
 1 

Notes on Stalnaker, R. (1974). Pragmatic presuppositions. 
In M. Munitz and P. Unger (eds.). Semantics and Philosophy. (pp. 197-214). New York: NYU Press. 

LSA Summer Linguistics Institute, 2019 
Examples: 

 
Sentences Presuppositions 
(1) The Queen of England is bald. There is a unique Queen of England. 
(2) The Queen of England is not bald. There is a unique Queen of England. 
(3) Sam regrets that he voted for Nixon. Sam voted for Nixon. 
(4) Sam may regret that he voted for Nixon. Sam voted for Nixon 
(5) If Sam regrets that he voted for Nixon, 
then he is a fool. 

Sam voted for Nixon. 

(6) If I regret later that I haven't told the 
truth, I'll confess it. 

I haven't told the truth. 

(7) If I realize/discover later that I haven't told 
the truth, I'll confess it. 

Lacks presupposition in (6) above. 

(8) If Harry discovers that his wife has been 
playing around, he will be upset. 

Harry's wife has been playing around. 

(9) Harry's wife is a great cook. Harry is married. 

(10) Harry is married and his wife is a great 
cook. 

Lacks presupposition in (9) above. 

(11) If there is a unique Queen of England, she 
is bald. 

Lacks presupposition in (1) and (2) above. 

(12) If Eagleton hadn't been dropped from the 
Democratic ticket, Nixon would have won the 
election. 

Nixon did not win the election. (But this can be 
overruled by context or with the right 
intonation – e.g. stress 'would') 

 
Semantic presupposition (SP): 

A proposition P presupposes that Q iff Q must be true in order that P have a truth-value at all. When any 
presupposition is false, the assertion lacks a truth-value. (Frege/Strawson) 

 
Pragmatic presupposition (PP): 

A proposition P is a pragmatic presupposition of a speaker 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. (Stalnaker) 
 
Presuppositions are something like the background beliefs of the speaker – those propositions whose 
truth he takes for granted. 
 
It is persons, rather than sentences, propositions, or assertions, that have or make presuppositions. We 
could define a derivative notion of sentence presupposition, but Stalnaker thinks it unnecessary for his 
present purposes. 

 
Things that Stalnaker thinks are truisms: 

1. Communication takes place against a background of shared beliefs. Unless we could take some things 
for granted in this way, communication would not be possible. 
 

2. We don't say things that are already taken for granted. 
 

3. We don't assert things incompatible with the common background. 
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4. Assertion aims to distinguish among the possible situations that are compatible with all the beliefs in 

the common ground. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some ways in which (PP) is only a rough approximation, rather than a strict definition: 
 

Sometimes we act as if the common ground is smaller than it actually is. (E.g., A: Cold today, isn't it? B: 
Sure is, windy too. A: Well, Spring will be here before long.) 
 
Sometimes we act as if certain propositions are part of the common background when they are not. E.g., 
we may do this in cases where it would be indiscreet, or insulting, or tedious, or unnecessarily blunt, or 
rhetorically less effective to openly assert a proposition. 
 
Cases such as Sadock's (discussed by Stalnaker in note 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. 
 
Stalnaker gives a rather weak response to this example. Subsequently people have invoked the notion of 
accommodation (introduced by Lewis). The idea is that the hearer will immediately add any 
presuppositions to the common ground, provided that they can be consistently added. Perhaps we also 
need something like the idea that to be accommodated, presuppositions must be uncontroversial. 
Compare: 
 

(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 take my dog to the vet. 

 
(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 take my giraffe to the vet. 

 
So, presupposing is best thought of as a linguistic disposition – a disposition to behave in one's use of language as if 
one had certain beliefs. 
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Four advantages Stalnaker claims for his pragmatic account of presupposition: 
 

(1) Makes possible a simpler semantic theory. 
My cousin isn't a boy any more. 
Context 1: Asserts cousin has grown up; presupposes my cousin is male. 
Context 2: Asserts cousin has changed sexes; presupposes my cousin is young. 

 
(2) On semantic account, presupposition and entailment are parallel and incompatible semantic relations. 

'Sam realizes that P', both entails that P and presupposes in the semantic sense that P. 
On the pragmatic account we can simply say that sometimes what is presupposed is also 
entailed, and sometimes not. 

 
(3) What is presupposed is a matter of degree; this is best explained on the pragmatic account. 

Whether an assumption is added to the common ground is a matter of an inductive inference, 
and the strength of the inference can vary. 
See example (12) above. 

 
(4) Pragmatic account makes it possible to explain some presupposition facts in terms of general 

assumptions about rational conversational strategies. 
(This appeal to rational conversational strategies is similar to Grice's attempts to explain certain 
phenomena by appeal to his cooperative principle and maxims, instead of invoking semantic 
ambiguities – e.g., Grice's appeal to generalized conversational implicatures). 
Example: We can explain why it is inappropriate to assert 'X knows that P' in a context where the 
truth of P is in dispute. 

 
Two sets of facts pointed out by Karttunen (1974): 
 
(A)   Verbs that take sentential complements 

     
Factive   Non-factive 
   (believe, intend, 
   assert, claim, state, say) 

Full factives Semi-factives 
(know, regret, (realize, discover) 
forget, see) 

 
See examples (3) – (7). Karttunen thinks that to explain this difference we must distinguish a strong and a 
weak kind of semantic presupposition. 
 
But Stalnaker wants to dispute both the data and the theoretical account Karttunen gives. 
See example (8), in which a verb that Karttunen labels a semi-factive (viz. 'discover') presupposes the 
truth of the embedded complement sentence. 
Stalnaker thinks there is another pragmatic explanation for why there is a difference in presupposition in 
examples (6) and (7), and why the presupposition is defeated in Karttunen's example (7), but why it is 
present in (8) and with factive verbs generally. 

 
(B)   Presuppositions are blocked in conjunctions and conditionals when the second conjunct or the consequent 

presupposes what is entailed by the first conjunct or the antecedent. 
See examples (9) – (11). 
 
Stalnaker thinks a pragmatic explanation can be given. We do not need to postulate any semantic 
ambiguities. All we need are two assumptions: (i) a speaker may build on what has already been said. (ii) 
When one asserts a conjunction, one asserts both conjuncts. 
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Final comments: 
 

Stalnaker says he is not making any general claims. Possibly some presupposition constraints will have to 
be written into the lexicon. So certain presuppositions would be a matter of meaning. 
 
But this would not make them a matter of content. There may be facts about the meaning of some words 
which play no role in determining the truth-conditions of propositions expressed using those words. 
 
Stalnaker is recommending a separation of context and content. But that doesn't mean he thinks there is 
no interaction between these two things. He does. 
 
He is not recommending throwing problems into the "pragmatic wastebasket". 

 


