
Presupposition Cancellation:
Explaining the Soft-Hard Trigger Distinction

Márta Abrusán
CNRS, IRIT Toulouse, and currently IJN Paris

Final version to appear in Natural Language Semantics

December 14, 2015

Abstract

Some presuppositions are easier to cancel than others in embedded contexts.
This contrast has been used as evidence for distinguishing two fundamentally dif-
ferent kinds of presuppositions, ‘soft’ and ‘hard’. ‘Soft’ presuppositions are usually
assumed to arise in a pragmatic way, while ‘hard’ presuppositions are thought to be
genuine semantic presuppositions. This paper argues against such a distinction and
proposes to explain the difference in cancellation from inherent differences in how
preposition triggers interact with the context: their focus-sensitivity, anaphoricity
and question-answer congruence. As a second aim, the paper also derives the pre-
suppositions of additive particles such as too, also, again and it-clefts.

1 Introduction: Presupposition cancellation vs. sus-

pension

It has been observed since the seventies that presuppositions in embedded contexts are
cancellable cf. Karttunen (1971), Stalnaker (1974a), Gazdar (1979), van der Sandt (1992),
Chierchia and McConnell-Ginet (2000), Simons (2001), Beaver (2010), Abbott (2006),
among others. An example of direct cancellation is (1a,b). Unembedded presuppositions
are normally not cancellable, cf. (1c):
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(1) a. The king of France did not eat the cake: there is no king of France.
b. A: Did the king of France eat the cake?

B: I doubt it: there is no king of France.
c. #The king of France ate the cake, but there is no king of France.

Cancellation, in most cases, is only felicitous if reinforced by explicit denial of the pre-
supposed content, though it has been argued to be possible in isolated negated sentences
as well. For example, some people have the intuition that (2) can be understood as not
presupposing that there is a king of France:1

(2) I did not talk to the king of France. (from Heim 1990)

Three types of approaches have been proposed for presupposition cancellation under
negation. The first type, going back to Gazdar (1979) and Soames (1979) assumes that pre-
suppositions are always cancellable whenever this does not contradict the entailed meaning
of a sentence. (1c) is odd, because here the presupposition is also entailed, hence non-
cancellable. The second type of approach, originating in Horn (1972, 1985), assumes that
cases of cancellation involve a special, presupposition cancelling ‘metalinguistic’ negation
(or ‘denial’). (See also van der Sandt 1991, 1998 and, for a proposal that is similar in
spirit, but does not propose two types of negation, Geurts 1998.) Metalinguistic negation
(or denial), unlike normal negation, can target presupposed content as well. The third
type of approach, originating in Heim (1983), assumes that presuppositions might be lo-
cally accommodated under negation (or other operators). Local accommodation, in effect,
amounts to adding the content of the presupposition to the asserted content targeted by
negation, which is why the presupposition cannot be detected any more.

Presupposition cancellation under negation, at least when reinforced by explicit denial
of the content of the presupposition, is not particularly sensitive to the identity of the
presupposition trigger: the content of any presupposition can be denied this way. However,
presupposition cancellation in other embedded contexts, and without explicit denial, seems
highly sensitive to the nature of the presupposition trigger involved. This phenomenon has
been sometimes called presupposition suspension2 or contextual neutralization (see Abbott
2006, Abusch 2002, 2010, Simons 2001) or simply subsumed under the term cancellation.
Typically, examples of presupposition suspension cited in the literature involve verbal
triggers such as discover or realize. (3a) is a classic example from Karttunen (1971), and
(3b) is an example spelling out ignorance explicitly:

1Various factors that facilitate such spontaneous cancellation have been identified in the literature, e.g.
topicality (e.g. Strawson 1964, Reinhart 1981) or the possibility of verification (cf. Lasersohn 1993, von
Fintel 2004) or the interaction of these (Abrusán and Szendröi 2013).

2Horn (1972) also discusses a form of cancellation that he calls ‘suspension’, in which the content of
the presupposition is not directly negated, but is still explicitly put to doubt:

(i) John does not realise that Sue loves him, if indeed she does.

I assume these examples are a subtype of cancellation under negation.
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(3) a. If I discover/realize later that I have not told the truth, I will confess it to
everyone. (Karttunen 1971)

b. I have no idea if Mary is cheating on John. But if he discovers that she is, he
will be sad.

In contrast, presuppositions of additive particles such as too, again as well as clefts have
been shown to resist suspension:

(4) a. I have no idea whether John read the proposal. # But if Bill read it too, let’s
ask them to confer and simply give us a yes/no response. (Abusch 2010)

b. I have no idea whether Jane ever rented Manhattan, #but perhaps she is renting
it again.3 (Simons 2001)

c. I have no idea whether anyone read that letter. # But if it is Bill who read
it, let’s ask him to be discreet about the content. (Abusch 2010:p.3)

The above cases of suspension should be distinguished from examples such as (5),
in which the presupposition appears to be globally accommodated (cf. Karttunen 1974,
Thomason 1990, Klinedinst 2012 among others): in these (unembedded) cases the content
of the presupposition is implied, but it fails to be pragmatically presupposed:

(5) We regret to inform you that the swimming pool is closed. (Thomason 1990)

First, global accommodation seems to be unselective with respect to the triggers involved,
modulo the anaphoricity of certain triggers. Second, as was stressed by Klinedinst (2012),
such examples show a more general property of conversation, namely that speakers can
silently adjust their context to accommodate presupposed information (cf. Stalnaker 1974a;
Karttunen 1974; Lewis 1979; Heim 1983; van der Sandt 1992; Stalnaker 2002; von Fintel
2008, among others). Such examples thus do not show the softness of presuppositions,
but show that the common ground assumed by conversational participants is influenced
by utterances in rather subtle ways. In contrast, the cases of suspension discussed above
require flexibility in predicting what is actually implied by a sentence / what presupposition
gets projected, not silent adjustments of the context.

The difference in the suspendability of various presuppositions calls for explanation.
Notice that simply assuming that presuppositions are cancellable is of no help, since it
does not predict any differences among triggers. Likewise for the possibility of local ac-
commodation under various operators other than negation: in this case too the variation in
the possibility of suspension remains a mystery. Finally, assuming ‘metalinguistic’ condi-
tionals and other connectives would run into the same problem, exacerbating it by adding
mysterious operators to the grammar.

Most recent analyses in the literature therefore attempt to capture the observed pattern
by distinguishing two types of presupposition triggers, usually referred to as soft and hard
triggers, following the terminology introduced by Abusch (2002, 2010). Triggers that are

3According to an anonymous reviewer, some speakers find examples with again better than examples
with too.
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usually classified as soft include cognitive factives, change of state verbs, accomplishment
verbs, and the existential presupposition of focus (and possibly more triggers), while the
list of hard triggers is assumed to contain emotive factives, focus particles, clefts, definite
descriptions, etc.4 The descriptive generalisation usually assumed is that presuppositions
of ‘soft’ triggers can be suspended, while presuppositions of ‘hard’ triggers cannot. What
the difference between the two types of triggers actually amounts to has been the subject of
numerous proposals. The common thread in most of these is that presuppositions of ‘soft’
triggers are pragmatically derived in some way or another (see Simons 2002, Abusch 2002,
2010, Abbott 2006, Chemla 2009, Romoli 2014 for various versions of this idea), while
presuppositions of ‘hard’ triggers are real tough semantic presuppositions. The volatile na-
ture of ‘soft’ triggers is observed either because they are in fact conversational implicatures
instead of being true presuppositions (cf. proposals by Simons 2002, Chemla 2009, Romoli
2014), or because they are thought to be special, pragmatic presuppositions (Abusch 2002,
2010, Abbott 2006). Either way, all these approaches maintain that the presuppositions of
the two types of triggers are of a fundamentally different nature.

This paper proposes that the observed differences can be explained even if we assume
that ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ triggers have fundamentally the same type of presupposition. Note
that this conclusion is also supported by recent experimental evidence, cf. Schwarz (2014).
I propose that the variation in suspendability follows from the complex interaction of the
triggers (and the sentences that contain them) with focus, anaphoricity, the discourse con-
text and the way presuppositions are triggered. Thus I argue that there is no need to
postulate two fundamentally different types of presuppositions (semantic and pragmatic),
or to attempt (in my view unsuccessfully) to assimilate soft triggers to conversational im-
plicatures. The differences can be explained if we look carefully at how presuppositions
arise to begin with and how the presupposition generation process interacts with the sur-
rounding context, via focus and anaphoricity.

First, I argue that the semantics and pragmatics of focus interacts non-trivially with the
presupposition generation process of many triggers: This is the case at least for factives,
additive particles, it-clefts and (unsurprisingly) the presuppositions of focus itself. This
interaction can take at least two forms: (i) I propose that the presuppositions of factives and
also additive particles are triggered by the mechanism introduced in Abrusán (2011). This
mechanism itself is focus-sensitive in the sense that when the content of what would become
the presupposition is focussed, no presupposition is predicted to be generated. The content
of the presupposition is expressed by a constituent in the case of factives, but not in the case
of additive particles, and as a result ‘suspension’ (i.e. not-generation) of presuppositions
will only arise in the former case. (ii) I propose that the existential presupposition of focus
as well as it-clefts is generated by the alternative-based triggering mechanism of Abusch
(2010). The alternative generation mechanism is itself sensitive to the focus semantics in
both cases. The difference in the ‘suspendability’ of the existential presupposition of focus
vs. it-clefts boils down to the more stringent question-answer congruence requirement that

4Definite descriptions, as was noted by Abbott 2006 and Walker 2012, might be a mixed type according
to this classification.
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it-clefts place on the context than focus. As a result, the existential presupposition of
focus is sometimes not generated from the alternatives, while such cases will not (or only
exceptionally) arise with it-clefts.

The outcome of the discussion is that the difference observed among various triggers is
due to their meaning, syntactic form, and the way they interact with context. It does not
necessarily depend on how presuppositions are triggered, or whether the presupposition
is pragmatic or semantic. In all the cases discussed, examples where the presupposition
is ‘suspended’ (factives, focus) are analysed as examples where the presupposition is not
even triggered to begin with. The observed differences thus do not provide evidence for
postulating two fundamentally different kinds of presuppositions.

This should not be taken to mean that all presuppositions have the same properties, or
that they all arise in the same way. Indeed I argue that various presuppositions are quite
different and have diverging properties (see also Tonhauser et al. 2013 for this point). I also
propose that different presuppositions might be triggered by different processes, e.g that
of Abrusán (2011) (factives, change of state verbs, additive particles) or that of Abusch
(2010) (e.g. focus, it-clefts). However, at the end of the day, presupposition suspension and
presupposition triggering are orthogonal to each other; ‘suspension’ facts do not provide
evidence for a particular type of presupposition or triggering mechanism.

Finally, note that this paper will be agnostic about the question whether presuppo-
sitions are a pragmatic or a semantic phenomenon, though there is no doubt that any
presupposition places pragmatic requirements on the context. But what is not yet clear is
whether presuppositions are also encoded in the semantics, and if yes, how is this encoding
best represented and which (if any) presuppositions are encoded in this way. One of the
points of this paper that neither suspension facts nor the triggering mechanism inform us
about this question. The triggering component has a context-sensitive (and thus prag-
matic) aspect, but it need not be entirely pragmatic: some presuppositions come about via
an interplay of cognitive and pragmatic factors that might be at least partly lexicalised (cf.
Abrusán 2011). The problem of presupposition triggering (and presuppositions in general)
is more likely a set of problems about the interaction of syntax, semantics, pragmatics and
general cognitive mechanisms, and its output is likely not reducible to one type of ‘correct’
representation. We are just beginning to scratch the surface of this difficult topic.

2 Explaining Presupposition Suspension

This section explains why presupposition suspension might arise in some cases but not
others. There are two primary reasons: (i) First, I show that Abrusán’s (2011) mecha-
nism can trigger both the presuppositions of both factives and additive particles. This
mechanism is focus sensitive, in that focus might make information prominent that would
otherwise remain in the background and be presupposed. By making this information
prominent, focus effectively blocks the presupposition triggering mechanism from applying
to it. Below I show that this derives the suspension data that arise with factive verbs,
and also that it predicts the lack of suspension in the case of additive presuppositions.
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(ii) Second, I argue that both the existential presupposition of focus and the existential
presupposition of it-clefts arise from the alternative-based triggering mechanism proposed
in Abusch (2002, 2010). The differences in suspendability arise from the different types of
background questions that these items can associate with.

Ultimately, I argue that the way in which a presupposition is generated and whether
it can be suspended are orthogonal. In order to understand presupposition ‘suspension’,
we need to look at the broader context of the utterance and the complex interactions of
the triggering mechanisms with the context in which presuppositions arise. This paper
proposes to do exactly that.

2.1 Presuppositional verbs and the effects of focus

In an insightful paper Beaver (2010) suggested that the informational, focus structure
of the sentence seems to play a crucial role for whether suspension is observed (cf. also
Kadmon 2001). As Beaver observes, examples such as (3a) above are odd if the matrix
verb is focused and are normally read with focus on the embedded clause. In Beaver’s
own example, (6), the same point is illustrated. The sentence in (6b), in which the verb is
focused, implies that the student is guilty. This contrasts with (6a), in which the embedded
clause is focused, where there is no such implication:5

(6) a. If the TA discovers that [your work is plagiarized]F, I will be [forced to notify
the Dean]F.

b. If the TA [discovers]F that your work is plagiarized, I will be [forced to notify
the Dean]F.

Beaver thus concludes that focusing and information structure plays an important part in
presupposition suspension. This calls for explanation even if we assume that factives have
volatile, pragmatic presuppositions: Why do their presuppositions seem to be suspended
when the sentences in which they appear are appropriately focused?

There are two answers in the literature to this question. Abrusán (2011) presents a
triggering system that derives the presuppositions of attitude predicates, aspectual pred-
icates and various ‘happens-before’ entailments of verbs from the interplay of a default
(grammaticalised) and a context-sensitive (pragmatic) mechanism. The central idea be-
hind this paper was that presuppositions of such triggers arise from the way our attention
structures the complex informational content of a sentence. Some aspects of the informa-
tion conveyed are such that we pay attention to them by default, even in the absence of
contextual information. On the other hand, contextual cues or conversational goals can
divert attention to types of information that we would not pay attention to by default.
Either way, whatever we do not pay attention to, be it by default, or in context, is what
ends up presupposed. Abrusán (2011) has argued that any information that is conveyed

5Example (6) is slightly modified from the original, the focused part being the entire embedded clause
in the present discussion, but only the verb plagiarized in the original version. These two cases are hard
to tell apart phonetically in English, but Hungarian indicates that more likely the latter is the case.

6



by the sentence but is not about the main event described is such that we do not pay
attention to it by default, and is thus presupposed, unless there is some contextual factor
(e.g. focus) that directs attention to this information as well. When this happens, what
would normally be presupposed is not presupposed any more: i.e we have presupposition
‘suspension’.

In the absence of extra contextual information, this system predicts that the comple-
ment of factive verbs will be presupposed. This is based on a calculation of what part
of the overall semantic content of a complex sentence constitutes its main point (at is-
sue content) and what part is independent from the default main point. By hypothesis,
whatever is independent from the main point will be presupposed. (For details, I refer
the reader to the original paper.) Contextual factors come into play by being able to turn
information that would normally not be part of the main point (and thus would become
presupposed) into a secondary main point. One such contextual factor that is able to inter-
act with the presupposition triggering mechanism is focus: If the information that would
otherwise be presupposed is focused, it is turned into a secondary (pragmatic) main point.
Since presuppositions have to be independent both from the default and any secondary
main points, focusing a certain semantic content effectively prevents it from being turned
into a presupposition by the triggering mechanism. Thus the ‘suspension’ facts that we
observe above with focus do not show a contextual removal of a presupposition by focus;
instead, focus interacts with the presupposition triggering mechanism preventing the pre-
supposition from being triggered to begin with. In other words, the content that would be
presupposed otherwise, stays part of the main point (at-issue content) of the sentence.

Is the proposed mechanism semantic or pragmatic? Both. The question is why we feel
some parts of the meaning represent the main point and others do not. The reply pro-
posed is that this has default, automatic components (the calculation of the grammatical
main point) and context sensitive, pragmatic components (the calculation of the secondary
main point). The calculation of the grammatical main point presumably becomes gram-
maticalised to some extent, i.e. the presuppositions of verbs such know are not calculated
anew every time we hear them. In contrast, the mechanism that selects a secondary main
point is based on the focus structure of the utterance, and via focus-question congru-
ence, on the immediate background question. This second component is clearly pragmatic.
What ends up being presupposed is the result of several complex factors, and cross-cuts
the semantic-pragmatic divide.6

The second answer is the radically context-sensitive approach of Simons et al. (2010,
2014) in which presuppositions are calculated purely from the conversational structure.
According to the first of these accounts what becomes presupposed (what projects) is
always calculated based on the Question Under Discussion that is given in the context.
The main idea is that what does not address the current QUD projects. Observe the
following example, originally in Beaver (2010):

6Notice that Abrusán (2011) derives the presuppositions of atomic sentences, and presuppositions of
complex sentences are predicted from the presuppositions of atomic sentences they contain, via a separate
projection mechanism. We might further assume that in quantificational contexts bound variables are
replaced with anaphoric free variables, as in Sudo (2013).
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(7) ...I haven’t tried this with wombats though, and if anyone discovers that the method
is also wombat-proof, I’d really like to know.

Simons et al. argue that the first clause of the above example raises the question Does
the method work with wombats? Since the complement of discover in the second clause
addressees this question, it is not predicted to be presupposed. The same type of reasoning
could also be extended to (6a), assuming that focus marks the current QUD. However, the
simple hypothesis does not make correct predictions (see also the discussion in Abrusán
2011). For this reason, Simons et al. (2014) propose a specific projection mechanism for
attitude verbs that only considers whether their complement projects:

(8) Projection of the content of the complement of an attitude verb occurs when the
best explanation for relevance of the Congruent Question to the QUD requires
attribution of belief in that content to the speaker. (p.8, Simons et al. 2014)

The Congruent Question is a subset of the focal alternatives of the sentence in considera-
tion. Note that the above rule already takes it for granted what part of the overall meaning
of the sentence with an attitude verb might project: namely whatever corresponds to the
complement clause. Unfortunately, even with this stipulation, the resulting system in Si-
mons (2014) is still rather ad-hoc, especially for examples taken out of context, for which
it needs to be stipulated that the implicit congruent question they answer itself carries a
factive presupposition. I refer the reader interested in the details of this theory to Simons
et al.’s (2014) paper.

It is not the aim of this paper to enter into the details of the above debate. Instead, what
is interesting to point out is that both Abrusán’s (2011) and Simons et al.’s (2014) papers
leave a room for the explanation of the focus-sensitivity of the factive presupposition. But
note that this is independent from whether we assume that the presupposition itself is
purely pragmatic or not.

Focus-sensitivity might also explain the differences among factive verbs with respect
to how easy it is to find examples of them with a non-presuppositional reading. It is
relatively easy to find examples of cognitive factives such as discover, realise, find out, no-
tice, remember, recognise, admit, know, (un)aware that, etc. with a non-presuppositional
reading: Beaver (2010) offers abundant, naturally occurring examples such as (6) with a
wide range of cognitive factives including know, be aware, notice, realise, discover, noting
the importance of the above described focus marking pattern for obtaining the non- pre-
suppositional reading. More difficult is to find examples of non-presuppositional readings
of emotive factives, e.g. regret, be happy that, be glad that, be annoyed that, etc. This
difference has motivated the traditional distinction between true factives and semi-factives
(cf. Karttunen 1971, Stalnaker 1974b, Chierchia and McConnell-Ginet 2000), and later
gave rise to emotive factives being classified as ‘hard’ triggers, and cognitive factives as
‘soft’ triggers (Abbott 2006). I hypothesise that the differences in how volatile the presup-
positions of factive verbs can be correlates with how easily the complement of the verb can
be focused: Emotive factives naturally focus the attention on the attitude holder, making
it harder and more unusual, though not impossible, to grammatically focus the embedded
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clause. The embedded clause of cognitive factives however is more easily emphasised and
focused. Given focus, as it was suggested above, the content that would otherwise be-
come presupposed by the triggering mechanism simply stays part of the normal, at-issue
content of the sentence. As it was noted before, the name ‘presupposition suspension’ or
‘cancelling’ is misleading because what we observe is not the removal of a presupposition;
The interaction of focus and the triggering mechanism happens before the presupposition
is even triggered.

Evidence for the claim that emotive factives are not ‘hard’ triggers comes from observing
that it is possible to obtain a non-presuppositional reading even with these verbs if we force
the embedded clause into being focused with a cleft construction. When this happens,
sentences with emotional factives can often be understood as non-presuppositional. Below
is a selection of examples found on the internet for the cleft structure “if what you regret
is”:7

(9) a. Now, if what you regret is having made the decision to shoot somebody, all
this is going to sound a little foolish.
The 7 Secrets to a Life of Meaning, by Ian Percy, p.91
books.google.de/books?isbn=8120724410

b. If what you regret is something negatively affecting another human, then apolo-
gize. https://uk.answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20120108040902AA4mGOs

None of the above examples presuppose the truth of the complement of regret. Thus if
we make the embedded clause prominent with a cleft construction a non-presuppositional
reading can appear with these verbs as well. The reason for this is the same as above: focus-
ing some constituent of a sentence turns the content of this constituent into a secondary
main point, and this in turn prevents the focused content from becoming presupposed.
[NB: The cleft construction itself is typically associated with an existential presupposition,
see Section 2.3. The above examples are consistent with such a presupposition, namely
that there is something that you regret, though notice that (as will be discussed below)
even this presupposition might be suspended under certain conditions.]

In sum, it seems that a class of non-presuppositional readings of factives can be con-
nected to the focus sensitivity of the triggering mechanism. Such examples do not motivate
positing a special class of ‘soft’ triggers.8

7Cases where the presupposition is not suspended are found where the focus is contrastive, e.g.

(i) It is not clear if what she regrets is the sex or just the part where she had to kill
him afterward, though. http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?598844-Exalted-Need-less-
awesome/page45

As it is stated explicitly in the example, in these case the clefted part does not answer the question What
does she regret?, it only restates a disjunctive question.

8It should be noted that there is another class of non-presuppositional examples of factives in which
presuppositions are not accommodated in the utterance context:

(i) a. She knew that he would never let her down, but like all the others, he did. (Holton 1997)

9
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2.2 Lack of presupposition suspension: additive presupposition
triggers

As it was mentioned at the beginning of this paper, additive particles have been shown to
resist the type of presupposition suspension that is usually available with factives:

(10) a. I have no idea whether John read the proposal. # But if Bill read it too, let’s
ask them to confer and simply give us a yes/no response. (Abusch 2010)

b. I have no idea whether Jane ever rented Manhattan, #but perhaps she is
renting it again. (Simons 2001)

In this section I argue that the reason why we do not find examples analogous to (3) and (6)
with additive particles is because of the anaphoricity and the focus- (/contrastive topic-)
sensitivity of these items and the way the additive component is expressed syntactically.

2.2.1 One-minute background on additive particles

Additive particles associate with an element in the sentence: their presupposition is deter-
mined by the interaction of this element and the particle (cf. Rooth 1985, 1992, Krifka 1998,
Beaver and Clark 2003, 2008, Saebo 2004, among others). Traditionally, this associate was
assumed to be the focused constituent in the sentence, cf. e.g. Rooth (1985, 1992), Beaver
and Clark (2003, 2008), which is why they are also called focus particles. Krifka (1998),
however, has argued that in the case of stressed additive particles the prosodic stress in-
volved corresponds to contrastive topic. In the examples below, the associate is marked
with an F subscript, which here is assumed to be either focus or contrastive topic.

(11) a. [[Peter]F invited Mary for dinner], too.
b. [Peter invited Mary for [dinner]F], too.

A second characteristic property of the presuppositions of additive particles is that
they have an anaphoric component, cf. Heim (1992), Kripke (2009). This is shown by the
following examples:9

b. Falsely believing that he had inflicted a fatal wound, Oedipus regretted killing the stranger
on the road to Thebes (Klein 1975, quoted in Gazdar 1979:122)

Arguably (see e.g. Gazdar 1979, Abrusán 2011, Stokke 2013) what is happening in such examples is that
the presuppositional clause is understood under some kind of perspectival shift, for example as a type
of free indirect discourse or what Holton (1997) calls ‘protagonist projection’, and its presupposition is
accommodated in the internal context of the attitude holder. As perspectival shift is an extremely rich and
complex topic, the present paper cannot discuss these examples in any detail. One interesting question
for future research is also whether there is an interaction between the focus-based suspension and the
examples of perspectival shift.

9M. Wagner (2013) presents examples of non-anaphoric too (partly based on a talk by Ruys 2012):

(i) This, too, shall pass (example of E. Ruys)
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(12) a. Sam had dinner in New York too.
b. Sam ordered dessert again.

If the presuppositions of the above examples were simple existential statements of the
type Somebody other than Sam had dinner in New York, the sentences above should be
felicitous even without any particular background context. This is because in a typical
context the presuppositions above are trivially satisfied simply by our world knowledge:
on any given night, many people are having dinner in New York. Similarly, it is most
likely Sam ordered dessert on some previous occasion too. Yet, the examples strike us
as infelicitous if uttered out of the blue. They are only felicitous if the content of the
presupposition has been mentioned recently, or is otherwise part of what Kripke calls the
‘active context’ of the conversational partners.

As a consequence of the anaphoric requirement, the presupposition itself is usually as-
sumed to be anaphoric. Technically, it might be assumed to contain an anaphoric variable
xi, whose reference is disambiguated at the level of the context (cf. Heim 1992 and subse-
quent work).10 Alternatively, as in Rooth (1992), the additive particle might introduce a
propositional anaphor that needs to find its antecedent in the discourse.

(13) a. [[Peter]F invited Mary for dinner], too.
entails: Peter invited Mary for dinner
presupposes: xi invited Mary for dinner, where xi 6= Peter

b. [Peter invited Mary for [dinner]F], too.
entails: Peter invited Mary for dinner
presupposes: Peter invited Mary for xi, where xi 6= dinner

The particles also, as well behave similarly to too exemplified above. The temporal
particle again does not associate with contrastive topics (or foci) in a similar way. Al-
though the constituent in its scope might contain a focused element, in the presupposition
generated the focused element is not replaced by an alternative. Thus the presupposition
of (14) is not that Fido ate somebody else’s shoes on a previous occasion, but that he ate
mine.11

(14) [Fido ate [my]F shoes] again
implies : Fido ate my shoes on a previous occasion.

10In van der Sandt and Geurts (2001) and van der Sandt and Huitink (2003) the anaphoricity of the
free variable inside the presupposition is captured as a presupposition, i.e. the presupposed proposition
contains an anaphoric (presuppositional) pronoun. Thus there are two presuppositions that need to be
resolved. In this paper I have nothing to say about the derivation of the presupposition of the anaphoric
pronoun inside the presupposed proposition. The present paper is only interested in the explanation of
why the alternative proposition introduced by additive particles becomes presupposed. The question of
why this alternative has an anaphoric pronoun in it, or indeed how the anaphor is resolved is tangential
to this. For solutions concerning the idiosyncratic anaphora resolution properties of additive particles see
Heim (1992), van der Sandt and Geurts (2001), van der Sandt and Huitink (2003).

11It is possible that the constituent focused in the sentence is also understood as being focused in the
presupposition.

11



The resolution of the anaphora in the presupposition of additive particles shows some
surprising properties. In particular, additive particles are often said to be able to establish
an anaphoric link with antecedents in positions that are normally unavailable for anaphors,
cf. van der Sandt and Geurts (2001), van der Sandt and Huitink (2003), Zeevat (2003):12

(15) A: Harry may well have dinner in New York.
B: John is having dinner in New York, too. (van der Sandt and Geurts 2001, p2)

Finally, the resolution of the anaphora is also sensitive to various discourse factors, in
particular a parallelism between the antecedent and the sentence with which the additive
particle associates with is required. The requirement for parallelism is captured in Rooth’s
(1992) system, but has also been discussed in various other frameworks (cf. Asher 1993,
Beaver and Clark 2008, Amsili and Beyssade 2010, Winterstein 2011).

2.2.2 Triggering the presuppositions of additive particles

This section shows that the presuppositions of additive particles might be derived by the
presupposition triggering mechanism in Abrusán (2011). The reasoning is the following:
the additive particle is inserted in order to avoid a clash between the content and implica-
tures (as suggested in Krifka 1998 / Saebo 2004). The particle contributes to the overall
meaning (i.e. the sum of the entailed and the presupposed meaning) that the constituent
it associates with is true and that there is a non-identical alternative to the sentence which
we get by replacing the F-marked (or CT marked) constituent in the associate of the par-
ticle.13 Whatever is not the main point of the overall meaning will be presupposed. The
main point can be defined as all the information about the matrix event time (in the precise
sense of aboutness defined by Abrusán 2011). According to this mechanism, as we will see,
the additive meaning is not part of the main point, and is therefore presupposed.

I follow Rooth (1992) in assuming that additive particles introduce a propositional
anaphor (C) of type st whose identity needs to be resolved in the preceding context. The
syntactic representation of a sentence with an additive particle such as (16a) is shown in
(16b):

(16) a. Jack had dinner in New York too.
b. [too(C)[[Jack had dinner in New York]∼C]]

The sentence in (16) is felicitous if a suitable antecedent for C can be found. The meaning
of the additive particle imposes two conditions on the antecedent ψ of the propositional

12Note however that a reviewer of this paper finds the example in (15) unacceptable.
13Note that there are reasons to assume that the presupposition of additive particles is also part of their

entailed meaning. Crediting H. Kamp, van der Sandt and Huitink (2003) observe that (ia) is contradictory,
while (ib) is not.

(i) a. #Floppy will be on the run at Christmas, but she will never be on the run.
b. Floppy will be on the run at Christmas, but she will never be on the run again.

Nevertheless, I will not commit here to the assumption that the additive meaning is also entailed.
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anaphor C of ϕtooC : the ordinary value of ψ has to be an element of the focus value of
ϕ, and the ordinary values of ψ and ϕ should be distinct.

Lumping together entailment and presupposition, we can represent the overall meaning
of a sentence with the additive particle too as in (17) below: [NB: [[.]]g,w denotes the ordinary
value of the expression relative to the assignment function g and the world w, and [[.]]g,wF

denotes the focus value of the expression.]

(17) The overall meaning of ϕtooC is ϕ ∧ ψC, where

a. tooC is coindexed with ψC

b. [[ψ]]g,w ∈ [[ϕ]]g,wF

c. [[ψ]]g,w 6= [[ϕ]]g,w

The parallelism requirement on the antecedent ψ follows from the fact that its ordinary
value is required to be an element of the focus value of ϕ. Thus, even without resolving
the anaphor C, we know that if ϕ is of the form P([a]F) then ψ is of the form P(b).

Let’s look at an example:

(18) [Peter]F invited Mary for dinner, too.
has the overall meaning that
Peter invited Mary for dinner & [xi invited Mary for dinner]C,
where
[[xi invited Mary for dinner]]g,w ∈ [[[Peter]F invited Mary for dinner]]g,wF

and
[[xi invited Mary for dinner]]g,w 6= [[Peter invited Mary for dinner]]g,w

In the above representation xi is a variable with a referential index. If the value of this
index is not already given by the assignment function g, then resolving the identity of the
propositional anaphor C in the context will also resolve the identity of the referential index
i.14

The question we want to answer now is why the additive component of the meaning
becomes presupposed as well (in addition to being implied).15 The presupposition trig-
gering mechanism proposed by Abrusán (2011) states that parts of the overall meaning

14In some cases the parallel semantic content might be only implicit, as in the example discussed in
Chemla and Schlenker (2012):

(i) Mary will decide to study abroad, and JohnF too will make a stupid decision.

15Geurts and van der Sandt (2004) proposed that the additive presupposition is in fact two presupposi-
tions embedded in each other, where the ‘outer’ presupposition can be derived from the focus requirement
of the additive particle, and the ‘inner’ presupposition of the anaphoric variable arises separately. However,
as it was also stressed in Beaver (2004), it is unclear how this complex presupposition can be derived if we
start from focus semantics. See Beaver (2004) fur further criticisms of the idea of deriving additive presup-
positions from focus, and the interesting proposal according to which the intuitive relationship between
focus and the presupposition of additive particles arose from the role that focus played in the historical
development of the additive presupposition.
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a sentence S that can be expressed by sentences that are not necessarily about the event
time of the matrix predicate of S (i.e. they are either not about it, or only accidentally
so) are presupposed. The idea behind this is that events that could in principle happen
at different times are independent events. Diagnosing independent aspects of the overall
meaning conveyed by a sentence allows to decompose it into separate parts. Once this
decomposition is achieved, (by looking at which parts are in principle temporally indepen-
dent), we can select the main point of the utterance as the one that is necessarily about the
event time of the matrix predicate. Whatever is not necessarily about the main event time
of the predicate is not the main point and is going to be presupposed. Below I show that
this proposal predicts that the additive entailment of focus particles becomes presupposed
as well.

Note first that I assume that temporal arguments are overtly represented in the syntax,
and their temporal interpretation is restricted by a temporal operator and the context (cf.
Kusumoto 2005 and references therein). Thus the representation of a simple sentence in
the past tense such as (19) is as follows:

(19) a. John danced
b. PAST λti John dance ti

The temporal argument ti is introduced by the tense morpheme on the verb. It is a variable
of type i, whose value has to be determined by variable assignment, and which does not
have a temporal interpretation per se. The meaning of anteriority is introduced by the
silent operator PAST, which describes the ordering between the event time (ti, i.e. the
tense argument of the verb) and the evaluation time. It is often assumed that the PAST
operator introduces an existential quantifier over times (cf. e.g. Kusumoto 2005). Here
I assume that it only introduces an anaphoric variable (t’) that needs to be resolved in
context.

(20) [[PAST]]g,w,t = λP∈ D<i,<st>> [t’<t and P(t’)(w)=1]

Applying the PAST operator in (19), we get the following truth conditions:

(21) [[(19)]]g,w,t = 1 iff t’<t and John danced at t’ in w

For the sake of simplicity and readability, I represent temporal modification by time ad-
verbials in a highly simplified form as below:

(22) a. John danced at 6pm.
b. PAST[6pm] λti John dance ti

Observe now a sentence such as (23). The temporal adverbial can take wide or narrow
scope with respect to the additive particle:

(23) Yesterday at 6pm John invited [Mary]F as well.

a. PAST[yesterday 6pm] λti [ as well [ John invite [Mary]F] at ti]
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b. As well [ PAST[yesterday 6pm] λti [ John invite [Mary]F] at ti]

When the temporal adverbial takes wide scope, as in (23a), the additive inference derived
corresponds to (24):

(24) John invite xi at ti

In this entailment, ti is a free anaphoric variable that needs to find its antecedent in the
context. In this case then it is true that the additive entailment is not (necessarily) about
the event time of the matrix sentence (given by yesterday at 6pm), and for this reason it is
predicted to be presupposed. The fact that it does not even have to be restricted to past
events is shown by examples such as (25):

(25) At this moment, John is inviting Mary for dinner, and yesterday Peter invited her
for dinner, too.

When the temporal adverbial takes scope below the additive particle, as in (23b) the
additive entailment amounts to the following:

(26) Yesterday at 6pm John invited xi.

In contrast to the previous case, here the additive entailment contains the time framing
adverbial and therefore the entailment is not predicted to be presupposed, which seems to
be incorrect.

I propose therefore that if a sentence S has at least one logical form (scope reading)
such that an entailment p of S is not about the matrix tense argument, then p is presup-
posed. This in fact ties in with the generalisation stated in Abrusán (2011), according to
which entailments that are not necessarily about the event time (i.e. are not about it, or
only accidentally so) are presupposed. In the case of verbs, an entailment is said to be
only accidentally about the matrix event time iff the matrix sentence has a well-formed
T(emporal)-alternative in which the entailment in question is not about the matrix event
time. Similarly, I propose here that an entailment is only accidentally about the matrix
event time iff the matrix sentence has a well-formed scope-alternative in which the entail-
ment in question is not about the matrix event time. In other words, when the additive
entailment is about the event time of a sentence only under one scope reading, but not
under another, then the additive entailment is not necessarily about the event time of the
matrix predicate, and is predicted to be presupposed.16 The rationale behind this reason-
ing, as it was mentioned above, is that looking at tense in this paper is only used as a way
of diagnosing independent events: two events that could happen at different times are in
principle independent.17

16It seems that when the temporal adverbial is sentence initial, there is a preference for the wide scope
reading, and conversely, when the temporal adverbial is sentence-final, there is a preference for the narrow
scope reading of the adverbial. I will assume that this is indeed a matter of preference, and that both
readings are available in principle in both cases.

17As it was mentioned in the previous sections, the condition the the additive component be entailed by
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We find the ambiguity described above even in sentences in which the event time is not
marked by an overt adverbial:

(27) At this moment, John is inviting Mary for dinner, and Peter invited her for dinner,
too.

Thus similarly to the previous example with overt temporal adverbial, we have reasons to
assume that the additive morpheme can combine below or above the silent PAST operator:

(28) Peter invited [Mary]F too.

a. PAST λti [ too [ Peter invite [Mary]F] at ti]
b. Too [ PAST λti [ Peter invite [Mary]F] at ti]

In the first case, the additive inference derived is temporally insensitive. It is for this
reason that it can be satisfied by an antecedent that is not in the past tense, as in (27).18

In the case when the PAST operator is in the scope of the additive particle, the additive
inference derived is restricted by the past tense interpretation and in principle has to be
true at the same salient time interval as the associate of the additive particle. However,
as discussed above, since there is at least one scope reading under which the additive
entailment is predicted to be presupposed, the additive entailment is presupposed in this
case as well.19 As the triggering mechanism in this case looks at general properties of
sentences containing additive particles, the presupposition generated need not be derived
anew every time; instead it might become lexicalised to some extent.

The additive particles such as too, also will work similarly to as well described above.20

the preceding context is too strict. However, under the pragmatic view of speaker presuppositions, what
is required is only that the speaker of the utterance believes that the additive component is true.

18The same situation would arise if we had a present tense sentence with stative predicates, e.g. (i):

(i) John is Italian and he is French too.

In this case too the additive inference derived with the PRESENT operator having high scope (that John
have some other nationality than French) would be temporally insensitive, hence not necessarily about the
matrix event time.

19We also find examples of alternative scope orders in sentences where the associate of the additive
particle is in contrastive topic and and a temporal adverbial is focused. Below is a Hungarian example:

(i) Péter
Peter

minding
always

a
the

leglehetetlenebb
most-impossible

időpontokban
times

telefonál.
calls.3sg.

[Marit]CT
[MariACC]CT

is
too

[tegnap
[yesterday

reggel
morning

ötkor]F
at-five]F

h́ıvta
called.3sg

fel.
PRT

‘Peter always makes phonecalls at the most impossible times. [Mary]CT too he called [yesterday
at 5am]F.’

This does not imply that there was somebody other than Mari that Peter called at five in the morning,
only that there was someone else that Peter called at some inconvenient time.

20Possibly, the additive presupposition of the scalar additive particle even is generated in the same way.
However, the presuppositions of even show a peculiar behaviour under negation, which has prompted
researchers to argue that even can scope above negation (Karttunen and Peters 1979) or is ambiguous
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The particle again explicitly requires that there be a previous time at which the prejacent
is true, as described in (29b):

(29) a. Last week John climbed Mount Kilimanjaro again.
b. Last week John climbed Mount Kilimanjaro & John climbed Mount Kiliman-

jaro at some time ti, where ti < last week.

Since the additive component is by definition not about the event time of the matrix verb
of the associate of again, the additive meaning component of again fulfils the requirement
for being a presupposition by definition, and is thus also predicted to be presupposed.

2.2.3 Lack of presupposition suspension

Observe again the example (10a), repeated below for convenience:

(30) I have no idea whether John read the proposal. # But if Bill read it too, let’s ask
them to confer and simply give us a yes/no response. (Abusch 2010)

The introductory sentence (I have no idea whether John read the proposal) makes it clear
that the associate of too is the subject, Bill. This arises from the anaphoric and the
discourse properties of the meaning of too discussed in the previous section: it needs an
antecedent in the previous (‘active’) context, and the resolution of the antecedent needs to
respect discourse parallelism. Given this, the antecedent of the conditional can be analysed
as follows:21

(31) Semantic content of [Bill]F read the proposal, too :
entails : Bill read the proposal
presupposes : [xi read the proposal]C
& [xi read the proposal]C 6= Bill read the proposal.

Given what we know about presupposition projection (pick your favourite theory), the
additive presupposition should project out of the antecedent of the conditional. As a
result, the discourse presented in (31) leads to a pragmatic failure: On the one hand, the
propositional anaphor C tries to resolve to John read the proposal in the previous sentence,
observing the requirements of structural parallelism and discourse salience. However, the
negative content of the first clause (I have no idea...) makes this antecedent unavailable.
This results in a contradiction, and therefore the discourse in (31) is infelicitous.

Observe now a crucial difference between the above example and analogous examples
with factive verbs. In the latter, the factive presupposition was not derived from the focus
structure of the sentence, unfocused sentences might also carry factive presuppositions.
The effect of focus was limited to preventing the presupposition from being generated by

(Rooth 1985). Because of this complication, I leave even aside here.
21Technically, in (31) the subject Bill is in a contrastive topic position. I abstract away from this com-

plication here, and assume that for our purposes at least, the semantics of contrastive topics is sufficiently
similar to that of focus.
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turning the content of the presupposition into a secondary main point. In the case of
additive particles the situation is different: as we have seen in the previous subsection, the
presupposition itself is generated based on the focus structure of the sentence. If we change
the focus structure, the presupposition will change accordingly, as it was shown in (11).
In addition, there is no constituent in the sentence that happens to express the content of
the presupposition, therefore it will not happen that precisely this content is focused. As
a consequence, this content will never become the secondary main point of the sentence,
which would prevent it from being presupposed by the mechanism of Abrusán (2011).

If we tried focusing another constituent in the sentence (e.g. the proposal) the sentence
would also be incoherent because the parallelism and anaphora requirements of the additive
particle would not be met:

(32) I have no idea whether John read the proposal. # But if Bill read [the proposal]F
too, let’s ask them to confer and simply give us a yes/no response. (Abusch 2010)

In this case, the propositional anaphor C would need to find an antecedent of the form
[Bill read xi], but such antecedent is not provided in the context. There is also no overt
constituent corresponding to the presupposition (that someone other than Bill read the
proposal) that itself could become the secondary main point of the sentence, preventing
this content from being presupposed. If, as was assumed in the case of factive verbs,
presupposition ‘suspension’ is essentially turning information into a secondary main point
by focus (and thus preventing this information from becoming presupposed in the first
place), the robustness of the presupposition of additive particles boils down to the fact
that their presupposition is not expressed by a constituent. Thus we need not assume any
difference in the status of presuppositions of factives vs. additive particles, the observed
differences are merely side effects of various independent factors.

2.3 Focus vs. it-clefts

Traditionally focus was assumed to carry a genuine existential presupposition (cf. Chom-
sky 1971, Williams 1980, etc.), but in more recent mainstream semantic approaches to
focus only a weaker condition on context was assumed (Rooth 1992, 1996, Schwarzschild
1999, e.g.), whereby focus only requires the non-focussed material to be given in the pre-
ceding (possibly embedded) context. This position has been again challenged by Geurts
and van der Sandt (2004) and Abusch (2010), mainly based on various projection facts
associated with focus.

Abusch’s (2010) idea builds on Rooth’s (1992) proposal and extends it to derive a weak
existential presupposition. Rooth (1992) proposed that focus introduces a relevant set of
alternative propositions (C) which has to find its antecedent in the discourse representa-
tion. (Note that in this case C is anaphoric to sets of propositions, unlike in the case of
additive particles, where it was assumed to be anaphoric to propositions.) Abusch (2010)
adds the presuppositional constraint that the disjunction of the propositions in the set C
is true. If the question alternatives range over individuals, this amounts to an existen-
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tial presupposition. The existential presupposition of questions is derived essentially the
same way, by taking the disjunction of the Hamblin-set of a question, and by applying
the presuppositional constraint on disjunctions to it. According to Abusch, the reason
why the existential presuppositions of focus and questions are weaker than some other
presuppositions (cf. Rooth 1999) follows from the fact that it is derived in a pragmatic
way.

If we assume that Abusch’s mechanism for deriving presuppositions is essentially correct
for focus and questions, one immediate question that arises is why the same mechanism
does not apply to it-clefts. It-clefts associate with focus and background questions and are
usually assumed to trigger an existential presupposition.22 Given that all the ingredients
for Abusch’s mechanism to apply are in place in the case of it-clefts, it would seem natural
to extend the presupposition generation mechanism in Abusch (2010) to them as well.
However, Abusch assumes that it-clefts are paradigmatic cases of ‘hard’ presuppositions.
This is motivated by examples such as (53a), repeated below, that seem to show that the
existential presupposition of it-clefts cannot be suspended:

(33) I have no idea whether anyone read that letter. # But if it is Bill who read it,
let’s ask him to be discreet about the content. (Abusch 2010:p.3)

Similar examples were discussed in Rooth (1996, 1999):

(34) a. A: Did anyone win the football pool this week?
b. B: Probably not, because it’s unlikely that [Mary]F won it, and she is the only

person who ever wins
c. B’: #Probably not, because it’s unlikely that it’s Mary who won it, and she

is the only person who ever wins

Suppose that B knew that Mary made a silly bet. The existential inference of focus and the
existential presupposition of the it-cleft both conflict with the first part of B’s utterance.
But only the example with the it-cleft leads to a contradictory assertion. This argues
that focus either does not presuppose the truth of the existential inference, or at least
it has a more volatile presupposition than it-clefts. Given such facts, it has been often
assumed (including Abusch 2010) that the existential presuppositions of focus and it-clefts
are fundamentally different.

Since by Abusch’s (2010) criteria the presupposition of it-clefts is not soft, she either has
to block her mechanism from applying to it-clefts as well, or allow it to be overwritten by
(or at least co-exist with) a ‘hard’, semantic presupposition arising from another source that
by chance happens to also provide an existential presupposition, just like that we get from
the alternative-based mechanism. This second presupposition could be encoded lexically
by the cleft construction. Another possibility, suggested by an anonymous reviewer, is
that this second presupposition is introduced in the syntax, e.g by some covert head that

22They also trigger an exhaustive(-ish) inference, which is usually analysed as a presupposition, cf.
Büring and Križ (2013) and Velleman et al. (2013) for recent discussions. Presumably, the existential and
the exhaustive presuppositions do not arise by the same process.
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is involved in the syntactic movement needed for cleft formation.
I propose instead that the existential presupposition of it-clefts simply arises from the

same mechanism that Abusch (2010) uses to derive existential presuppositions of focus
and questions. From the associate of the it-cleft, a background question can be generated
via question-answer congruence, see (35b). Applying Abusch’s rule, we can assume that
the disjunction of the question alternatives is true. This is equivalent to an existential
presupposition, as in (35c).

(35) a. It is [Bill]F who broke the typewriter
b. background question: Who broke the typewriter?
c. presupposition generated: Somebody broke the typewriter.

The reason why the existential presupposition cannot be suspended in examples such as
(34c) is due to the fact that it-clefts observe stricter constraints on question-answer con-
gruence than focus. In the case of it-clefts, the the background question that focus needs
to associate with is syntactically marked by the subordinate clause:

(36) a. It is [Bill]F [who broke the typewriter]Q

The relative clause “who broke the typewriter” constrains the background question to
be the question to which the focused element is the direct short answer. Assume, as
it is standard (cf. Heim and Kratzer 1998), that the denotation of relative clause is a
lambda-abstract (in the above case, λx. broke the typewriter (x)). From this the Hamblin-
style question denotation (λp. ∃x. [p=λw. broke the typewriter (x)(w)]) can be recovered
straightforwardly. Thus there is no ambiguity as to the identity of the background question
that the it-cleft answers: In the case of focus however, the situation is more complicated.

The theory of Rooth (1992) proposes that focus is licensed if there is a suitable set of
alternatives in the context. But this theory predicts a fair amount of flexibility in the licens-
ing of focus. This flexibility comes from multiple sources: (a) the process for finding the
antecedent for C is not deterministic (similarly to other anaphor-antecedent relationships);
(b) the scope of the ∼ operator is flexible at LF. I propose that given this flexibility, the
set of alternatives that license C might be such that their disjunction does not correspond
to an existential statement, or correspond to a different existential statement than what is
tested. In other words, Abusch’s (2010) mechanism will not produce an existential presup-
position in certain cases. Thus, in contrast to Abusch, I will assume that presuppositions
generated from alternatives can be weak not because they arise via a pragmatic process
(although the process might well be pragmatic), but because the semantics of background
questions that license focus can give rise to vacuous presuppositions. Example (34) is a
case at hand. Observe what Rooth (1996) says about this example:

“Assuming that we settle on the weaker semantics of evoking alternatives, there is
some work to do in explaining how the alternatives ‘x won the football pool’ are
licensed by the discourse context (34). Since A asked a yes-no question rather than a
wh-question, we can not directly identify C with the semantic value of the question.
The same problem arises in simpler dialogues, where both the yes-no question (37a)
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and the wh-question (37b) license an answer with a focus appropriate for the wh-
question.

(37) a. Did anyone win the football pool this week?
b. Who won the football pool this week?
c. [Mary]F won it.

For present purposes, it is sufficient to observe that the pragmatics of questions
and answers is complicated, involving such things as implicated questions and over-
informative answers. An account of the pragmatics of evoked alternatives in question-
answer dialogues will have to take this into account.” p19, Rooth (1996)

In the above cited article Rooth does not explain any further how the pragmatic deriva-
tion of the antecedent to C might go, or what constraints it needs to observe. One reason-
able constraint might be to assume that the implicated question is derived from the overt
one, and that it should not introduce any new presuppositions, in other words no possible
worlds that were included in the question-space of the overt question should be excluded
from the question-space of the implicit question. In this case the pragmatically derived
implicated question that serves as an antecedent to C would be “Who, if anyone, won the
football pool this week?”, thereby explicitly introducing an alternative that nobody won
the football pool.23 If this was the case, no presupposition would be derived via Abusch’s
mechanism. The contrast with it-clefts would follow because for it-clefts the background
question they need to associate with is given syntactically, and cannot be derived in the
pragmatic way Rooth suggests above. This is confirmed by the observation that it-clefts
are infelicitous as answers to yes-no questions.

(38) a. Did anyone win the football pool this week?
b. #It was [Mary]F who won it.

But as it was mentioned above, there is further flexibility in deriving the antecedent of
focus. So far it was assumed that the in the example (34) the scope of the ∼ operator was
as in (39a). But in fact a higher scope, as in (39b), is not ruled out either: Once we allow
that antecedents to C can be implicit questions derived pragmatically, the answer “I doubt
it” in (34) could be understood ‘I think it is unlikely that anybody won it’. This negative
existential can in turn be taken to correspond to alternatives, and license the high scope
for the ∼ operator.24

(39) a. it is unlikely that [[MaryF won it]∼C], and she is the only person who ever
wins.

b. [[it is unlikely that MaryF won it]∼C], and she is the only person who ever
wins.

23The idea that propositions with generalised quantifiers might also be included in the set of alternatives
is also considered in Rooth (1999) and Beaver (2004).

24See Rooth (1999) for a reasoning along these lines concerning a different example.
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If this is the case, the existential presupposition derived for focus would correspond to ‘It
is unlikely that somebody won the football pool’, which is consistent with the question
“Did anyone win the football pool this week?”.25

I will not commit here to which—if any—of the above reasonings for not predicting an
existential presupposition in example (34b) is correct. The point of the above discussion is
rather that there is a high degree of flexibility in deriving the antecedent for C in Rooth’s
system, and as a consequence there is a lot of room for interpreting the structure that
contains focus in a such a way that a particular existential presupposition is not predicted.
Thus the difference between the existential presupposition of focus and that of it-clefts
does not depend on how they are generated, or whether they are pragmatic or semantic.
Instead, the difference follows from the background questions that these structures need
to associate with: in the case of it-clefts this is the question that can be derived from the
relative clause; in the case of focus the background question is found via a complex and
non-deterministic process of anaphora resolution in context.

Let us return now to examples such as (40b), that seem to show that the existential
presupposition of it-clefts cannot be suspended:

(40) a. I have no idea whether anyone read that letter. But if [Bill]F read it, let’s ask
him to be discreet about the content.

b. I have no idea whether anyone read that letter. # But if it is [Bill]F who read
it, let’s ask him to be discreet about the content. (Abusch 2010: p3.)

I propose that the solution to this puzzle is analogous to the one given for Rooth’s example.
Assume that focus in (40a) is licensed by an implicit question that is derived pragmati-
cally from the yes-no question Did (whether) anyone read that letter? Assuming that the
implicit question generated pragmatically will not introduce new presuppositions, we get
the question ‘Who, if anyone, read that letter?’. Applying Abusch’s mechanism to this
question does not predict any presupposition. It-clefts can only be used to answer the wh-
questions that are syntactically signalled in their structure, which suggests that the cleft
structure in (40b) associates with Who read the letter? Applying Abusch’s mechanism to
this question predicts the existential presupposition that somebody read the letter. Fur-
ther empirical motivation for the idea that the questions licensing focus, but not the ones
licensing it-clefts can contain alternatives over generalised qualifiers among the question
alternatives is provided by the following contrast:26

25An anonymous reviewer suggests that the second type of analysis might be ruled out by looking at
word orders that are less ambiguous in their information structure, and in particular whose phonology
indicates embedded scope for focus:

(i) That MaryF won is unlikely.

Yet this example still leaves it open what happens in examples such as (39).
26 Note however that in examples such as (i) the answer does not show that the question lacked an

existential presupposition, rather it is a case of a denial of a presupposition.

(i) A: Who shot the sheriff?
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(41) a. [Nobody]F shot the sheriff. (Geurts and van der Sandt 2004)
b. #It was [nobody]F who shot the sheriff.

The above reasoning is supported by contrasting English with Hungarian, a language
that marks focus syntactically. (Tellingly, the focus position appears to be the same syn-
tactic position that the wh-word occupies in a question, cf. Horvath 1986, Bródy 1990,
É. Kiss 2002, Szendrői and Bródy 2010, among others.) First note that English focus differs
from Hungarian focus in that in Hungarian focusing the subject in the example analogous
to (41) is infelicitous, just as in the clefted case:

(42) A: Megjav́ıtotta valaki az ı́rógépet?
‘Did anybody fix the typewriter?’
B: Igen, Mari megjav́ıtotta. (neutral)
B’: # Igen, [Mari]F jav́ıtotta meg. (focus)
B’: # Igen, [Mari]F az, aki megjav́ıtotta. (it-cleft)
‘Yes, Mari fixed it’

Correspondingly, in Hungarian most native speakers do not find (43b) acceptable:

(43) (=(34))

a. A: Megnyerte valaki a totót a héten?
‘Did anyone win the toto this week?’

b. B: #Kétlem, mert nem valósźınű hogy [Mari]F nyerte meg, és ő az egyetlen
aki nyerni szokott.
‘I doubt it, because it is not likely that [Mari]F won it, and she is the only one
who wins’.

c. B’: #Kétlem, mert nem valósźınű Mari volt az aki megnyerte, és ő az egyetlen
aki nyerni szokott.
‘I doubt it, because it is not likely that it was Mari who won it, and she is the
only one who wins’.

If we were to assume that clefting and focusing give rise to fundamentally different types of
presuppositions, we would need to say something extra about why the existential presuppo-
sition of Hungarian focus seems to be extra-strong, and pattern with clefts. In the present
proposal however the difference between the strength of the presupposition of English and
Hungarian focus boils down to their licensing properties, an empirical fact.

Finally, it should be noted that the existential presupposition of it-clefts can in fact be
suspended if the background question that they associate with is itself called into question.
Cf. the following example:

(44) You claim that someone laughed. But it wasn’t Alice who laughed; it wasn’t Bob;
it wasn’t Carol; it wasn’t Dave. . . I think you’re wrong. I think nobody laughed.

B: Nobody.
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(example from Velleman et al. 2013 who cite Keenan 1971)

The immediate background question of the cleft construction in this case is Who laughed?,
from which the existential presupposition that someone laughed could be derived. However,
as the context makes it clear, the speaker is wondering whether this is indeed true. This
gives rise to the question Is it true that someone laughed?. I suggest that analogously to
the mechanism that derived secondary main points in the case of verbs, once we are in a
context in which what would be the presupposition becomes a (secondary) main point by
addressing the background question, it fails to be triggered.

2.4 Further cases of presuppositions

In this paper I have nothing to say about how the existential and uniqueness presupposi-
tions of definite descriptions arise, nor about sortal presuppositions, exhaustive(-like) pre-
suppositions of it-clefts, homogeneity presuppositions of plural definites, presuppositional
features on pronouns, or other presuppositions not covered by the previous discussions.
Note however that some of these were argued in recent work to interact non-trivially with
focus-marking. For example, von Heusinger (2007) has shown that the uniqueness pre-
supposition of definites is weakened in focused sentences such as (45), not suggesting that
there are only unique professors of other nationalities in the context:

(45) John only talked to the GERmanF professor.

Walker (2012) has argued that the reason for the weakened projection in focused contexts
is that the uniqueness presupposition of definites is a soft trigger. Sauerland (2013) in turn
has likened these cases to the weakened projection of pronominal features in sentences such
as (46), in which the bound 1st person singular pronominal features on my, often analysed
as presuppositions, are not carried over to the focus alternatives:

(46) Only IF did my homework.

It is to be hoped that future work might shed more light on these examples.

3 Previous theories

3.1 Presuppositions competing with implicatures

The oldest explanation as for why presuppositions of certain triggers can be suspended
is that this happens when the presupposition clashes with an implicature. The most
influential accounts in this spirit have been given by Stalnaker (1974a), Gazdar (1979),
van der Sandt (1992) (cf. also Chierchia and McConnell-Ginet 2000, Kadmon 2001, Simons
2001, Beaver 2010, 2001, Abbott 2006, Abusch 2010, Klinedinst 2012 and references therein
for further discussion). Take the classic example from Karttunen (1971):

24



(47) If I discover/realize later that I have not told the truth, I will confess it to everyone.

In the above case the implicature of the conditional is that the speaker is ignorant about
the truth of the antecedent of the conditional, namely whether (s)he will discover/realize
that (s)he has not told the truth. This is in clash with the presupposition that the speaker
assumes the truth of the complement of discover/realize to be true, therefore the presuppo-
sition is suspended. Examples such as (47) contrast with (48), which is hard to understand
as non-presuppositional.

(48) If I regret later that I have not told the truth, I will confess it to everyone.

The reason for this, according to some of the above authors, is that in these cases the
presupposition of the antecedent clause (that the speaker believes that he has not told the
truth) does not clash with the ignorance implicature of the conditional (that it is open
whether he will come to regret that he has not told the truth). The difference between
examples such as (48) and (47) is also the prime reason why some presuppositional verbs
such as regret are often not classified among soft triggers. The lack of suspension with
triggers such as too, again follows presumably from the fact that the presuppositions of
these triggers concern another individual or a time in the past of the tense of the main
predicate, hence will not clash with the ignorance implicature of the antecedent of the
conditional:

(49) a. If I lie again, I will be in trouble.
b. If I lie too, we will all be in trouble.

The idea that presupposition suspension is a result of a clash between presuppositions
and implicatures has been challenged since the seventies. From a theoretical point of
view, the idea that implicatures might fend off presuppositions has been questioned, since
normally the first seem more volatile. More interestingly, there are empirical problems for
the idea spelled out above. Firstly, a clash between presupposition and implicature is not
predicted if the antecedent clause is in the 3rd person. Beaver (2010) however cites many
naturally occurring examples where suspension occurs with the 3rd person as well:

(50) a. If anyone discovers that Cook-n-Stirs are available to the US market please
let the list know.

b. If scientists discover that worms with ultra-long life spans are metabolically
dynamic and not just hibernating in super-suspended animation, they could
then attempt to induce similarly efficient metabolic activity, or a dauer stage,
in humans.

Second, as it was already mentioned in the previous section, Beaver (2010) also suggests
that the informational, focus structure of the sentence seems to be the determining factor
for whether suspension is observed, rather than a clash with implicatures (cf. also Kadmon
2001). As Beaver observes, examples such as (47) above are odd if the matrix verb is
focused, and are normally read with focus on the embedded clause. In Beaver’s own
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example, (51), the same point is illustrated. The sentence in (51b), in which the verb
is focused, implies that the student is guilty. This contrasts with (51a), in which the
embedded clause is focused, where there is no such implication:27

(51) a. If the TA discovers that [your work is plagiarized]F, I will be [forced to notify
the Dean]F.

b. If the TA [discovers]F that your work is plagiarized, I will be [forced to notify
the Dean]F.

Beaver thus concludes that focusing and information structure plays the crucial part in
presupposition suspension, rather than a clash with implicatures.

3.2 The ‘soft-hard’ distinction

The differences in the suspension possibilities of various presuppositions lead certain schol-
ars to distinguish two different types of presupposition triggers: ‘soft’ and ‘hard’. While
sometimes the distinction is used in a purely descriptive way, a number of researchers have
proposed that the properties of these two types of triggers are different because their pre-
suppositions arise in a different way (cf. Abusch 2002, 2010 and also Simons 2001, Abbott
2006, Romoli 2014 among others).28 In particular, ‘soft’ presuppositions are thought to
be easily suspendable because they arise in a pragmatic way, as opposed to ‘hard’ triggers
that are lexically encoded. As it will be reviewed below, the details of what the pragmatic
mechanisms involved look like are different among these proposals, but they all share a
pragmatic component.

Before looking at the various theoretical proposals in more detail, let us critically re-
view the proposed empirical differences between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ triggers. The difference
between the two types of triggers, already introduced briefly in the first section of this
paper, concerns examples in which an embedded presupposition-trigger appears as non-
presuppositional, in the absence of explicit denial of the content of the presupposition.
The observation is that ‘soft’ triggers, in contrast to ‘hard’ ones, are sometimes acceptable
in embedded contexts from which they should normally project. Here are some further
examples often cited in the literature:

(52) ‘soft’ triggers

a. I have no idea if Mary is cheating on John. But if he discovers that she is, he
will be sad.

27Example (51a) is slightly modified from the original, the focused part being the entire embedded clause
in the present discussion, but only the verb plagiarized in the original version. These two cases are hard
to tell apart phonetically in English, but Hungarian indicates that more likely the latter is the case.

28The proposal in Abrusán (2011) might be added here, inasmuch as it only discussed ‘soft’ triggers.
However, as agued above, the triggering mechanism proposed there can be extended to ‘hard’ triggers such
as too, again, also. The point of Abrusán (2011) was to predict the presuppositions of certain triggers,
not to argue that the mechanism can only apply to these triggers but not others.
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b. I notice you are chewing on your pencil. Have you recently stopped smoking?
(Geurts 1995, quoted in Simons 2001)

c. If Pavarotti discovers that Loren is now in New York, he’ll be angry. (Chierchia
and McConnell-Ginet 2000)

d. A: Did anyone win the football pool this week?
B: Probably not, because it’s unlikely that MaryF won it, and she’s the only
person who ever wins. (Rooth 1999)

In some of the above cases, dubbed “explicit ignorance contexts” by Abusch, the absence
of presupposition projection is diagnosed by an explicit statement of ignorance about the
truth of the presupposition. In some examples though the ignorance is only implicit, as
in (52c). Either way, the observation is that the above sentences can be understood as
non-presuppositional.

The behaviour of ‘soft’ triggers contrasts with the behaviour of ‘hard’ triggers, which
are pragmatically odd in contexts similar to those in (52):

(53) ‘hard’ triggers

a. I have no idea whether anyone read that letter. # But if it is Bill who read
it, let’s ask him to be discreet about the content. (Abusch 2010: p3.)

b. I have no idea whether John read the proposal. # But if Bill read it too, let’s
ask them to confer and simply give us a yes-no response. (Abusch 2010: p3.)

c. A: Did anyone win the football pool this week?
B: #Probably not, because it’s unlikely that it’s MaryF who won it, and she’s
the only person who ever wins. (Rooth 1999)

‘soft’ triggers listed in the literature usually include most verbal triggers, adverbs and
focus. However, the status of the latter two is controversial. As for adverbial triggers,
Abrusán (2013) has argued that adverbs themselves are not presupposition triggers: the
inference observed in examples such as (54) is due to the adverb being focused: the inference
that John ran is the existential inference derived from focus:

(54) John did not run fast
inference: John ran

As for focus, the status of the existential inference has long been controversial (cf. Rooth
1999, Geurts and van der Sandt 2004, Kratzer 2004, Büring 2004 ) with a tendency towards
a consensus that it is not a presupposition. However, many of the discussions do not take
into account the complications surrounding ‘soft’ triggers when contemplating whether the
existential inference is a presupposition or not. Abusch’s proposal is that it is a ‘soft’
presupposition.

It should be noted as well that the usual examples of presupposition suspension should
be taken with a grain of salt: Similarly to the cases discussed in the previous subsection,
many of the examples in (52) only work with the appropriate focus marking:
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(55) a. If Pavarotti discovers that [Loren is now in New York]F, he’ll be angry.
b. #If Pavarotti [discovers]F that Loren is now in New York, he’ll be angry.

Thus the empirical generalisation is not that presuppositions of ‘soft’ triggers are always
suspendable: it is only that they can be suspended in certain special circumstances. Note
that this fact undermines the idea of treating suspendability in terms of the ‘soft-hard’
distinction.

Another point to note is that there are certain examples that resemble presupposition
suspension, but arguably manifest a different phenomenon. One such example concerns
achievement verbs such as win, which are often assumed to presuppose a preparatory stage
of action, in the case of win that the subject participated in a contest (cf. Abusch 2010,
Romoli 2014). Given that this inference is easily cancellable, it is usually assumed to be a
‘soft’ presupposition. But this inference can also be suspended in unembedded contexts, as
shown by the example from Gyarmathy (2015):

(56) The right wing won this contest without even participating in it.

This fact is in sharp contrast with any other presupposition trigger, where cancelling in
unembedded contexts leads to a flat contradiction. Because of examples as the above,
Gyarmathy (2015) proposes to classify achievement verbs as triggering ‘extra-soft’ presup-
positions. More likely though, what the facts about cancellability show is that the inference
about the preparatory stage is just a contextual inference of achievement verbs, and not
an entailment of them (in contrast to the factive implication of factive verbs). When the
contextual inference is warranted, it behaves like a presupposition (for reasons spelled out
in Abrusán 2011 or perhaps by the reasoning presented in Abusch 2010, Romoli 2014 to
be reviewed below.) But when the context does not warrant the inference, it is simply not
present, and there is nothing to be suspended.

Another problematic example is the case of the change of state predicate stop. Although
examples such as (52b) are often cited as examples of the ‘softness’ of the presupposition
of stop, the example actually does not seem to have a non-presuppositional reading once
the adverb recently is removed:29

(57) ??? I notice you are chewing on your pencil. Have you stopped smoking?

My informants also find that the examples below also do not have a non-presuppositional
reading unless an adverb such as recently is introduced, or the antecedent of the conditional
is understood as “but if he did and he stopped”, with an explicit local accommodation.

(58) a. ??? I don’t know if John ever smoked, but if he stopped, he can participate
in our experiment.

b. ??? I don’t know if John ever took drugs for high blood pressure, but if he
stopped, he can participate in our experiment.

29Question marks in the examples below are used to indicate whether a non-presuppositional reading is
available.
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More tellingly, there seems to be a contrast in the acceptability of the following two ex-
amples: While (59a) seems to be able to get non-presuppositional reading relatively easily,
my informants find that this is not the case in (59b):

(59) a. I don’t know if John has ever cheated on his wife. But if his wife discovers
that he has, he will be in in trouble.

b. ??? I don’t know if John has ever cheated on his wife, but if he stopped
cheating, then he can take part in our psychological study.

The presuppositions of change of state verbs such as stop thus cannot be suspended that
easily. Moreover, it seems probable (and rather obvious in the case of Hungarian) that in
the acceptable versions of the above examples that contain an adverb such as recently, the
adverb is focused. One possibility, which was already mentioned briefly in Abrusán (2011),
is that the focus on the adverb shows that the time of the event is in question. This in
turn makes any temporal entailment of the sentence, whether it happened before, during
or after the main event time, addressing the secondary main point signalled by focus, and
hence not presupposed.

Another case concerns generic statements. For example, (60) was provided in the
literature as a case of suspension:30

(60) If you stopped smoking in 2001, you are eligible for a payment from the Tobacco
Indemnity Fund. (Abusch 2005: p4, Kadmon 2001)

However, observe that in the above the subject you seems to be interpreted as a generic
pronoun. Accordingly, the presupposition of the antecedent of the conditional is also inter-
preted as a generic. As a result, any projected presupposition becomes hard to diagnose,
since it only requires that somebody used to smoke, which is normally true in most conver-
sational contexts. Further, it seems that similar examples can be reproduced with so-called
‘hard’ triggers as well, as long as the subject is interpreted as a generic you: In the exam-
ple below the speaker need not assume that his interlocutor has applied for an ERC grant
before:

(61) Getting an ERC grant is very hard, most people do not get it the first time they
apply. But if you apply for it again, the chances of getting it are higher.

Further cases of diagnostics for ‘soft’ vs. ‘hard’ triggers of dubious status cited in the
literature include projection in disjunctions and projection in quantificational contexts.31

30An anonymous reviewer notes that the example in (60) is also acceptable if you is replaced with
either of you. This move however creates a quantificational context, and we know that projection from
quantificational environments is a notoriously complicated issue: many quantifiers being compatible with
an existentially quantified presupposition. See Chemla (2009) for an empirical investigation.

31Another type of example sometimes cited in connection with the ‘soft-hard’ distinction is (i) and (ii):

(i) John suspects Mary is having an affair. He doesn’t know she is. (Abusch 2005:p.4)

(ii) Context: Suppose that a researcher is conducting an experiment into the effects of smoking cessa-
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Abusch (2002) proposed that ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ triggers differ with respect to whether they
allow suspension (or local accommodation) in disjunctions. The behaviour of presupposi-
tional sentences in disjunctive contexts is notoriously difficult to predict cf. e.g. Soames
(1979), Beaver and Krahmer (1998). One famously puzzling example is the case when the
presuppositions of the two disjuncts are mutually exclusive, such as in (62). Surprisingly,
in such cases the sentence appears to lack a presupposition:

(62) John either stopped smoking, or started smoking. (Beaver and Krahmer 1998)

Abusch (2002) claimed that the presuppositions of ‘hard’ triggers cannot be suspended in
contexts analogous to (62). She proposed that there is a contrast between (63a), which
contains the alleged ‘soft’ trigger continue and (63b) with the alleged ‘hard’ trigger too.

(63) a. After the first meeting, John will either continue missing meetings, or continue
attending them.

b. John will either attend the first meeting, or miss it. #And he will either
attend the second meeting too, or miss the second meeting too.

However the facts are not clear: contrary to the judgments reported in Abusch (2002), my
informants find (63b) acceptable. Further, some of the original examples of cancellation in
disjunction discussed by Soames involved so-called ‘hard’ triggers as well:

(64) Either Bill met the king of Slobovia or he met the president of Slobovia. (Soames
1979:655)

a. presupposition of the first disjunct: Slobovia had a king.
b. presupposition of the first disjunct: Slobovia had a president.

It seems then that problematic examples of projection from disjunctions do not provide
evidence for distinguishing two classes of presuppositions, ‘soft’ and ‘hard’. They do nev-
ertheless pose a serious puzzle for any theory of projection.32

Concerning presupposition projection from the scope of quantifiers it has been argued
that presupposition projection from the scope of existential quantifiers need not be uni-

tion. She begins a session by reiterating the eligibility requirements for participants. At this point,
she is approached by a subject, who says:
I’m sorry, I’m no use for your experiment. I haven’t stopped smoking. (Simons 2006)

However, on closer inspection these examples look like cases of denial. This is confirmed by the fact that
examples such as (ii) can be reproduced with so-called ‘hard’ triggers as well:

(iii) Context: There is a meeting at a rehabilitation institute for new patients who are in rehab for the
second time. After the first minutes, the meeting leader is approached by a patient who says:
I am sorry, I should not be at this meeting. I did not get to rehab again.

32Based partly on data concerning suspension in disjunctions, Walker (2012) has claimed that uniqueness
presuppositions of definite descriptions behave like ‘soft’ triggers. However, in Soames’ examples what is
in question is the existential presupposition.
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versal cf. Heim (1983), Beaver (2001), Schlenker (2008), Rothschild (2011), Sudo (2013),
among others. This assumption has been also confirmed empirically by Chemla (2009),
who used ‘soft’ triggers such as know for his experiments. Charlow (2009) (and follow-
ing him, Fox 2012, Romoli 2014) have claimed however that ‘hard’ triggers might show a
universal pattern of projection, based on examples such as the following:

(65) Just half of those 100 boys smoked in the past. They all smoked Nelson.
#Unfortunately, some of those 100 boys also smoked Marlboro. (Charlow 2009)

Charlow (2009) claims that the fact that the sentence with the trigger also is infelicitous as
a continuation of the preceding discourse shows that its presupposition projects universally.
Were it the case that the presupposition is existential, the sentence should be acceptable.

However, the empirical situation is again not clear. For example, Sudo (2013) gives
examples analogous to (65) in which the projection of presuppositions is apparently not
universal. This is diagnosed by the acceptability of (66a-c) in the context given below:

(66) Less than half of the students in each year have been to Paris.

a. 1/3 of the first years have also been to Toulouse.
b. Two of the first years have also been to Toulouse.
c. Few of the first years have also been to Toulouse.

What exactly distinguishes (65) and (66) is not quite clear (Sudo 2013 proposes that the
infelicity of (65) might be due to the pragmatic infelicity of “of those 100 boys” in the
target sentence). Nevertheless, it seems that more empirical research needs to be carried
out to diagnose any differences among triggers concerning projection from the scope of
quantifiers before any generalizations can be made.

In conclusion, the main difference between so-called ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ triggers in need
of explanation concerns their behaviour in explicit ignorance contexts. The remainder of
this subsection describes various previous proposals that were put forth to capture this
empirical contrast.

3.2.1 Certain presuppositions as conversational implicatures

The idea that a conversational explanation can be given as to why certain items carry a
presupposition has been around since the 70’s (cf. Stalnaker 1974, Atlas and Levinson 81,
Levinson 83, Sperber and Wilson 1979, Chierchia and McConnell-Ginet 2000 and Kadmon
2001, Schlenker 2010), and was revived more recently by Simons (2001). Simons (2001)
attempts to provide a purely pragmatic mechanism of presupposition triggering, treading
along the path envisaged by Stalnaker (1974). Her idea in a nutshell is as follows. By
uttering a sentence S a speaker raises the question whether Q if S can be interpreted as
addressing the question Q. Thus uttering an atomic sentence with content p counts as
raising the question Q=Whether p?, and uttering a sentence with content ¬p counts as
raising the question Q=Whether p? as well, and so does an utterance of a sentence with
the content if p, then ..., and so on for other operators over which presuppositions project.
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Given this, she defines the following triggering mechanism:

(67) If a speaker A raises the question Whether p? by uttering S, and p asymmetrically
entails33 some proposition q, then A indicates that she believes q to be true.

As Simons (2001) herself points out, this proposal strongly over-generates (cf. also discus-
sion Abusch 2010). E.g. in connection with the example “John knows it is raining” the
proposal predicts that it should also presuppose that John believes that it is raining, and
indeed any proposition that S asymmetrically entails. This is certainly incorrect.

In a recent paper Simons et al. (2010) outline a triggering and projection theory for
what they term ‘projective meaning’, which roughly covers phenomena more commonly
known as presuppositions and conventional implicatures. Projective meanings in their ter-
minology are implications that survive under the scope of an entailment canceling operator.
The core of their proposal is that implications project if they do not address the Question
Under Discussion. This theory does not distinguish between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ triggers. In
newer work, (Tonhauser et al. 2013) the authors give a descriptive summary of the em-
pirical properties of various projecting items including different types of presupposition
triggers. They distinguish four classes of projective items, one class roughly corresponding
to conventional implicatures, one class roughly corresponding to non-anaphoric triggers
and two (possibly unifiable) subclasses roughly corresponding to anaphoric triggers. As
I understand it, the work reported in Tonhauser et al. (2013) is similar in spirit to the
present paper in the sense that it tries to delineate differences among the various presup-
position triggers based on their fine-grained semantic and contextual properties, rather
than squeezing them into the rather crude ‘soft-hard’ categories.

3.2.2 Triggering from alternatives

Abusch (2002, 2010) has proposed that the reason why presuppositions of ‘soft’ triggers
can be suspended is because their presuppositions are generated from alternatives. Presup-
positions of ‘hard’ triggers, in contrast, are conventionally associated with their triggers,
which is why they cannot be suspended. Abusch proposes that sets of alternatives trig-
ger the default presuppositional constraint according to which the proposition formed as
the disjunction of the set is true. In the case of focus and questions, this amounts to
the claim that some alternative in the set is true, giving rise to a (defeasible) existential
presupposition. In the case of verbal presuppositional triggers, Abusch (2002, 2005) pro-
posed that their lexical representation contains a set of alternatives. For example, the
verb know triggers the alternatives ALT={know, be unaware}. If a sentence that contains
know is uttered, the alternative propositions that we get by replacing the trigger by its
lexical alternatives are activated. Given the default presuppositional constraint, we then
pragmatically presuppose that the disjunction of these alternative propositions is true:

(68) John knows that it is raining or John is unaware that it is raining

33A proposition p asymmetrically entails q if p entails q, but q does not entail p.
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Since the disjunction still entails that it is raining, the correct presupposition is predicted.
In newer work, however (see Abusch 2010), Abusch has abandoned the idea of lexical
triggering in the case of verbs:

For triggers where we have not found any independent motivation for a representa-
tion with alternatives, once we have L, we can derive ‘soft’ triggering anyway, by
stipulating a lexical representation with a set of alternatives whose disjunction is the
observed presupposition. (v) But perhaps, where a representation using alternatives
is not independently motivated, it is better to look for a different constraint referring
to some lexical feature which is motivated. An example is a constraint referring to
preconditions. (Abusch 2010, p.39)

Abusch’s original idea was recently further developed by Romoli (2014), partly building
on Chemla (2009), for verbs such as win and stop. According to this theory, ‘soft’ triggers
are strong scalar items that trigger asymmetric scalar alternatives. Projection-like effects
arise from scalar exhaustification of asymmetric alternatives, as shown below. In the basic
positive case in (69), the alternative that John participated is entailed, and thus cannot
be excluded:

(69) John won.

a. ALT= {John won, John participated}
b. EXH(John won) = John won.

In the negated case, shown below, the entailment relation is reversed: that John did not
participate entails that he did not win. It is thus the stronger alternative, namely that
John did not participate that is negated by exhaustification, yielding the positive inference
that John did participate.

(70) a. John did not win.
b. ALT= {¬John won, ¬John participated}
c. EXH(John did not win)=¬John won ∧¬¬John participated =
¬John won ∧ John participated.

I refer the reader to Romoli (2014) for details on how the implicature arises in other
projective contexts.

As it was discussed in the previous section, the present paper follows Abusch (2010)
concerning the alternative-based account of triggering of the existential presupposition of
focus, and it even extends it to it-clefts. I also follow Abusch (2010) in her scepticism
quoted above with respect to whether the alternative-based account can provide a solution
to the triggering problem of presuppositional verbs. Romoli (2014) in fact also stays clear
of the problem of how lexical alternatives arise and assumes that that should be predicted
by a separate triggering mechanism, e.g. one along the lines of Abrusán (2011).

An exception might be the case of the inference that arises with achievement verbs
such as win: given the fact mentioned above that the projective inference of win can be
canceled even in unembedded contexts, it might well be the case that it is indeed not a
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presupposition at all but rather some type of implicature. (Although I am skeptical about
treating the inference that arises from change of state verbs such as stop in a similar vein,
since — as we have seen — that inference is not easy to cancel at all.)

Finally, as we have seen in Section 2, many of the suspension data with factives hinge
crucially on the interaction of the sentence with the surrounding discourse, and in partic-
ular the focus structure of the sentence. Perhaps such facts could be accommodated in
an account such as Romoli’s (2014) (though he talks little about factives). Possibly, as
suggested by an anonymous reviewer, recent proposals about the interaction of focus with
implicatures such as that of Fox and Spector (2015) might be used in order to work this
idea out more precisely. In its present state though there is much work to be done for the
alternative-based account to account for the precise facts of exactly when the presupposi-
tions of verbs can be suspended.

3.2.3 Other proposals

Abbott (2006) (taking up a suggestion by Ladusaw) and Klinedinst (2012) suggested that
the reason why presuppositions of ‘hard’ triggers cannot be suspended is that ‘hard’ triggers
such as too only contribute their presupposition to the meaning of the sentence. Thus, if
the presupposition were suspended, there would be no reason whatsoever to include the
additive particle in the sentence. ‘soft’ triggers such as know on the other hand also
contribute other aspects towards the meaning of the sentence, thus their presence remains
informative even if their presupposition is suspended. Yet under this proposal it remains
to be explained why presuppositions of so-called ‘soft’ triggers cannot always be suspended
and why the suspension seems to depend on focus and contextual factors.

In order to explain the alleged contrast in projection from the scope of quantifiers,
Charlow (2009) and Fox (2012) have proposed that local accommodation is more readily
available for ‘soft’ triggers than for ‘hard’ triggers. Local accommodation then masks the
true nature of projection from quantifiers, which is in fact universal. Yet, as the nature
of local accommodation is rather mysterious and ill-understood, this proposal can only
capture the difference between the two types of triggers descriptively. It also remains to be
seen how this idea can be reconciled with the examples that show context-, and in particular
focus-dependence of suspension. Nevertheless, these are some of the very few studies that
brave the extremely complex area of the behaviour of various presupposition triggers in the
scope of different quantifiers. For this reason, and although more experimental investigation
is needed to establish the empirical landscape more clearly, these studies ultimately might
provide important insights into this area.

4 Conclusion

This paper has argued that differences in presupposition cancellation among various pre-
supposition triggers can be explained by looking at the inherent differences in how these
elements and the triggering mechanism that generates them interact with the context.
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It was shown that so called ‘suspension’ cases arise when the presupposition is not even
generated by the relevant triggering mechanism to begin with. This might have various
reasons: The presuppositions of factive verbs are not generated when focus on the embed-
ded clause turns an entailment that would be normally backgrounded into part of the main
point. The presuppositions of focus can fail to be generated because of the rather loose
question-answer congruence requirement they have in English, which allows questions that
give rise to vacuous presuppositions to license focus as well. On the other hand, in the
case of the presuppositions of additive particles, which were argued to arise from the same
mechanism that predicts presuppositions of factive verbs (Abrusán 2011), the anaphoric
nature of the presupposition and the fact that it is not expressed via a constituent pre-
cludes it from being focused and hence from becoming a (secondary) main point. This is
why we do not find examples of suspension with additive particles similar to that seen with
factives. In the case of it-clefts, which, just like focus, were argued to arise via Abusch’s
(2010) alternative-sensitive mechanism, its stringent question-answer congruence require-
ments preclude it from not having an existential presupposition. The upshot is that there
is no need to distinguish two different types of presuppositions, ‘soft’ and “hard”: different
types of presuppositions can have exactly the same status semantically/pragmatically.

Ultimately, I argued that the way in which a presupposition is generated and whether
it can be suspended are orthogonal. In order to understand presupposition ‘suspension’,
we need to look at the broader context of the utterance and the complex interactions of
the triggering mechanisms with the context in which presuppositions arise. This paper
proposed to do exactly that.
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