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Chapter 9

 Presupp osition  
and Givenness

Bart Geurts

9.1 Introduction

Presuppositions are pieces of information associated with certain lexical items and 
syntactic constructions. There are many such ‘presupposition triggers’, as they are 
called, and the following is just a small selection:

 (1) Factives
  Jack regrets that he cheated at the test. (⇝ Jack cheated at the test.)

 (2) Aspectual verbs
  Jill has stopped writing poetry. (⇝ Jill has been writing poetry.)

 (3) It- clefts
  It was in November that we left for Kiev. (⇝ We left for Kiev.)

 (4) Wh- clefts
  What Bruce ate was kelp. (⇝ Bruce ate something.)

 (5) Focus particles
  Jill ate kelp, too. (⇝ Somebody else ate kelp.)

 (6) Quantifiers
  Jill spoke with all the applicants. (⇝ There were applicants.)

 (7) Definites
  The pizzeria in the Vatican is closed on Sundays. (⇝ There is a pizzeria in the 

Vatican.)

A speaker who utters one of the sentences in (1)– (7) commits himself to the truth of 
the corresponding sentence in brackets. Of course, this does nothing to distinguish 
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presuppositions from ordinary entailments. An utterance of (6), for example, commits 
the speaker to the assumption that Jill spoke with all the female applicants, but this is an 
entailment, not a presupposition. The difference becomes apparent, however, as soon as 
we embed presupposition triggers in non- entailing contexts:

 (8) a. Jill hasn’t stopped writing poetry.
 b. Maybe Jill has stopped writing poetry.
 c. If Jill has stopped writing poetry, her husband will be relieved.

Here (2) is embedded in the scope of a negation operator, a modal operator, and in the 
antecedent of a conditional, and, remarkably, it appears that the sentences in (8) commit 
a speaker to the truth of ‘Jill has been writing poetry’ just as much as (2) does. This be-
haviour sets apart presuppositions from entailments, as the following illustrate:

 (9) a. Jill didn’t speak with all the applicants.
 b. Maybe Jill spoke with all the applicants.
 c. If Jill spoke with all the applicants, she must have a sore throat.

Here (6) is embedded in the same environments as in the previous example, and as in 
(8), the presupposition that there were applicants is part of our understanding of the 
sentences in (9) just as it is with (6). In contrast, the inference that Jill spoke with all 
female applicants, which is an entailment of (6), is not licensed by any of (9a– c).

Generally speaking, presuppositions tend to escape from any embedded position in 
the sense that, whenever a sentence ϕ contains an expression triggering the presupposi-
tion that χ, an utterance of ϕ will imply that χ is true. This is only generally speaking, be-
cause this rule, though correct in the majority of cases, does not hold without exceptions:

 (10)  a.  It is possible that Jack thought the matter over, and that he regrets that he 
cheated at the test.

 b. It is possible that Jack cheated at the test, and that he regrets that he cheated 
at the test.

 (11)  a. If Jack had spinach, what Bruce ate was kelp.
 b. If Bruce ate anything, what he ate was kelp.

 (12)  a.  Jill is hungry, and she believes that the pizzeria in the Vatican is closed on 
Sundays.

 b. Jill believes that there is a pizzeria in the Vatican, and she believes that the 
pizzeria in the Vatican is closed on Sundays.

A factive verb like ‘regret’ or ‘know’ triggers the presupposition that its complement clause 
is true, and so (10a) implies that Jack cheated at the test (cf. (1)), which is in line with the 
observation that presuppositions typically escape from embedded positions. However, 
(10b) shows that this rule does not always hold. Structurally, (10b) is analogous to (10a), 
but whereas the latter presupposes that Jack cheated at the test, the former does not. 
Similarly, it is the case with the sentence pairs in (11) and (12). In (11) the wh- cleft triggers 
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the presupposition that Bruce ate something (cf. (4)), but unlike the structurally identical 
construction in (11a), (11b) does not seem to preserve this presupposition. Finally, by utter-
ing (12a) a speaker would normally commit himself to the assumption that there is a piz-
zeria in the Vatican (cf. (7)), but an utterance of (12b) would not entail this commitment.

It appears from these observations that presuppositions are normally though not in-
variably inherited by the sentences in which they occur. This is the so- called ‘projection 
problem’ for presuppositions: how do the presuppositions of a sentence depend on the 
presuppositions of its parts? This formulation is a bit rough, though, because strictly 
speaking presuppositions are not carried by sentences. Presuppositions are made by 
speakers or, perhaps, utterances. As long as proper care is exerted, it may be convenient 
to speak of presuppositional expressions as inducing inferences which often are ‘in-
herited’ by the sentences in which they occur. But it should be kept in mind that this is 
just a manner of speaking: whenever it is said that sentence ϕ presupposes that χ, what 
is actually meant is that, normally speaking, a speaker who uttered ϕ would thereby 
commit himself to the presupposition that χ is true.

9.2 Presuppositions as Given 
Information

To presuppose something is to take it as given: in some sense or other, the presupposi-
tions of an utterance are prior to the main speech act it serves to perform, which might 
be an assertion, a question, or what have you. Put otherwise, presuppositions are part of 
the context in which a speech act is performed. But what exactly is a context, and how 
does this way of characterizing presuppositions help to solve the projection problem, if 
indeed it helps at all? And come to think of it, isn’t it evident that presuppositions aren’t 
always contextually given? These are the questions that will engage us in the following.

9.2.1  What’s in a context?

The standard answer is that presuppositions are part of the common ground between 
speaker and hearer: by using an expression which triggers the presupposition that χ, 
the speaker signals (or acknowledges) that χ is already part of the common ground 
(Stalnaker 1973, 1974). At any given moment in the discourse, the common ground 
consists of the information all participants accept as true at that point.1 The common 

1 It is often assumed that the relevant notion of acceptance is ‘mutual’ in the following sense: if χ is 
in the common ground, then:
  (a) all participants accept χ;
  (b) all participants accept (a);
  (c) all participants accept (b);
     and so on.
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ground waxes and wanes as the discourse proceeds (though, normally speaking, the 
waxing should predominate), and everything that is common ground, at any given 
point, can be presupposed at that point.

This highly influential view is not without its problems:

 (13) I know you don’t believe General Amigo has any supporters left, but
  I tell you he has, and many of his followers are quite influential, too.

In this example, the definite NP ‘his followers’ triggers the presupposition that General 
Amigo has followers, but according to the speaker, the addressee refuses to accept this 
as true. Nevertheless, despite the fact that this presupposition is expressly stated to be 
outside the common ground, the speaker’s utterance is perfectly coherent. Examples 
like (13) suggest that, in the general case, it is better to say that presuppositions are not 
necessarily given in the sense that they are part of the common ground, but in the sense 
that they are part of the speaker’s commitment slate: the claims, opinions, wishes, etc. 
the speaker has committed himself to by virtue of his linguistic and paralinguistic acts 
(Hamblin 1971; Asher and Lascarides 2008; Schlenker 2010).

It may be that examples like (13) are somewhat exceptional, and that in practice, 
presuppositions are usually contained not only in the speaker’s commitment slate, but 
in the common ground, too. But that doesn’t alter the fact that there are quite funda-
mental differences, technically as well as conceptually, between a commitment- based 
notion of presupposition and the more standard view, according to which presupposi-
tions are common ground, even if the two views are related; for, to a first approximation 
at least, the common ground is just the sum of all the individual speakers’ commit-
ments. However, in the remainder of this article, we will bypass this issue, and use the 
term ‘context’ non- committally.

9.2.2  Accommodation

On any sensible construal of ‘context’, it is not quite right to say that presuppositions 
have to be in the context of utterance when a trigger is used, for in many cases pre-
supposition triggers serve to introduce information that is plainly new. Karttunen 
(1974: 191) gives the following examples:

 (14)  a.  We regret that children cannot accompany their parents to commencement 
exercises. (⇝ Children cannot accompany their parents to commencement 
exercises.)

 b. It has been pointed out that there are counterexamples to my theory.   
(⇝ There are counterexamples to my theory.)

 c. There are almost no misprints in this book. (⇝ There are misprints in 
this book.)

The italicized expressions trigger presuppositions that may well be new. In (14a), for 
instance, the factive verb ‘regret’ triggers the presupposition that children cannot 
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accompany their parents to commencement exercises, and it is clear that this sentence 
may be used felicitously in a context in which the presupposition is not given yet. In 
fact, a construction like this will often be preferred to a straightforward assertion like 
(15), which may sound too blunt:

 (15) Children cannot accompany their parents to commencement exercises.

Hence, presuppositions need not be given information. It is more accurate to say that 
presupposed information is presented as given: a speaker who presupposes something 
represents himself as supposing that the presupposition is already in the context. Just 
as one can present old stories as hot news, a speaker can present new information as 
if it were given. In such a case, the speaker dispenses new information by pretending 
that his audience already knows. Normally, the pretence will be transparent, and it will 
be recognized by everyone that this is what is going on: ‘In some cases, it is just that 
it would be indiscreet, or insulting, or tedious, or unnecessarily blunt, or rhetorically 
less effective to openly assert a proposition that one wants to communicate’ (Stalnaker 
1974: 202). For example, if I arrive late for a meeting, I may say by way of excuse:

 (16) I’m sorry I’m late, my bicycle broke down.

By saying this I presuppose that I have a bicycle. It may be that no one in the audience 
knew this beforehand, but they will let me get away with my presupposition because 
it is innocent enough (in my country, it is quite common for people to own bicycles), 
and because they appreciate that in order to avoid presupposing that I have a bicycle 
I would have had to use a prolix formula such as:

 (17) I’m sorry I’m late, I own a bicycle which I used to get here, and it broke down.

There are at least two ways of conveying to my audience that I have a bicycle: by using 
the definite NP ‘my bicycle’ or by stating that I have ‘a bicycle’. In both cases, the infor-
mation that I have a bicycle may be new, but whereas in the latter case it is presented as 
such (that’s what the indefinite article is for), in the former case it is presented as given 
(that’s what the definite article is for).

Hence, new information can, and often will, be conveyed by way of presupposition, 
but it is important to realize that this is an instance of what Grice (1975) calls ‘exploita-
tion’:  the speaker exploits the rules of communication by breaking them. This form 
of exploitation has come to be known as ‘accommodation’ (Lewis 1979; Beaver and 
Zeevat 2007).

From the hearer’s perspective, accommodation is a form of repair. If the speaker 
presupposes something that is not yet in the context, the hearer may be prepared to go 
along with the speaker’s pretence that his presupposition is already given, and revise 
his representation of the context accordingly. In general, however, hearers will only 
be prepared to accommodate presupposed information that is not particularly news-
worthy. For example, whereas in my part of the world, it is common for people to own 
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bicycles, chariot owners are few and far between, and therefore one would not expect 
to be told that:

 (18) I’m sorry I’m late, my chariot broke down.

If it was a fact that I own a chariot, it would be a remarkable one, and remarkable facts 
are better stated than presupposed.

9.3 Satisfaction

If we view presuppositions as pieces of information that are presented as given, it is 
less than obvious how that view might contribute to solving the projection problem. In 
order to explain how, let us consider the following examples:

 (19)  a. It was Jack who strangled the maid, and Jill shot the bellman.
 b. If it was Jack who strangled the maid, then Jill shot the bellman.

 (20)  a. Jill shot the bellman, and it was Jack who strangled the maid.
 b. If Jill shot the bellman, then it was Jack who strangled the maid.

 (21)  a. Someone strangled the maid, and it was Jack who strangled the maid.
 b. If someone strangled the maid, then it was Jack who strangled the maid.

Each of these sentences contains a cleft sentence which triggers the presupposition that 
someone strangled the maid, and while a speaker who uttered any of the sentences in 
(19) or (20) would be required to accept this presupposition, he would not be taken to 
accept it if he uttered either of the sentences in (21). In the case of (21a), we would say 
that he had asserted rather than presupposed that someone strangled the maid, and 
(21b) doesn’t imply in any way that the maid was strangled.

Intuitively, it is obvious why the presupposition triggered by the wh- cleft is blocked 
in (21a,b), while it goes through in all the examples in (19) and (20). Apparently, if the 
second half of a conjunction or conditional is of the form ϕχ (where χ is a presupposi-
tion triggered in ϕ), and χ is entailed by the first half, then the presupposition will be 
blocked; otherwise it will go through. So the following generalizations seem to hold:

 (22)  a. ‘ϕχ and ψ’ presupposes that χ
  ‘ϕ and ψχ’ presupposes that χ, unless χ is entailed by ϕ

 b. ‘If ϕχ then ψ’ presupposes that χ
  ‘If ϕ then ψχ’ presupposes that χ, unless χ is entailed by ϕ

We might say that these clauses describe the ‘projection profiles’ of ‘and’ and ‘if … 
then’, and as it turns out, they are the same. The idea we will develop in the following 
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is that these projection profiles can be explained in terms of the dynamics of discourse 
contexts.

9.3.1  Context change and satisfaction

An utterance changes the context in which it is made. If I say,

 (23) The Lord is my shepherd.

the context will change in a number of ways. For one thing, I have committed myself to 
the claim that (23) is true. For another, if my audience indicates that they accept my state-
ment (by nodding their consent, for example, or by tacit acquiesence), then it becomes 
part of the common ground that (23) is true. The crucial insight is that such changes may 
take place midway in an utterance, and that these intermediate context shifts may be the 
key to the solution of the projection problem (Stalnaker 1973, 1974; Karttunen 1974).

A speaker who utters a sentence of the form ‘ϕ and ψ’ in a context c, changes c in two 
steps: first c is enlarged to a context (call it ‘c + ϕ’) in which ϕ is true, and then c + ϕ is en-
larged to a context in which ψ is true. Hence, the presuppositions required by ϕ and ψ arise 
in different contexts: presuppositions required by ϕ are taken to be given in c, while presup-
positions required by ψ are taken to be given in c + ϕ. Presuppositions triggered in ψ may still 
impose restrictions on c, but only indirectly. Since ϕ is evaluated in c, any presuppositions 
triggered by ϕ will have to hold in c. However, ψ is evaluated not in c but in c + ϕ, and there-
fore a presupposition triggered in ψ that is entailed by ϕ will impose no restrictions on c.

All of which is just a roundabout way of saying that the presuppositional asymmetry 
of ‘and’ is due to the fact that a speaker who is in the process of uttering a conjunction 
will take for granted the truth of the first conjunct when he starts uttering the second.

This account extends to conditional sentences as follows. It is plausible to assume 
that the antecedent of a conditional statement of the form ‘If ϕ then ψ’, as uttered in a 
context c, serves to temporarily extend c to c + ϕ; for this is what it means to suppose 
that ϕ is true, which is what the if- clause does. Therefore, the local context for ψ is c + ϕ 
rather than c, and any presuppositions required by ψ that are entailed by ϕ will not be 
‘inherited’ by the conditional statement as a whole.

Let’s say that if a sentence of the form ‘ϕ and ψ’ or ‘If ϕ then ψ’ is uttered in context c, 
ϕ’s local context is c and ψ’s local context is c + ϕ. Now the foregoing observations may 
be summed up as follows:

(S) Satisfaction
If a speaker utters a sentence which contains an expression triggering a presupposition 
χ, then χ must be entailed by its local context. (If this condition is not met, accom-
modation may be called upon to ensure that χ is entailed by its local context after all.)

On this view, a presupposition must be given in the sense that it is entailed by the 
local context in which it is triggered. In order to distinguish it from other notions of 
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givenness to be considered below, we will henceforth say, following common usage, 
that a presupposition must be satisfied by its local context.

9.3.2  Issues concerning accommodation and satisfaction

We have arrived at a pragmatic account of presupposition projection which hinges on 
the idea that presuppositions are given information and the assumption that the con-
text of interpretation may change, not only as the result of, but also in the course of, an 
utterance. However, what we have so far is little more than a first step in the direction 
of a full- fledged theory of presupposition. Let us have a brief look at some of the issues 
that arise when we start going in that direction.

Our working hypothesis is that a presupposition must be satisfied in its local context, 
and if it isn’t, it must be accommodated. To a first approximation, this is just to say that 
the presupposition must be added to the context before we proceed to interpret the 
remainder of the utterance. For example, if (24) is uttered in a context c, and c doesn’t 
satisfy the presupposition that Jack has a lawn, then the hearer is expected to interpret 
the asserted content of (24) in c + ‘Jack has a lawn’.

 (24) Jack is mowing his lawn.

This idea is simple enough as long as we proceed from the idea that there is just one 
context per utterance, but in the meantime we have helped ourselves to an enriched 
notion of context, as a consequence of which different parts of an utterance may be 
interpreted in different contexts. Thus we are faced with the question of where presup-
positions must be accommodated.

To see that this is a non- trivial problem, consider the following sentence:

 (25) If he isn’t with Jill, Jack is mowing his lawn.

Suppose that (25) is uttered in context c and that c doesn’t satisfy the presupposi-
tion that Jack has a lawn. Then the local context in which this presupposition is 
triggered is c + ‘Jack isn’t with Jill’; call this local context c′. Now, in which context 
is the presupposition to be accommodated: c or c′? If it is added to c, it is accom-
modated globally, and the interpretation we obtain for (25) can be paraphrased as 
follows:

 (26) Jack has a lawn. If he isn’t with Jill, Jack is mowing his lawn.

Not exactly a paragon of style, but it captures the most natural interpretation of (25) 
well enough. The second option is to accommodate the presupposition locally, in c′, 
which results in a reading along the following lines:

 (27) If he isn’t with Jill, Jack has a lawn and he is mowing his lawn.
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This isn’t pretty, either, but more to the point: the implication that Jack has a lawn is lost, 
and (25) as a whole is construed without this presupposition.

In this case, global accommodation gives us the interpretation we want, but in other 
cases, local accommodation may be called for. For example, if someone calls me on the 
phone, and introduces himself as the Pope, I may utter (28):

 (28) Sure, and if you’re the Pope, I’m the Chinese Empress.

 (29)  a. If you’re the Pope, China has an Empress and I’m the Chinese Empress.
 b. China has an Empress. If you’re the Pope, I’m the Chinese Empress.

In this case, local accommodation gives us the reading in (29a), which seems correct, 
and since it is a well- known fact that China is a republic, it is clearly preferred to the 
global- accommodation reading in (29b).

Since, in general, presuppositions can be accommodated in more than one context, 
we need a way of deciding when to accommodate globally and when to accommodate 
locally.2 Since this issue was first discussed (by Heim 1982), there has been a consensus 
that global accommodation is the norm, and that local accommodation is resorted to 
only if global accommodation would yield an unlikely reading. This proposal leads us 
to expect that (28) is a special case, which it clearly is.

So far, so good. Things are about to become murkier, though, for the notion of ac-
commodation is more problematic than one might think. In our discussion of (25), we 
said that the presupposition that Jack has a lawn is preferably accommodated in the 
global context c rather than its local context c′ = c + ‘Jack isn’t with Jill’. Sure enough, 
this gives us the reading we would like to have. Unfortunately, however, this does not 
follow from the view on presupposition expressed in (S). On that view, the presup-
position that Jack has a lawn (call it χ) must be satisfied in c′, and if it isn’t, c must be 
adjusted (we’re opting for global accommodation) so as to guarantee that χ is satisfied 
in c′. The problem is that, in order to achieve this, we don’t have to add χ to c; for it suf-
fices that we increment c with a weaker proposition, to wit:

 (30) If Jack isn’t with Jill, then he has a lawn.

This is the weakest proposition that, when added to c, suffices to ensure that c′ satisfies 
χ. Which is to say that the global- accommodation reading predicted for (25) is not (26) 
but rather:

 (31) If Jack isn’t with Jill, he has a lawn. If he isn’t with Jill (and therefore has a lawn), 
Jack is mowing his lawn.

2 A third option is ‘intermediate accommodation’, which targets a non- global context between the 
global context and the local context of the presupposition. This option is contentious, because not all 
theories of presupposition projection allow for this possibility, which has prompted some authors to 
claim that intermediate accommodation doesn’t exist (Beaver and Zeevat 2007).
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This may sound potty, but actually it is merely too weak: instead of presupposing 
that Jack has a lawn, we end up with a conditionalized, and therefore weaker, ver-
sion of that presupposition. This is known as the ‘proviso problem’ (Geurts 1996, 
1999a).

It may not be entirely clear, at first, that the proviso problem is much of a problem. 
For if χ is not satisfied in its local context, isn’t it obvious that we want to accommodate 
it in the global context? Yes, that’s what we want. But the point is that, given the satis-
faction view on presupposition, it would be ad hoc to do so, for it follows from (S) that 
a weaker presupposition should suffice, which it doesn’t. Therefore, the search for a 
solution to the proviso problem continues (Beaver 2001; Singh 2007; van Rooij 2007; 
Schlenker 2011).

9.4 Binding

According to the view outlined in the foregoing, presuppositions must be given in 
the sense that they must be satisfied by their local contexts. In this section, we will 
see that there is another notion of givenness that may be implicated in the behaviour 
of at least some presupposition triggers. Around 1990, it was observed that there 
are striking similarities between two parts of the pragmatic forest that had escaped 
notice for two decades: presupposition projection and anaphoric binding (van der 
Sandt 1989, 1992; van der Sandt and Geurts 1991; Kripke 2009). Note, to begin with, 
that many of the examples that are routinely used to explain the projection problem 
sound somewhat redundant, and are markedly improved by deploying anaphoric 
expressions:

 (32)  a. Jill looks good, and she knows {it/ that she looks good}.
 b. Having smoked for nearly 25 years, Jack suddenly decided to quit {∅/ smoking}   

last month.

Clearly, the longer versions of (32a,b) sound more cumbersome than the shorter ones, 
but more importantly, their meanings are the same. These observations already suggest 
that presupposition and anaphora are kindred phenomena. The following examples 
will serve to tease out the similarities a bit further:

 (33)  a. Bruce wore lenses for years, but he doesn’t wear them anymore.
 b. Jack bought a melon, but left it in his car.

 (34)  a. If Bruce ever wore lenses, he doesn’t wear them anymore.
 b. If Jack bought a melon, he left it in his car.

In (33a), the particle ‘anymore’ triggers the presupposition that Bruce used to wear 
lenses, but the sentence as a whole doesn’t presuppose that he did, because the first 
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conjunct explicitly asserts what the second conjunct presupposes; the presupposition 
triggered in the second half of the sentence is satisfied by the first half. Now consider 
(33b). In this example, the pronoun ‘it’ in the second conjunct enjoins the hearer to 
find a suitable referent, which as it happens was introduced in the first conjunct, by 
way of the indefinite ‘a melon’:  the discourse entity associated with ‘it’ is bound to 
(or equated with) that introduced by the indefinite NP (Karttunen 1971; Kamp 1981; 
Heim 1982).

The examples in (34) are similar. On the one hand, one of the key elements of the 
projection problem is to explain why a presupposition triggered in the consequent 
of a conditional is ‘blocked’ if its content is made explicit in the antecedent:  in 
(34a), this is what happens with the presupposition that Bruce used to wear lenses, 
which is triggered by the particle ‘anymore’. On the other hand, a long- standing 
issue for theories of anaphora is how a pronoun in the consequent of a conditional 
can be bound by an indefinite NP in the antecedent; this is what (34b) illustrates 
(Geach 1962).

These and other observations have inspired the idea that anaphora is a special 
case of presupposition (van der Sandt 1992; Geurts 1999a). On this view, presupposi-
tion triggers want to be bound in the same sense that anaphoric pronouns want to 
be bound: they introduce discourse entities that must be given in the local context in 
which they occur. Anaphoric pronouns are special only in that, in general, they are 
difficult to interpret by way of accommodation, but even this is a difference of degree 
rather than kind: whereas (35a) is infelicitous unless the context proffers a suitable ref-
erent for the pronoun, it may be argued that the pronoun in (35b) is interpreted by way 
of accommodation (Geurts 2012):

 (35)  a. I thought it was Vernon.
 b. When the doorbell rang I thought it was Vernon.

In (35b), the pronoun refers to the person who rang the doorbell, who wasn’t men-
tioned before, so this qualifies as an instance of accommodation.

If this view is correct, then the reason why the presuppositions in (33a) and (34a) are 
not ‘inherited’ by the sentences in which they occur is that they are bound sentence- 
internally, just like the pronouns in (33b) and (34b) are bound. On this account, presup-
positions are still given information (or at least presented as such), but ‘givenness’ now 
has a stricter meaning than before: it doesn’t suffice that presuppositions are entailed by 
the local context; rather, presupposition triggers want to be linked to discourse entities 
that are available in the local context. This difference has consequences for the notion 
of accommodation, too. For example, suppose that (36) is uttered in a context in which 
it is not given yet that Jack has a lawn, so that ‘his lawn’ has to be interpreted by way of 
accommodation:

 (36) Jack is mowing his lawn. (= (24))
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On the view expounded in the last section, accommodation requires that the context 
be revised so that it comes to entail that Jack is a lawn owner. On the view currently 
under consideration, accommodation necessitates the introduction of a new discourse 
entity to represent Jack’s lawn. Which is not the same thing, though it may be that the 
latter notion of accommodation implies the former.

Apart from the fact that it offers a unified treatment of presupposition and anaphora, 
another appealing feature of this view is that it doesn’t run into the proviso problem. If 
presuppositions are discourse entities of some sort or other, then, given that the pro-
noun refers to Jack, ‘his lawn’ in (37) requires that Jack’s lawn (or, more accurately, some 
discourse entity representing Jack’s lawn) be contextually given:

 (37) If he isn’t with Jill, Jack is mowing his lawn. (= (25))

If Jack’s lawn is not given, there is, again, more than one context in which it might 
be accommodated, but there is a crucial difference with the satisfaction approach: we 
are not merely trying to ensure that the local context of ‘his lawn’ entails that Jack has 
a lawn; rather, we want to ensure that Jack’s lawn is available in that context. Therefore, 
on the present account, it is fully expected that accommodation involves incrementing 
a context with the integral presupposition as triggered by (say) a definite NP. Hence, if 
the presupposition triggered by ‘his lawn’ in (37) is accommodated globally, we obtain 
the most natural reading of this sentence without further ado:

 (38) Jack has a lawn. If he isn’t with Jill, Jack is mowing his lawn. (= (26))

On the view outlined in the foregoing, presuppositions and pronouns are the same 
kettle of fish, the only difference being that the descriptive content of the latter tends to 
be poorer than that of the former; but that is merely a matter of degree (van der Sandt 
1992; Geurts 1999a). This view seems especially apt for definite NPs, like ‘his lawn’ or 
‘the pizzeria in the Vatican’, which are widely agreed to be closely related to referential 
pronouns; and the difference between the pronoun ‘it’ and a attenuated description like 
‘the thing’ seems very slight indeed.

But how plausible is the more sweeping claim that, in general, anaphora is just a 
special case of presupposition? There are at least some instances of presupposition that, 
prima facie, seem to belie this view. Consider, for example, the well- worn ‘bachelor’ case:

 (39) Bruce is a bachelor.

It is standardly assumed that (39) merely asserts that Bruce is not married, and that it 
presupposes that Bruce is an adult male. If this is a presupposition, it wouldn’t seem 
to be the kind of thing that wants to be bound in the same way a pronoun wants 
to be bound (Geurts 1999b). In this case, at least, the satisfaction view seems more  
natural.
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What about other presupposition triggers? Let us consider some of the variety, 
starting with:

 (40) The judge examined every document. (⇝ There were documents.)

Universal quantifiers have been counted amongst the presupposition- inducing expres-
sions since Strawson (1952). Clearly, (40) will tend to be read as implying that there were 
documents, and this inference projects as any bona fide presupposition would (as we saw 
in the introduction). However, it is also clear that a mere existential inference doesn’t quite 
capture what (40) seems to presuppose, for this sentence requires that some set of docu-
ments be contextually given, or otherwise it will sound odd. It appears, therefore, that this 
presupposition needs to be bound in much the same way as a pronoun needs to be bound.

The same applies, mutatis mutandis, to the presuppositions triggered by focus par-
ticles like ‘too’:

 (41) 17 is prime, too. (⇝ Some number other than 17 is prime.)

With focus on the subject term, (41) implies that 17 is not the only prime number. But 
again, thus formulated, the presupposition is too weak, and indeed it will be a truism 
in many contexts. An utterance of (41) would normally require that at least one prime 
number is contextually salient, and if this condition isn’t met, the sentence will sound 
odd. In this case, too, it seems that the presupposition is not merely existential and 
wants to be bound.

In contradistinction to the last two examples, the presupposition triggered by a fac-
tive verb does not require a contextual antecedent: (42) is a perfectly acceptable way of 
announcing, inter alia, that something was wrong:

 (42) Jill knew that something was wrong. (⇝ Something was wrong.)

Prima facie, at least, it seems that factive presuppositions are just existential, and need 
not be given in any stronger sense.

Let’s take stock. In the foregoing, we introduced two notions of givenness. One is 
purely existential, and merely requires that some proposition be entailed by the context. 
The other might be called ‘referential’, and requires that some discourse entity be con-
textually available. We surveyed preliminary evidence that, of the many inferences that 
pass the standard projection test for presuppositionhood, some need to be given in the 
second sense, whereas for others it suffices if they are given in the first sense. It must be 
stressed, though, that the evidence is preliminary, and that the classification of presup-
position triggers is a hairy matter if anything is. There seems to be a widespread feeling, 
in the more recent literature, that presupposition is not a unified phenomenon, but there 
isn’t anything like a consensus on how to proceed from there (Zeevat 1992, 2002; Geurts 
1999b; Beaver and Geurts 2010; Abrusán 2010; Simons et al. 2010). Still, for definites the 
referential model seems to be the most appropriate, and in the following we will assume 
that it is.
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9.5 Specifics

One of the hallmarks of presuppositions is that, if they aren’t satisfied or bound, they tend 
to take scope over anything else in the sentence.3 In general, this property makes for a stark 
contrast between definite and indefinite NPs, with the latter having a strong preference for 
being interpreted in situ. However, indefinite NPs can have a so- called ‘specific’ reading, 
and on this reading they behave very much as if they were definite (Givón 1978; Fodor and 
Sag 1982; Geurts 1999b; Matthewson 1999). The first indefinite in (43) is a case in point:

 (43) Last week, several students were harassed by a 43- year- old man posing as a 
casting agent.

Though in principle it may be possible to read this sentence as being non- committal as 
to whether all the students were harassed by the same man, normally speaking it would 
be understood that they were.

In general, the distinction between definite and indefinite NPs is clear enough: while 
the purpose of definite NPs is to refer to entities that are given (in some sense or other), 
indefinite NPs introduce new discourse entities; and while definite NPs routinely 
escape from the scope of any operator, indefinite NPs usually stay put. Specific indef-
inites blur this pattern. In particular, a specific indefinite seems to have much the same 
interpretative effects as a definite that is construed by way of accommodation. This is 
the reason why I propose to dwell on specific indefinites for a while, even if this may 
seem to take us away from our main topic.

Let’s have a closer look at the commonalities between definites and specific indef-
inites. In many languages, these two categories are bracketed together in some respect 
or other. In English, for instance, the nominal constituent of a partitive PP must be 
definite or specific; non- specific indefinites and quantified NPs are not allowed in this 
position (Ladusaw 1982):

 (44) Jack is one of {the/ several/ *most/ *all/ *sm/ *∅} employees who will be fired.

Here ‘sm’ represents unstressed ‘some’, which has a distinct preference for a non- specific 
reading, like the bare plural, indicated by ‘∅’.

Perhaps the most telling evidence for the kinship between definiteness and specific-
ity is that in language after language they are lumped together into the same morpho-
syntactic rubric. I will give a handful of more or less arbitrarily chosen examples. In 
Bemba, a Bantu language, there is a class of nominal prefixes of the form ‘consonant– 
vowel’, and another class of the form ‘vowel– consonant– vowel’. The former are used 

3 I am using the notion of ‘scope’ merely to characterize the sort of readings that tend be associated 
with certain expressions, leaving it open whether or not these readings can be accounted for in terms of 
scope- taking, in the grammatical sense of the word.
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to mark non- specific indefinites, while the latter alternatively convey definiteness or 
specificity. The following examples are from Givón (1978); here and in the following 
glosses are reproduced from the original source:

 (45) a. Umu- ana a- a- fwaaya ci- tabo.
vcv- child he- past- want cv- book

 ‘The child wanted a book (be it any).’

b. Umu- ana t- a- somene ci- tabo.
vcv- child neg- he- past- readcv- book

 ‘The child didn’t read a/ any book.’

c. Umu- ana a- a- fwaaya ici- tabo.
vcv- child he- past- want vcv- book

 ‘The child wanted the book’ or
 ‘The child wanted a specific book.’

St’át’imcets (Lillooet Salish) features an indefinite article which can only occur within 
the scope of a negative expression, a question, a modal, and so on. In the absence of 
such operators another article must be used, which has a specific- definite function. The 
following examples are from Matthewson (1999):

 (46) a. Cw7aoz kw- s áts’x- en- as ku sqaycw.
Neg Det- Nom see- Tr- 3Erg Det man

 ‘S/ he didn’t see any men.’

b. * Áts’x- en- as      ku         sqaycw.
see- Tr- 3Erg        Det       man

 ‘S/ he saw a man.’

 (47)  a. Húy- lhkan                ptakwlh,     ptákwlh- min        lts7a     ti
  going.to- 1sg.Subj     tell.story     tell.story- Appl     here      Det

  smém’lhats- a …
  woman.Dimin- Det

  ‘I am going to tell a legend, a legend about a girl …’

 b. Wa7      ku7          ílal      láti7      ti         smém’lhats- a
  Prog      Quot      cry      Deic      Det      woman.Dimin- Det

  ‘The girl was crying there.’

The foregoing observations should suffice to show that many languages treat definite-
ness and specificity as related notions, which together stand in opposition to non- specific 
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indefiniteness. How are we to interpret this pattern in the light of our discussion of presup-
position and givenness? We have assumed that, de jure, the definite article signals given-
ness: by using an expression of the form ‘the N’, the speaker presents an individual as given. 
However, we have seen that, de facto, the referent of a definite NP is often new, in which 
case the hearer is expected to accommodate a suitable discourse referent before he proceeds 
to interpret the speaker’s utterance. This goes some way to account for the kinship between 
definites and specific indefinites: both types of expression will serve to introduce new ref-
erents into the context, though in the case of definite NPs that is not their proper function.

However, this can only be part of the story, for it doesn’t explain why specific indef-
inites seem to project in much the same way as definites do. In the following section, 
we will see that this may be just part of a much bigger issue, and gesture in the general 
direction where a solution might be found.

9.6 Not at Issue

Ever since they were introduced by Frege (1892), presuppositions have been viewed as 
ancillary to another type of content, which Frege identified as the ‘thought’ expressed 
by the sentence (in modern parlance this would be the ‘proposition’). In the recent 
literature, more pragmatic dichotomies are commonly preferred, and presupposition 
is variously opposed to ‘foregrounded information’ (Geurts 1999b), ‘assertion’ (Abbott 
2000; Horn 2002c), the ‘main point’ of an utterance (Abrusán 2010), what is ‘at issue’ 
(Simons et al. 2010), and so on. Although the finer points vary from case to case, it 
seems to me that the same core intuition underlies all these proposals, and I will focus 
on that, mixing terminology ad libitum.

By uttering a sentence a speaker usually conveys a considerable amount of informa-
tion, only a small portion of which is central to his concerns. The remainder is less im-
portant vis- à- vis the speaker’s main point: it merely serves to anchor the foregrounded 
information to the context, or is entered en passant. Backgrounded information is 
not necessarily unimportant, but it is of secondary interest in relation to what is fore-
grounded. Thus the notion of background is primarily a negative one: backgrounded 
information is what is left when we abstract out the speaker’s main point.

It may well be, therefore, that it is impossible to provide a single positive description 
covering all ways of backgrounding. What does this have to do with projection? The 
answer is seemingly straightforward (Geurts 1999b; Simons et al. 2010):

Buoyancy
Backgrounded information projects.

Actually, this simplicity is quite deceptive, because all sorts of issues are lurking in 
the wings. Unfortunately, however, we’ll have to keep them lurking, and confine our 
attention to the essentials. While there is a broad agreement that the behaviour of at 
least some presupposition triggers can be explained in terms of Buoyancy, or something 
very much like it, that is where the consensus ends, and different authors would paint 
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the general picture in rather different ways. In the following I will paint my own ver-
sion. In my view, a crucial characteristic of the notion of background is that it doesn’t 
entail givenness in either of the senses discussed above; only the converse is true. 
Backgrounded information may be given, or presented as given, but new information is 
not necessarily foregrounded. For example, enclosing new information in (intonational 
or orthographic) parentheses often serves to indicate that it is of secondary importance, 
which is to say that it is backgrounded, but not that it is presented as given in any 
strong sense.

If backgrounded information need not be given, there is no reason why it couldn’t be 
marked as new. My suggestion is that this is not just a logical possibility: backgrounded 
information sometimes is marked as new, for this is precisely what specificity comes 
down to. Intuitively, specific indefinites carry information that is used to set the stage 
for the utterance’s main point. Like presuppositions, specific indefinites are separate 
units of communication, to be integrated into the context before the remainder of the 
utterance is processed; this is why semantically incorporated indefinites cannot be 
specific (van Geenhoven 1998).

If this view is on the right track, then the projection behaviour of the first indefinite 
in (48) is due to the fact that ‘a 43- year- old man posing as a casting agent’ is interpreted 
as separate information which is of secondary importance to the sentence’s main point, 
and will therefore project out, courtesy of the Buoyancy principle:

 (48) Last week, several students were harassed by a 43- year- old man posing as a 
casting agent. ( = (43))

On this view, specificity is a pragmatic phenomenon.
Returning to the topic of presupposition, one of the main attractions of the Buoyancy 

principle is that it may help to explain why presuppositions are triggered. Thus far, we 
have taken it for granted that certain expressions trigger presuppositions while others 
do not, and in some cases it is arguable that that is all the explanation we are going to 
get. For example, it seems quite likely that the definite article is a presupposition trigger 
because that’s its job; likewise for focus particles like ‘too’. In many other cases, however, 
it seems that presupposition triggering is not just a matter of convention.

Consider, for example, lexical inferences like the following, which have often been 
said to be presuppositional in nature:

 (49) Bruce is a bachelor. (⇝ Bruce is a man.) ( = (39))

A naive account of this inference would be to suppose that the lexical content of ‘bach-
elor’ falls into two parts:  an assertional part which specifies that ‘bachelor’ is truth-
fully predicated only of unmarried individuals, and a presuppositional part which says, 
among other things, that a bachelor is a man; of course, it is the second half of the con-
tent of ‘bachelor’ that triggers the presupposition in (49). There are several problems 
with this naive account. First, as it stands, this analysis implies that every occurrence of 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Fri Aug 19 2016, NEWGEN

02_oxfordhb-9780199697960-part2.indd   196 8/19/2016   6:25:13 PM



Presupposition and Givenness   197

   197

‘bachelor’ gives rise to the presupposition that the individual it is being applied to is a 
man, and therefore it predicts, for instance, that

 (50) Jill is allergic to bachelors.

means something like, ‘Jill is allergic to unmarried individuals who are presupposed to 
be men’, which is not what we want. The solution to this problem is fairly obvious: the 
word ‘bachelor’ should only be allowed to trigger its presupposition when it is being used 
predicatively. But this seems to entail that ‘bachelor’ is ambiguous between a presuppos-
ing and a non- presupposing reading, which is not exactly an appealing consequence.

The second problem, which is related to the first, is the following. Suppose that it 
is encoded in the lexicon that predicating ‘bachelor’ of some individual a carries with 
it the presupposition that a is a man. Consider now how the words ‘bachelor’ and 
‘man’ are related to each other: the former is a hyponym of the latter, and the only 
distinctive feature of the word ‘bachelor’ is that it applies to unmarried individuals. 
But at the same time that is all we are saying, as opposed to presupposing, when we 
call somebody a bachelor. Could this be a coincidence? I think it is pretty clear that 
it is not. For one thing, other hyponyms behave alike: ‘spinster’ presupposes ‘female’, 
‘woodpecker’ presupposes ‘bird’, and so on. For another, an intuitively plausible story 
about this phenomenon is readily available. If a speaker utters (49), it is likely that 
the essential bit of information he intends to convey is that Bruce is married, not 
that Bruce is an adult male. Therefore, the information that Bruce is a man is back-
grounded, which implies, courtesy of the Buoyancy principle, that it will project.

9.7 Where Are We Now?

It is not very clear where the foregoing discussion leaves us. We started, as is standard, 
by operationalizing the concept of presupposition in terms of projection: the hallmark 
of presuppositions, we said, is that they exhibit projection behaviour. But in the mean-
time we have seen that all that projects is not a presupposition; for example, specific 
indefinites give rise to projection effects too, but we wouldn’t want to say that they are 
presupposition triggers. Furthermore, we have seen that distinctions have to be made 
within the class of canonical presupposition triggers, too. For example:

 • Some presuppositions are easier to interpret by way of accommodation than 
others (section 9.3).

 • Whereas some presuppositional expressions invite a binding analysis, which 
brackets them with anaphors, others resist such a treatment, and are more natu-
rally construed in terms of satisfaction (section 9.5).

 • Whereas some presuppositions are triggered lexically, others may be induced 
non- conventionally, e.g. by something along the lines of the Buoyancy principle 
(section 9.5).
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Apparently, there is quite a bit of taxonomizing to do. In my view, this is one of the 
main problems that theories of presupposition are currently facing. A further issue is 
partly contingent on the first: while for most of this article, we have been supposing that 
presupposition is to be analysed in terms of givenness, the observations of the last two 
sections undermine that assumption. If it is true that a principle like Buoyancy explains 
the projection behaviour of at least some of the traditional presupposition triggers, 
then in these cases there is no essential connection between presupposition and given-
ness. Of course, there may be a non- essential connection: it may be that backgrounding 
is most naturally construed as givenness. But since not all backgrounded material is 
given (or even just presented as given), givenness cannot be called upon to explain why 
information projects.

Which leaves us with the last issue, the most fundamental of them all: Why do pre-
suppositions and their kin project? To the best of my knowledge, we don’t have a prin-
cipled answer to this question, yet.

We have not succeeded in answering all our problems— indeed we sometimes feel 
we have not completely answered any of them. The answers we have found have 
only served to raise a whole set of new questions. In some ways we feel that we are 
as confused as ever, but we think we are confused on a higher level and about more 
important things. (Kelley 1951: 2)4
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