as Karttunen  (1974), Gazdar

(1979), and  Heim (1983) that tried to account for the so-called projection behavior of 

presuppositions. To varying degrees, these accounts postulated semantic rules for this projection 

behavior that would be associated with the lexical entries for the constrictions in question.

One issue these linguists addressed was how to explain the difference between embedding 

constructions that Karttunen (1973) called plugs, holes and filters. 

Plugs are predicates or operators that block the projection of presuppositions, whereas holes allow 

presuppositions to project freely.

Filters include the binary logical connectives “if then”, “and”, and “or”. The idea is that these constructions allow 

only some presuppositions to project.

Interest in the issue of projection has recently been revived, as in the joint work of David Beaver, 

Craige Roberts, Mandy Simons, and Judith Tonhauser. (Tonhauser, J., Beaver, D., Roberts, C. and 

Simons, M. (2011). Towards a taxonomy of projective content.)
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Pragmatic alternatives

Several people in the 1970s and 1980s argued for pragmatic accounts of presuppositions, 
such as Deirdre Wilson (1975), Ruth Kempson (1975), and Grice (1981). These accounts 
generally tried to assimilate presupposition to conversational implicatures. So they were 
trying to do away with the category of presupposition.

Stalnaker (1974: 473) proposed a different sort of pragmatic account, the common ground 
account:

“A proposition P is a pragmatic presupposition of a speaker in a given context just in case 
the speaker assumes or believes that P, assumes or believes that his addressee assumes 
or believes that P, and assumes or believes that his addressee recognizes that he is 
making these assumptions, or has these beliefs."

Context and common ground (Stalnaker)

Assert S

W2

W1

W3

W2

W3

W1

C* C* + S

• The context set c* =  the set of 
possible worlds in which all of 
the propositions in the context 
c (viz. the common ground) are 
true.

• The context change potential of 
a sentence S can be viewed as 
its potential to narrow down 
the set of live alternatives by 
excluding those incompatible 
with the sentence’s content. 

• When you assert S, you are 
proposing to add its content to 
the common ground. When 
that is added to the common 
ground, the context set shrinks. 
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Presupposition/ assertion and Given/New

This idea that presuppositions belongs to the common ground (CG) whereas assertions are 
proposals to update the CG fits in with the idea that in conversation some information is given and 
some is new.  

The presuppositions will be the given information and assertions will be the new information.

However, people early on recognized that there are going to be cases where presuppositions seem
to provide new information, such as Sadock’s example (discussed by Stalnaker 1974: n. 3, p. 480):

(A has just met B for the first time, say at a conference)
A: Are you going to lunch?

B: No, I've got to pick up my sister.

Here B presupposes that B has a sister, even though B could not assume that A knew this in advance 
of his assertion. Yet the discourse seems perfectly felicitous.

Grice (1981) noticed this too…
“For instance, it is quite natural to say to somebody, when we are discussing some concert, My 
aunt’s cousin went to that concert, when one knows perfectly well that the person one is talking to 
is very likely not even to know that one had an aunt, let alone know that one's aunt had a cousin. 
So the supposition must be not that it is common knowledge but rather that [it] is 
noncontroversial, in the sense that it is something that you would expect the hearer to take from 
you (if he does not already know).” (Grice, 1981 : 190)

Compare the B1 and B2 responses in the following case:

(A has just met B for the first time, say at a conference)
A: Are you going to lunch?
B1: No, I've got to take my dog to the vet.
B2: No, I've got to take my giraffe to the vet.
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Presupposition accommodation
The usual way of dealing with informative presuppositions is to appeal to David Lewis’ (1979) idea of 
accommodation:

This principle says: 

"If at time t something is said that requires presupposition P to be acceptable, and if P is not 
presupposed just before t, then - ceteris paribus and within certain limits - presupposition P comes 
into existence at t" (Lewis, 1979: 340).

Abbott’s main argument is that this principle is too unconstrained. Moreover, the cases of informative 
presuppositions are much more widespread than people have recognized.

She proceeds to examine five sorts of cases: 
• definite descriptions

• informative it-clefts
• reverse WH-clefts
• embedded announcements
• non-restrictive relative clauses.

Problems for the CG account: Definite 
descriptions
Consider the following uses of  descriptions of the form ‘the F’ where the F is (at least) discourse new:

1. Watch out, the dog will bite you.
2. The sun is shining.
3. John read a book about Schubert and write to the author.
4. [Wife to husband who arrives home and sniffs in an ostensive way]: The gas company will send someone to fix 

the leak today.

These examples could be accounted for by appeal to the notion of a bridging inference.

However, Abbott thinks other cases are more problematic for the CG account, since they can be used 
discourse initially and without any assumption of a CG:

4. In her talk, Baldwin introduced the notion that syntactic structure is derivable from pragmatic principles.
5. The first person to sail to America was an Icelander. 
6. The founder of the new state historical society is slated to speak at this year's commencement.
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Problems (cont.): Cleft constructions

Informative it-clefts discussed by Ellen Prince (1978) and contrasted with stressed focus it-
clefts:

1. Informative: The leaders of the militant homophile movement in America generally 
have been young people. IT WAS THEY WHO FOUGHT BACK DURING A VIOLENT 
POLICE RAID ON A GREENWICH VILLAGE BAR IN 1969, AN INCIDENT FROM WHICH 
MANY GAYS DATE THE BIRTH OF THE MODERN CRUSADE FOR HOMOSEXUAL RIGHTS.

2. Stressed focus: So I learned to sew books. They're really good books. IT'S JUST THE 
COVERS THAT ARE ROTTEN

Reverse WH-clefts (with syntactically post-posed WH-clause) discussed by Oberlander & Delin
(1996), who found that over 50% of the cases they examined had new information in the 
“presupposed” slot:

3. … and this is where they said, right, let it all go for fellowships studentships and 
research posts

Problems (cont.): Embedded announcements 
and NRRs

Embedded announcements:
1. We regret that children cannot accompany their parents to commencement 

exercises. 
2. We regret that H.P. Grice is ill and will be unable to attend the conference.

Non-restrictive relative clauses:
3. Kim Sneadworthy, who will be my successor, is known to you all as a valued 

colleague.
4. Kim Sneadworthy, who is known to you all as a valued colleague, will be my 

successor.

An interesting distinction can be made concerning types of NRRs (also know as appositive 
relative clauses – ARCs): Continuative vs. Relevance vs. Subjectivity ARCs – See Loock (2007)
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Abbott’s solution

Instead of contrasting presuppositions with assertions, we should instead draw a contrast 
between assertions and non-assertions

Non-assertions would be back-grounded or not-at-issue information – information that can be 
assumed to be non-controversial, for example.

Exactly what makes something suitable to be backgrounded needs to be investigated.

It also needs to be said that there have been vigorous defenses of the CG view in order to explain 
how to deal with informative presuppositions, such as the defense by Kai von Fintel  (2008). 
What is presupposition accommodation again? Philosophical Perspectives 22: 137–170.


