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1. Introduction

Manypeoplehavestudiedhowvaguepredicatesdependoncontextfor their interpretation,but few
havestudiedin detailhowauseof avaguepredicateaffectsthecontextagainstwhichotherexpres-
sionsgetevaluated.In recentyears,however,variousdynamictheoriesof contextupdatehavemade
considerableprogressin describingandexplainingcomplexphenomenasuchaspresuppositionand
anaphora.In thispaperI will arguethattakinganexplicitly dynamicperspectiveonvaguenesscan
leadtonewinsightsinto thenatureof vaguenessin generalandthesemanticsof gradableadjectives
in particular.

In pursuitof thisgoal,I will provideanexplicit formalanalysisof howauseof avaguegradable
adjective(e.g.,tall) affectssharedknowledgein a developingdiscourse.My startingpoint is the
claimthatassertingandacceptinga tokenof thesentenceFeynmanis tall canresolvesomeportion
of themutualuncertaintyassociatedwith theapplicabilityof thepredicatetall. More specifically,
it eliminatesfrom furtherconsiderationthepossibilitythat thevaguestandardof absolutetallness
mightbegreaterthanthemaximaldegreeof Feynman’sheight. I developthisideawithin adynamic
updatesemanticsin thetraditionof Stalnaker,Karttunen,Heim,andmanyothers.

1.1.Descriptiveversusmetalinguisticmodesof use

Oneadvantageof adoptinga dynamicperspectiveis a clearerpictureof the situationsin which
adjectiveshaveadescriptiveversusa metalinguisticuse.Normally,(1) will beusedin orderto add
to thecommongroundnewinformationconcerningFeynman’sheight:

Feynmanis tall.(1)

But (1) hasanothermodeof use. Imaginethat we areat a party.PerhapsFeynmanstandsbefore
usa shortdistanceaway,drinkingpunchandthinkingaboutdancing;in anycase,theexactdegree
to which Feynmanis tall is commonknowledge.You askme what countsastall in my country.
“Well,” I say,“aroundhere,…” andI continueby uttering(1). This is not a descriptiveusein the
usualsense.I havenotprovidedanynewinformationabouttheworld,oratleastnonewinformation
aboutFeynman’sheight. In fact,assumingthat tall meansroughly ‘having a maximaldegreeof
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saw,PeterN. Lasersohn,Sally McConnell-Ginet,LouiseMcNally, PaulPortner,JasonStanley,Gina Taranto,andTimo-
thy Williamson.
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heightgreaterthana certaincontextually-suppliedstandard’,I haven’tevenprovidedyouwith any
newinformationaboutthetruthconditionsof theword tall. All I havedoneis givenyouguidance
concerningwhat theprevailingrelevantstandardfor tallnesshappensto be in our community;in
particular,thatstandardmustbenogreaterthanFeynman’smaximaldegreeof height. Thecontext
updateeffect of accepting(1) would be to eliminatefrom further considerationsomecandidates
for thestandardof tallness.My purposein uttering(1)undersuchcircumstanceswouldbenothing
morethanto communicatesomethingabouthow to usea certainword appropriately—itwould be
a metalinguisticuse. In fact, I will arguethat metalinguisticupdateis by no meanspathological
or exceptional,but partof thenormalupdatepotentialof mostvaguepredicatesandpresentto one
degreeor anotherin most(butnotall!) uses.

1.2.Twocontrastingcasestudies:comparativesandinfinitivecomplements

Sections3 and4 extendthebasicanalysisto two detailedcasestudiesinvestigatingcomparatives
andcertaininfinitival-takingadjectives.Thediscussionof comparativestreatsmeasurephrases(six
feettall), comparatives(Bill is taller thanFeynman), anddegreemodifiers(verytall), with special
attentionto higher-ordervagueness(definitelytall). Measurephrasesand comparativeshaveno
metalinguisticside-effects:declaringthat Bill is six feet tall, or that Bill is six inchestaller than
Feynman,revealsnothingaboutwhatcountsastall. Ontheanalysishere,theimpossibilityof using
measurephrasesor comparativesto negotiatevaguestandardsfollows from thetruthconditionsof
theconstructions.

The secondcasestudy involves adjectivesthat take infinitival complements(happyto see
you, proud to be your friend, lucky to survive). In general,adjectivesbehavequite differently
semanticallywhentheytakeaninfinitival complement.

a. Feynmanis stupid. ABSOLUTE

b. Feynmanis stupidto dancelike that. RELATIVE

(2)

In (2a),Feynmanis habituallystupid,or disposedor likely to behavestupidly. In (2b),Feynman’s
stupidityis limited tohisparticipationin aspecificdancingevent.Certainlyneithersentenceentails
theother:Feynmanmightverywell bestupidto dancewildly, in whichcase(2b)is true,at thesame
timeheis aNobellaureate,in whichcase(2a)mayverywell befalse.

Getting the updatepotential of relative usesof adjectivesright can explain a striking
phenomenon:

a. Feynmanwantedto beproud/stupid.
b. Feynmanwantedto be[proudto dancelike that].
c. *Feynmanwantedto be[stupidto dancelike that].

(3)

As Wilkinson (1970:432)observesand as (3) illustrates,when someadjectivessuchas stupid,
lucky, rude, wise, fortunate, etc.,takean infinitival complement,theycanno longerbeembedded
beneatha controlpredicatelike want (excepton an irrelevantpurpose-clauseinterpretation).My
explanationfor thisunembeddabilityeffectdependson showingthat in theseinfinitival uses,what
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isspecialaboutadjectiveslike stupidis thattheyhavenoentailmentswhatsoever(beyondwhatthey
presuppose)exceptfor theirupdateeffectonvaguestandards.Thatis,I will arguethatrelativeuses
of stupid-typeadjectiveshaveonly ametalinguisticmodeof use.

Onelargergoalof thisstudyis to lendsupportto theideathatcomplexsemanticbehavioroften
follows automaticallyfrom gettinglocal truthconditionsright. An especiallyclearexampleof this
generalstrategyis Heim’s(1983;1992)claimthatintricatedetailsof presuppositionprojectionfol-
low automaticallyin adynamicframeworkfrom thetruthconditionsof thecomponentexpressions.
My specificgoal,then,is to showhowprovidingadynamicaccountof thetruthconditionsof grad-
ableadjectivesleadsto anexplanationof theupdatebehaviorof comparativesanddegreemodifiers
on theonehand,andof unembeddabilityon theother.

2.The dynamicsof gradableadjectives:basicanalysis

2.1.Background

Thedynamicapproachdevelopedhereiscompatiblewith Bosch’s(1983:190)ideathatvaguenessis
acaseof ‘incompletedefinition’, i.e.,incompleteacquisitionof theprecisemeaningof apredicate.
A similar ideais elaboratedat lengthin Williamson’s(1994)proposalthatvaguenessis (p. 3) ‘an
epistemicphenomenon…In casesof unclarity,statementsremaintrueor false,but speakersof the
languagehavenowayof knowingwhich.’ Thusfor Williamson,auseof avaguepredicatereduces
ignorance.Williamson(pages205–215),however,rejectsmakingasystematicdistinctionbetween
knowledgeconcerningthecontentof adiscourseversusknowledgeconcerningthediscourseitself.
I will insistonbeingmorespecific:partof theignoranceassociatedwith auseof avaguepredicate
is uncertaintyabouttheapplicabilityof aword. Thatis, it is ignorancepertainingto thestateof the
discourseitself—in otherwords,it is purelylinguisticignorance.

ThereforeI will distinguishthreetypesof entailment:presuppositionsarewhatmustalready
be acceptedastrue in order for a useof an expressionthat triggersthosepresuppositionsto be
appropriate;sharpening is whathappensto thestatusof vaguepredicatesasdiscourseconstrains
possiblewaysof resolvingthat vagueness2; and(normal)descriptive entailments,of course,are
at-issueentailmentsotherthansharpeningentailmentsandpresuppositionsthatfollow directlyfrom
thetruthconditionsof theutterance.Thusatypicalassertionof thesentenceJohn’sbalduncledied
presupposesthatJohnhasanuncle,sharpensour notionof whatcountsasbald,andhasamongits
descriptiveentailmentsthatJohn’suncleatsomepointceasedto bealive.

Theobservationthata useof a vaguepredicateaffectssubsequentcontextis not newby any
means.Kamp(1975:149),Klein (1980:14),andPinkal(1989:223)all mentionin passingthatassert-
ing a sentencecontaininga vaguepredicatecausesthecontextto changein certainways,but none
spellout in detailthemechanismof thosechanges.At morelength,Parikh(1994)examinesvague-
nessasaproblemfor effectivecommunication.Hedescribessomethingverymuchlike whatI call

2‘Sharpening’asusedherecorrespondsto Pinkal’s(e.g.,(1983))non-dynamicnotion ‘precization’. SeealsoWilliamson’s
(1999)notionof asharpenedlanguage.
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sharpening,andheadvocatesaviewof meaningthatresemblesthedynamicanalysisdevelopedhere.
It isdifficult to tell for sure,however,sinceParikh’sdiscussion,thoughcogent,is relativelyinformal.
EikmeyerandRieser(1983)andBallweg(1983:70)aremuchmoreexplicit aboutthewayin which
the interpretationof a vagueexpressiondependson contextandhow thecontextmustchangeas
discourseprogresses.More recently,Kyburg andMorreau(1996;2000)offer anaccommodation-
basedformalmodelfor updatingthecommongroundtoreflecttheappropriatedegreeof sharpening
of a vaguepredicatefollowing anutterance.KyburgandMorreau’stheorydescribesoneaspectof
“negotiationabouthowto usevaguewords”,andthusin its broadstrokesis verymuchin thesame
spirit asthis paper.3 However,Kyburg andMorreauexplicitly notethat theyarenot proposingan
algorithmfor computingupdatedvaluesfor vaguepredicates,butratherareonlyplacingconstraints
on whatsuchanalgorithm“ought to compute”.Whatis still missing,andwhatthispaperattempts
to provide,is anexplicit accountof preciselyhowthecontextchangepotentialof a useof a vague
expressionfollows directlyfrom its compositionalcontributionto truthconditions.

2.2.Formalpreliminaries

The formal approachI will take to modelingcontextupdateandpresuppositionprojectionis in
the traditionof Stalnaker(1973et seq.),Karttunen(1974),Heim (1982,1983),Groenendijkand
Stokhof(1990,1991),andmanyothers.Thebasicideaof thesedynamicapproachesto meaningis
thatthemutualassumptionsof theinterlocutorscanbemodeledasasetof alternatives,whereeach
alternativecorrespondsto onewaytheworld mightbe.

Most dynamic theoriesthat discussanaphoraprovide a separateformal mechanismfor
trackingvariableassignments.For instance,in Heim (1983),a contextconsistsof a setof ordered
pairs〈g, w〉 whereg is an assignmentfunction mappingvariablesto entitiesandw is a possible
world. In recognitionof thefact thatsuchcontextsseemto containmorethanjustworlds,theyare
sometimescalled‘informationstates’.In fact,Kamp(1988)arguesthatsetsof possibleworldsare
notrich enoughtomodelanaphoricrelationsappropriately,sothataseparatemechanismisnotonly
convenient,but required.But asStalnaker(1998)explains,if theworldsin a contextareall worlds
in whichthediscourseitself is takingplace,theneachworld containswithin it acompleteversionof
thediscourseitself—includingthecompletesetof anaphoricrelationsthatarepartof (thatworld’s
versionof) thediscourse.

Thus the need for a separatebookkeepingmechanismfor variable assignmentscan be
reconciledwith a purepossible-worldsconceptionof updateby providinga functiong thatmapsa
world to theassignmentfunctionfor the(counterpartof the)discoursein which thesentenceunder
evaluationoccurs.Suchafunctionwill bedefinedonly for worldsin whichthediscoursein question
is takingplace,but it is quitenatural(in fact,unavoidable)to assumethatspeakerswill presuppose
thattheyareparticipantsin adiscourse.

Analogously,d will bea functionthatmapsaworld ontothedelineationthatcharacterizesthe

3I becameawareof thiswork only duringfinal revisions,andthetwo theoriesweredevelopedindependentlyof oneanother.
Therearesignificantdifferencesin frameworkandanalysis:KyburgandMorreauexplicitly allow a limited degreeof belief
revision,whereasmy modelprovidesonly for monotonicincreasein information;in addition,their treatmentof higher-order
vaguenessis quitedifferentfrom theonebelowin section3.4.
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vaguepredicatesin usein thediscourseof thatworld. A DELINEATION, in turn (Lewis (1970)),is a
functionfrom adjectivemeaningsto degrees.

FUNCTION ON WORLDS SEMANTIC TYPE OF THE VALUE

g assignmentfunction(mapsvariablesto individuals)
d delineation(mapsgradableadjectivemeaningsto adegree)

(4)

Thusgiven a contextC, eachcandidateworld c ∈ C specifieshow thingsmight be along three
dimensionssimultaneously:whomightbesalient,howvaguepredicatesmightbemadeprecise,and
all theotherfactsthatdeterminewhatmight bethecase.For instance,if c is a candidateworld in
a discoursecontext,theng(c) is thevariableassignmentfunctionassociatedwith c, sothatg(c)(x)
yieldsthereferentof thevariablex in c. Similarly,d(c) is thedelineationfunctionassociatedwith
c, andd(c)([[tall ]]) yieldsthestandardof absolutetallnessin c.

As usualin dynamicsystems,propositionalexpressionsdenotecontextupdatefunctions,i.e.,
a functionthattakesacontextasanargumentandreturnsanupdatedcontextfor a value. If φ is an
expressionin EnglishandC andC′ arecontexts,[[φ]](〈C, C′〉) holdsjust in caseC′ happensto be
a legitimatewayof updatingC with theinformationin φ. I will saythat[[φ]] is theUPDATE FUNCTION

denotedby φ, andgiventhat[[φ]] isa function,it will sometimesbeconvenientto write [[φ]](C) = C′.
Thanksin partto thefact thatcontextsaresetsof worlds(ratherthaninformationstates),all of the
updatefunctionsconsideredbelowarefilters,sothat if [[φ]](〈C, C′〉) holdsthenC′ ⊆ C. Therefore
if [[φ]] is anupdatefunctionI will sometimesslightly abusenotationandwrite C ⊆ [[φ]] insteadof
[[φ]](C) = C, andsimilarly for c ∈ C write c ∈ [[φ]] insteadof [[φ]]({c}) = {c}. Thusif rain is theset
of worldsin which it is raining,[[It is raining]] = λC.{c ∈ C : c ∈ rain }.

2.3.Descriptiveandmetalinguisticmodes

Beingmorespecificabouthow a useof a vagueadjectiveupdatescontextrequirestalking about
degrees.Followingmanymoderntreatmentsof gradableadjectives(seevonStechow(1984);Klein
(1991);Kennedy(1997,in press)for surveys),I will assumethatgradableadjectivesin all of their
usesexpressrelationsinvolving individualsanddegrees.ThereforeI will expressthedenotationof
tall in termsof thelogicalconstantrelationtall, wheretall (d, b) will bethesetof worldsin which
Bill is tall at leastto degreed.

But what is the ontologicalstatusof a degree?Many theoriesassumethat degreesare(iso-
morphicto) realnumbers(seediscussionin Hamann(1991),Klein (1991),or Kennedy(in press)),
whichisnaturalenoughfor adjectivessuchastall,butlessobviouslyappropriatefor adjectiveswhose
degreesaremoreabstract,suchasstupid. For presentpurposes,it will sufficeto assumethat the
setof degreesD is partiallyorderedby therelation ≤ , andthatgradableadjectivesaremonotonic
with respectto thisordering(see,e.g.,Klein 1991:684).That is, if anindividual is tall (or stupid)
to degreed, thenthat individual is tall (or stupid)to anydegreed′ whered′ ≤ d. Thisassumption
is whatguarantees,amongotherthings,thatif Bill is tall andFeynmanis not tall, thenBill mustbe
taller thanFeynman,andsoon.4

4Two technicalconsiderations:Kennedy(in press)arguesthatdegreesmustbeintervals,notpoints,in orderto accountfor a
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Absoluteusesof adjectivesdependon a contextually-suppliedstandard,which is wherethe
delineationfunctionintroducedin (4)comesinto play. An absoluteusesuchasFeynmanis tall will
betruejust in casethereisadegreetowhichFeynmanis tall thatexceedstheprevailingstandardfor
absolutetallness.In general,wehave:

[[tall ]] = λxλC.{c ∈ C : c ∈ tall (d(c)([[tall ]]), x)}(5)

This dynamicdenotationtakesan individual asanargumentandreturnsanupdatefunction. The
denotationin (5) saysthatanindividualx will countasabsolutelytall in a world c just in casex is
tall (at least)to thedegreeidentifiedby thedelineationfunctionassociatedwith c.5

In orderto beableto put tall in a sentence,assumethattherelevantuseof be is semantically
transparent,i.e., [[be]] = λX.X, and that the [NP VP] constructiongets the normal generalized
quantifierconstrual,i.e., [[ [ NP VP ]]] = [[NP]]( [[VP]]). As usual,a namewill denotea principal
ultrafilter,sothat[[Feynman]] = λP.P(f ), wheref is theindividualnamedFeynman,andwehave

a. Feynmanis tall.

b. [[Feynman is tall]] = λC.{c ∈ C : c ∈ tall (d(c)([[tall ]]), f )}
(6)

This updatefunction will excludeworlds basedon the standardof tallnessin that world and
Feynman’sheightin thatworld.

In a purelydescriptiveuse,theprevailingstandardof tallnessis commonknowledge.More
technically,this meansthat the rangeof tallnessstandardsthat d assignsto the candidatesin the
commongroundaresufficientlycloseto oneanothernot to affectthetruth of theassertionsunder
discussion.To seewhatthismightbelike, consideranutteranceof (6) in thepresenceof acontext
containingthefollowing candidates:

phenomenonhecallscross-polaranomaly.Thesemanticsgivenhereisneutralwith respectto thisissue;however,if degrees
arepoints,thencaremustbetakentodistinguishbetweenupwardmonotonicityfor positiveadjectives(tall,wise, etc.) versus
downwardmonotonicityfor theirantonyms(shortandstupid, respectively),whichwouldfall outautomaticallyonKennedy’s
assumptions.Second,Sapir(1944)pointsout thatif weconceiveof colorsasregionsona continuousspectrum,a gradable
adjectivelike greenmustbeboundedon bothsides:a color is greenonly if it sufficientlyun-blueandandalsosufficiently
un-yellow. ThereforeLewis (1970)suggestsassociatingeachadjectivewith a tuple of standards,eachelementof which
marksthecutoff point alonga differentdimension(seealsoMcConnell-Ginet(1973)). We couldsidestepboth issuesby
allowing thedelineationfunctionto returna setof degrees,thesetof all degreesthatqualify astall or thesetof all degrees
thatqualifyasgreen.Suchsetsmaybeintervals,asclaimedby Kennedy.However,makingdowith onedegreeperadjective
asastandardfor resolvingvaguenesswill sufficefor ourpurposeshere.
5Theequationin (5) mentions[[tall ]] on bothsidesof theequalsign,which might seemto makethedefinitioncircular in
a perniciousway. However,sincedelineationsmapadjectivemeaningsontodegrees(ratherthan,say,ontosometype of
function),it is easyto find asuitablevaluefor [[tall ]] thatsatisfiestheconstraintexpressedby (5).
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c d(c)([[tall ]]) ι(max(λd.tall (d, f ))) c ∈ tall (d(c)([[tall ]]), f )
c1 180 183 yes

c2 180 181 yes

c3 180 179 no

c4 180 177 no

(7)

Let c1, …, c4 representfour candidatepossibleworlds that differ relevantlyonly in the maximal
degreeto whichFeynmanis tall. Let’s assumethatFeynmanis tallestin c1 (in whichheis 183cen-
timeterstall),progressivelyshorterin c2 andc3, andshortestin c4. Thevaluesin thecolumnlabelled
d(c)([[tall ]]) areidentical,which meansthatvariationsin thestandardof tallnessin thefour worlds
will playnorole in theupdateoutcome.Only in worldsc1 andc2 is Feynmantall enoughto qualify
astall in theabsolutesense,sinceonly in c1 andc2 is themaximaldegreeto which Feynmanis tall
greaterthan180 centimeters.This meansthat only thesetwo candidatessurviveupdatewith the
denotationof thesentenceFeynmanis tall. Thusif c1, …, c4 is thecontextat thepoint in adiscourse
immediatelybeforethesentencein questionis processed,c1, c2 will betheupdatedcontext:[[Feyn-
manis tall ]]({c1, c2, c3, c4}) = {c1, c2}. Thisscenarioconstitutesapurelydescriptiveuseof (6),and
thesoleupdateeffectis to addinformationto thecontextabouthowtall Feynmanmustbewithout
sharpeningthenotionof whatcountsastall.

Now considera casein which the degreeof Feynman’stallnessis well-known, but the
prevailingstandardof tallnessis uncertain.This is whereyou askme what countsastall in Los
Alamos,andI replyby saying“Around here,…” andcontinueby uttering(6).

c d(c)([[tall ]]) ι(max(λd.tall (d, f ))) c ∈ tall (d(c)([[tall ]]), f )
c5 184 181 no

c6 182 181 no

c7 180 181 yes

c8 178 181 yes

(8)

Accordingto thissecondscenario,thediscourseparticipantsbothknow exactlyhow tall Feynman
is. Thusthecandidatesunderconsiderationdo not differ asto themaximaldegreeof Feynman’s
tallness.However,thereisconsiderableuncertaintyaboutwhatcountsastall in thiscircumstanceof
utterance.Accordingto thechartin (8),therearefour degreesof tallnessunderconsiderationasthe
standardof absolutetallness,eachoneprogressivelylessstringentthanthelast. Only thestandards
for c7 andc8 aresufficientlylow standardsthatFeynmancountsastall. Thereforeif c5, …, c8 is the
contextat thepoint in adiscourseimmediatelybeforeuttering(6), theupdatedcontextwill contain
only c7 andc8: [[Feynmanis tall ]]({c5, c6, c7, c8}) = {c7, c8}. We havelearnednothingnewabout
Feynman’sheightby accepting(6), but we do learnsomethingaboutthe prevailingstandardof
tallness.In suchadiscoursesituation,theupdateeffectof (6) is purelysharpening.

Normally,of course,thereis uncertaintybothaboutwhat is thecaseandabouttheprevailing
vaguestandards.We mayknow thatFeynmanhassomeimprecisebut high degreeof height,and
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we mayalsosuspectthat thestandardof tallnessat Los Alamosmight behigherthanelsewhere.
In sucha stateof knowledgeall eightof thecandidatesconsideredin thelast two scenariosmight
belive alternatives.Updatewith thedenotationof (6) would narrowthesetof candidatesto c1, c2,
c7, andc8: [[Feynmanis tall ]]({c1, …, c8}) = {c1, c2, c7, c8}. Wewould havesimultaneouslyrefined
our knowledgeof thedegreeto which Feynmanis tall, andalsoour knowledgeof how theword
tall is usedat Los Alamos. That is, in the normalsituation,an utteranceof a sentencelike (6)
simultaneouslyoperatesatbothadescriptiveandametalinguisticlevel.

Thesomewhatidealizedbut familiar pictureof discoursethatemergesis a progressiverefine-
mentof theassumptionssharedbytheinterlocutors.Butarecandidatestandardsreallydiscardedfor
good,or only temporarily?After all, if I tell youGivethistall glassto that shortbasketballplayer,
youdonot objectto my descriptionof thebasketballplayeron thegroundsthatherheightexceeds
anystandardof tallnessthat could justify calling a drinking glasstall. Assumingthat beingshort
entailsbeingnot tall, it seemsthatI musthaveresetmy standardof tallnessin betweenutteringthe
directobjectandtheindirectobject. But this is just anexampleof thewell-known(but poorlyun-
derstood)dependenceof vaguestandardsonsomerelevantcomparisonclass(seeKlein (1991:685)
for discussionandreferences):whatmattersiswhetheraglassis tall for a glass, or whetheraperson
is shortfor a basketballplayer. To seethatthesharpeningentailedby theuseof tall remainsin full
force,notethatit wouldbeinconsistentof meto continueby sayingAndbytheway,thiseventaller
glassis not a tall glass,and that evenshorterbasketballplayer is not a short basketballplayer.
Thustheoriginalutterancedoescommitmetocertainpersistentstandardsof tallness,thoughit does
seemnecessarytokeeptrackof adifferentstandardfor eachcomparisonclass(seeKampandPartee
(1995)andKennedy(1997)for discussionandproposalsfor howto dothis).

3.Dynamic comparisonand higher-order vagueness

Any completesemanticaccountof gradableadjectivesmustprovidea treatmentfor comparatives.
However,comparativesarequitecomplexbothsyntacticallyandsemantically,andit is clearlynot
possibletogiveacomprehensivediscussionhereof themanyanalysesavailablein theliterature(von
Stechow(1984),Klein (1991),andKennedy(1997)giveusefulsurveys).Nevertheless,in orderto
give someconcretereasonto supposethat thedynamicapproachcanleadto a reasonableaccount
of comparatives,I will showhowat leasttwo well-knowntypesof analysesof thecomparativecan
bereconstructedin a dynamicframework. Themainpoint of interestfor the largerissuesof this
paperis that the truth conditionsproposedhereautomaticallypredict that measurephrasesand
comparatives,unlikenormalabsoluteuses,havenosharpeningeffect. In addition,thetreatmentof
degreemodifiersleadsto anaccountof higher-ordervagueness.

3.1.Measurephrases

Providingan analysisfor measurephrases(e.g.,two meters, as in Mary is two meterstall) will
introducetheingredientsneededfor ananalysisof comparativesanddegreemodifiers.

It will beconvenientto adoptanotationalconventionadaptedfrom formaltreatmentsof quan-
tification. In manytheories,aquantifierbindsapronounby manipulatingthecontextually-supplied
assignmentfunctionthatwould otherwiseprovidethepronounwith a deicticinterpretation.Since
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wewill needto quantifyovervaguestandardsratherthanovervariableassignments,whatweneed
is a modifieddelineationfunction:thereforelet c[d/ α] bea world exactlylike c exceptperhapsas
requiredin orderto guaranteethatd(c)(α) = d.

Using modified delineations, let the denotation of [[two meters]] be
λαλxλC.{c ∈ C : c[2m/ α] ∈ α(x)}, sothat[[Mary is two meters tall]] = c[2m/ [[tall ]]] ∈ [[tall ]](m).
ThenthesentenceMary is twometerstall is truejust in caseMarywouldcountastall if thestandard
for tallnessweresetto two meters.

It is importantthat c[2m/ [[tall ]]] ∈ [[tall ]](m) can be true evenif c[2m/ [[tall ]]] is not in the
commonground,sinceameasurephrasecanimposeatemporarystandardthatisnotremotelyunder
considerationasastandardfor absolutetallness.

Even more important, note that c[2m/ [[tall ]]] ∈ [[tall ]](m) can be true even if
c ∈/ [[tall ]](m)—that is,Mary canbesix feettall in c evenif Mary doesnot qualify astall in c. Be-
causethe truth conditionsfor measurephrasesreferonly to modifieddelineations,theyeliminate
worldsfrom thecontextbasedonly ondescriptivefacts,withoutregardtovaguestandards.In other
words,unlikeabsoluteusesof gradableadjectives,measurephraseshaveonlyadescriptivemodeof
use,andnometalinguisticmode.

3.2.Comparatives

Oneof the fundamentalissuesin the theoryof comparativesis whetherthe comparativeor the
absoluteform is semanticallymorebasic. In English(asin manyotherlanguages;seeKlein (1980,
1991)),thecomparativeis morphologicallyor syntacticallymorecomplexthantheabsoluteform
of anadjective(taller = tall + -er, morelucky= more+ lucky), suggestingthat themeaningof the
comparativeought to be a compositionalfunction of the meaningof the absolute.Nevertheless,
manysemantictreatmentswork theotherwayaround,basingthemeaningof theabsoluteform on
themeaningof thecomparative.In contrastto suchaccounts,I will providea semanticsconsistent
with Englishmorphology,i.e., I will expressthemeaningof thecomparativeasa functionof the
meaningof theabsolute.

Onestandardapproachto comparativesquantifiesover degrees.Klein (1991:685)givesthe
provenanceof thebasicidea,andoffersadefenseagainstsomecriticisms.Moltmann(1992),Lerner
andPinkal (1995),andGawron(1995)canbe classifiedassimilar. On this type of analysis,the
denotationof thecomparativesuffix canberenderedasfollows:

[[-er]] = λαλxλyλC.{c ∈ C : ∃d.(c[d/ α] ∈ α(y))∧(¬c[d/ α] ∈ α(x))}(9)

Thismeaningquantifiesoverdegrees:for eachdegreed, thetruthconditionsevaluateanexpression
basedon the absolutemeaningof the adjectivewith respectto a candidatein which the relevant
standardhasbeentemporarilysetto d. Combining(9) with theadjectivaldenotationsasdescribed
in section2,wehave:

a. Feynmanis taller thanBill.

b. λC.{c ∈ C : ∃d.(c[d/ [[tall ]]] ∈ [[tall ]](f ))∧(¬c[d/ [[tall ]]] ∈ [[tall ]](b))}
(10)
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The truth conditionsin (10b) canbe paraphrasedasclaiming that thereis a degreed suchthat
Feynmanis at leastthattall butBill is not.

Themainalternativetypeof analysis,whichKlein associateswith vonStechow(1984),astaken
upby,e.g.,Heim(1985)andIzvorski(1995),treatsthecomparativeasinvolvingdefinitedescriptions
of adegree.A definite-descriptiontypeanalysiscanbecouchedin thecurrentframeworkalongthe
following lines:

a. [[-er]] = λαλxλyλC.{c ∈ C : ∃d > 0 : c[d + ι(max(λd′.c[d′/ α] ∈ α(x)))/ α] ∈ α(y)}

b. λC.{c ∈ C : ∃d > 0 : c[d + ι(max(λd′.c[d′/ [[tall ]]] ∈ [[tall ]](f )))/ [[tall ]]] ∈ [[tall ]](b)}

(11)

In (11a),ι(max(λd′.c[d′/ α] ∈ α(x))) is themaximaldegreeto whichx hasthegradablepropertyα
in c; for instance,if Bill is exactlytwo meterstall in c, ι(max(λd′.c[d′/ [[ tall ]]] ∈ [[ tall ]](b))) is two
meters.Assumingwehaveasuitablesumoperator‘ + ’ definedoverthesetof degreeswhosezero
elementis 0, (10)comesout asassertingthatthemaximaldegreeto whichFeynmanis tall exceeds
themaximaldegreeto whichBill is tall by somepositiveamountd.

As far asI know,giving a dynamictreatmentof gradableadjectivesis neutralwith respectto
whichstyleof analysisis preferable;seeKlein (1991),Rullman(1995),Kennedy(1997,to appear),
andmanyothersfor discussion.The main point hereis that the dynamictreatmentof gradable
adjectivesis compatiblewith at leasttwo respectabletheoriesof themeaningof thecomparative.

In any case,it is clearthat just asfor measurephrases,the semanticsfor comparativeshere
guaranteethatauseof acomparativewill havenosharpeningupdateeffectwhatsoever(at least,no
sharpeningof theadjectiveundercomparison).

3.3.Degreemodifiers

Let very bea relationoverdegreessuchthatvery(s, d, d′) holdsonly if thedifferencebetweend
andd′ is largerthantherelevantvaguestandards.

(12) [[very]] = λαλxλC.{c ∈ α(x)(C) : ∃d.(c[d/ α] ∈ α(x)(C))∧very(d(c)([[very]]), d(c)(α), d)}

Thisdenotationfor very is essentiallya dynamicversionof theanalysisof KennedyandMcNally
(1999). Here,[[very]] is an adjectivemodifier: it takesan adjectivemeaning(α) and returnsan
adjectivemeaning(a functionfrom individualsx to anupdatefunction). Feynmanis verytall will
betruejust in thoseworldsc in whichFeynmanis tall (i.e.,c ∈ α(x)(C)), andin whichthemaximal
degreeof Feynman’stallnessexceedsthegeneralstandardof tallnessin c by anamountsufficient
to qualify asvery. Thatis,Feynmanmustbetall andthensome.

Of course,very itself is vague,andso its updateeffect dependson the prevailingstandard
d(c)([[very]]). Thusupdatewith verywill normallyalsosharpenknowledgeof thevaguestandard
associatedwith very. Forinstance,if thecommongroundprovidesafairly precisenotionof howtall
is tall, anda precisenotionof howtall Feynmanis,a useof Feynmanis verytall will revealin part
howmuchtaller thantall someonemustbeto countasverytall.

This analysisallowsstackingof degreemodifiersin sucha way that veryvery tall resultsin
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morestringenttruthconditionsthanverytall. Thedenotationof [[very tall]] is thesemantictypeof a
gradableadjective,whichmeansthatFeynmanwill bevery,verytall just in casehistallnessexceeds
by asufficientamountadegreethatitself qualifiesasverytall.

Hereis anexampleof thesort of predictionsthis theorymakes.Sincelengthandheightare
commensurate(whichis why it is possibleto saythisbridgeis longerthanit is tall), it makessense
to assumethat longandtall aretrueof thesamesetof degrees.In a world in which thestandardof
tallnessis equalto thestandardof length(i.e.,for c suchthatd(c)([[tall ]]) = d(c)([[ long]])), thenin
thatsameworld anyobjectthatqualifiesasvery tall oughtto alsoqualify asvery long (subjectto
appropriateorientationwith respectto thegroundand/ortheobserver).As nearasI canjudge,this
predictionseemsto betrue.

3.4.Higher-ordervaguenessasvaguenessquantifiers

Oneof theadvantagesof thedynamictreatmentof vaguenessis that it leadsto a naturaltreatment
of higher-ordervagueness.

Williamson(1994:chapter5) criticizessomesupervaluationtheoriesof vaguenessin part on
thegroundsthattheybreakdownwhenconfrontedwith higher-ordervagueness.Thebasicproblem
is that simplesupervaluationtheoriesrecognizeonly threecrisp possibilities:a vaguepredicate
clearlyapplies,it clearlyfails to apply,or it neitherappliesnor fails to apply. Thedanger,asFine
(1975:297)putsit, is thatonsupervaluationtreatments“anythingthatsmacksof beinga borderline
caseis treatedasaclearborderlinecase”.But justastherecanbeuncertaintyaboutpreciselywhere
theborderbetweentall andnot tall falls, therecanbesecond-orderuncertaintyabouttheboundary
betweenclearlytall andborderlinetall: is Feynmanclearlyclearlytall, or only sortof clearlytall?
An adequatetheorymustdealappropriatelywith second-orderandhigherordersof vagueness.

Fine(1975,section5)andWilliamson(1998)elaboratesupervaluationtheoriestohandleadefi-
nitelyoperator.Williamsonaddsa modal-like notionof accessibilityovertheclassof delineations,
sothatFeynmanis definitelytall comesoutastrueataworld c just in caseFeynmanis tall is truein
c undereverydelineationaccessiblefrom c. As longastheaccessibilityrelationR isnotbothtransi-
tiveandsymmetric,definitelydefinitelypcanreceiveavaluedifferentfrom definitelyp, andwehave
higherordersof vaguenessasdesired.Theproblemthenbecomesfindingandjustifying a suitable
choicefor theaccessibilityrelation.

On the dynamicapproach,independently-motivateddetailsof the semanticsgivesrise to an
accountof higher-ordervaguenessautomatically,without stipulatinganaccessibilityrelationover
delineations.The basicidea is to allow modifierssuchas definitely, indisputably, undoubtedly,
unquestionably, clearly, sort of , arguably, etc.,to quantifyoverworldsin a context,very muchin
thesamewaythatnominalor adverbialquantifiersquantifyoverindividualsor situations.Thatis,I
will proposethatmodifierslike clearlyareVAGUENESSQUANTIFIERS. Thusunlikebeingverytall, being
definitelytall cannotbedeterminedby lookingatasinglecandidate.Instead,it is apropertywhose
applicabilitydependsbothonaspecificcandidateandonthecontextasawhole. Morespecifically,
Feynmanis definitelytall in c ∈ C just in caseheis tall in c andthereis noothercandidatec′ ∈ C
in whichFeynmanis justastall butdoesnotexceedthestandardof tallnessfor c′.
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(13) [[definitely]] = λαλxλC.{c ∈ α(x)(C) : ∀d.(c[d/ α] ∈ C) → c[d/ α] ∈ α(x)(C)}

c d(c)([[tall ]]) ι(max(λd.tall (d, f ))) c ∈ [[tall ]](f ) c ∈ [[definitely tall]](f )
c1 180 181 yes no

c2 182 181 no no

c3 180 183 yes yes

c4 182 184 yes yes

(14)

In thiscontextthereis someuncertaintyaboutthestandardof tallness:if you areshorterthan180
centimeters,you aredefinitelynot tall; if you arebetween180and182centimeters,you might be
tall; andif youaretaller than182centimeters,youaredefinitelytall. Candidatec1 survivesupdate
with Feynmanis tall becausec1 is a candidatein which thestandardof tallnessis 180centimeters,
andFeynmanis taller thanthat in c1; c1 doesnot surviveupdatewith Feynmanis definitelytall,
however,becausealthoughFeynmanis tall in c1, thereis anothercandidate—namely,c2—in which
Feynmanis just astall, but in which heneverthelessdoesnot countastall becausethestandardof
tallnessis sethigherin c2 (i.e.,c1[182/ [[tall ]]] = c2). Both candidatesc3 andc4 surviveupdatewith
Feynmanis definitelytall becausein thosecandidatesFeynman’stallnessis beyondthe hazeof
vagueuncertainty.

On thedynamicapproach,then,Feynmanis definitelytall comesout asa statementaboutthe
conditionof thecurrentdiscourse,roughly:‘the rangeof delineationscurrentlyunderconsideration
all supporttheclaimthatsomeoneof Feynman’sheightcountsastall’.

Thedenotationfor definitelyaccordingto (13)isnotagradableproperty,andsoquiteunrealis-
tically doesnotrecognizethatdefinitelyitself isvague.Asaresult,it isatheoremof thesystemthat
definitelydefinitelytall meansthesamethingasdefinitelytall, contraryto mostpeople’sintuitions
(thoughsuchtruthconditionsseemtobeappropriatefor somepeoplefor exampleslike indisputably
indisputablytall). This would meanthat we havefirst-order vaguenessbut no higher forms of
vagueness.Ratherthanrevisingthedefinitionof definitely, it will beconvenientto provideinstead
anexplicitly gradabledenotationfor clearly, ontheunderstandingthattheanalysisof definitelywill
probablyhaveto becomplicatedin a similar fashion.Thedenotationof clearly in (15) is a combi-
nationof elementsfrom thedenotationsgivenabovein (12)and(13)for veryanddefinitely:

λαλxλC.{c ∈ α(x)(C) : clearly(d(c)([[clearly]]),

ι(max(λd.c[d/ α] ∈ α(x))),

ι(max(λd.c[d/ α] ∈ C)))}

(15)

Not surprisingly,makinga first-ordermodifiervaguewill leaddirectly to higherordersof vague-
ness.In orderfor [[clearly tall]] toapplytoFeynmanataworld c, themaximaldegreeof Feynman’s
heightin c (which is givenby ι(max(λd.c[d/ [[tall ]]] ∈ [[tall ]](f )))) mustexceedthehigheststandard
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for heightunderconsiderationfor worldslike c (givenby ι(max(λd.c[d/ [[tall ]]] ∈ C))) at leastby
a certainvagueamount(namely,d(c)([[clearly]])). In otherwords,in orderto beclearlytall Feyn-
manmustbedefinitelytall (in thesenseof (13))andthensome.For instance,givena contextas
depictedin (14), assumingthat d(c)([[clearly]]) = 0.6cm for c = c1, c2, c3, c4, thenc3 andc4 sur-
vive updatewith [[clearly tall]], sincethemaximalheightof Feynmanis morethan0.6centimeters
greaterthanthehigheststandardof tallnessunderconsideration.But only c4 survivesupdatewith
[[clearly [clearly tall]]], becauseonly in c4 is Feynmanat least0.6cm taller thanheneedsto beto
qualify asclearlytall.6

For expressionsexhibitingonly first-ordervagueness,truth at a world dependsonly on that
world (and the delineationthat is part of that world). For expressionsleadingto second-order
vagueness,truth at a world dependson that world and alsoon the delineationsassociatedwith
otherworlds in theevaluationcontext. Second-orderandhigher-ordervaguenessarisesfrom the
interactionof recursivecontextupdatein combinationwith therecognitionthatoperatorssuchas
clearlyarethemselvesvague.

Theproposalis thatbeingclearlytall meansbeingtall enoughto countastall in everycontex-
tually relevantworld. Becausethedynamicsemanticsmakestheentiresetof contextuallyrelevant
alternativesavailableto thedenotationof anexpression,it is possiblefor thedenotationof avague-
nessquantifierlike clearly to quantifyoverthecontextset. Predicatesthatgiveriseto higher-order
vaguenessmerelyexploit contextualinformationin thesamewaythatnominalor adverbialquanti-
fiersdo.

Thepicturethatemergesis oneon which measurephrasesandcomparativesdo not haveany
sharpeningpotential,but degreemodifierslike very andclearly do. In eachcase,the sharpening
potentialfollows directly from statingthe truth conditionsof the expressionin questionwithin a
dynamicframework.

4.Relativestupidity

The secondcasestudy investigatesa particularsubclassof thoseadjectivesthat take infinitival
complementsthat I will call ‘stupid’ adjectives.I will arguethatstupidadjectivesarein onesense
theoppositeof comparatives:whereasthetruthconditionsof comparativesguaranteethattheywill
havedescriptiveentailmentsbutnosharpeningeffect,thoseof stupidadjectiveswill havesharpening
entailments,butnodescriptiveeffect.

I will usestupid, smart, and lucky as my prototypicalexamplesof threeslightly different
sub-typesof stupidadjective.Relativeusesof stupidadjectivesarequitecommon,aswell asutterly
naturalandidiomaticacrossawiderangeof registers.A fewnaturally-occurringexampleswill give
animpression:7

6Somejustificationfor thisconstituentstructureis in order. Sinceclearlycancertainlymodify adjectives,andsinceclearly
tall is a (complex)adjective,thestructurein thetext ([clearly [clearlytall]]) mustbeavailable.Somelinguistshaveastrong
intuition that [[clearly clearly] tall] is alsoa possiblecompositionalstructure.I’m not awareof anyobstaclesto extending
theanalysisto thealternativestructure;in anycase(thoughtherelevantjudgmentsaresomewhatdelicate),asnearasI can
tell thetruthconditionsfor thetwo structureswouldhaveto beequivalent.Morephilosophically-mindeddiscussionsinsist
on [clearly [clearly…]] asthecompositionalstructure,which is onereasonI useit here.
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a. Steelmanagerswerestupid tostill bebuildingopen-hearthfurnaceswhileothers
hadswitchedto oxygenfurnaces.

b. A gamecalled‘rck.video’ innocentlyentertainsthe userwith an animationof
Madonnabeforesurreptitiouslyerasingall thecomputer’sfiles. Thenit gloats,
“You’re stupid to downloadavideoaboutrockstars.”

c. Still, GEandWhirlpoolaresmart to touttheirreplacementoffersatatimewhen
manypeopledreaddealingwith repairmen.

d. In hindsight,somecompaniesweresmart to sell stockbeforethe marketde-
bacle.

e. You did well to keepthehotelcalm,andyou werelucky to find thedocuments
thewayyoudid.

(16)

Someotherpredicatesthatseemto behavejust like stupid, smartandlucky in therelevantrespects
includethefollowing, takenfrom listsduetoRivière(1983)andWilkinson(1970:425,1976):brave,
careless, clever, (in)considerate, courageous, cowardly, cruel, foolish, impudent, (un)kind, naughty,
nice, (im)polite, right, rude, silly, stupid, wicked, (un)wise, andwrong, to which I addherecrazy,
dumb, evil, (un)lucky, mean, (im)prudent, smart, andperhapsalsowithin one’srights, well-advised,
andmorallyderelict; theremaybeothers.

Themainpointof thiscasestudydoesnot dependonprovingthatstupidadjectivesconstitute
a natural classthat is homogeneouseither syntacticallyor semantically. Rather,if even one
adjective(say,stupidor lucky) hasthecrucialsemanticpropertieswhenit occurswith aninfinitival
complement(namely,no descriptiveentailmentsbeyondpresuppositionsand sharpening),that
would be sufficient. Nevertheless,to the extentthat therearemanydistinct adjectivesthat have
therelevantproperties(asI believethereare),andto theextentthat therearea numberof distinct
constructionswith analogousproperties(seesection4.5),thensomuchthebetterfor ourconfidence
thatwearedealingwith a robustphenomenon.

Thenexttwo sectionsmakethecasethat(17)hasnodescriptiveentailments.

Feynmanwasstupidto dancelike that.(17)

In relativeuseslike (17),stupidtakestwo arguments,aninfinitival VP anda subjectNP. Thusthe
claim at handdividesinto two maincomponents:thenatureof theentailmentsassociatedwith the
infinitival complement(section4.1),andthoseassociatedwith thesubjectposition(section4.2).

Sections4.3,4.4,and4.5providea formalanalysisthat leadsto anexplanationfor theunem-
beddabilityphenomenonmentionedin theintroduction(*Feynmanwantedtobestupidtodancelike
that). Section4.6discussestheinteractionof stupidadjectiveswith counterfactualmodality(Feyn-
manwouldbestupidto dancelike that).

7(16a)–(16d)arefrom Wall StreetJournalarticleswritten (respectively)by LesterC.Thurow,12June1987;RonaldAlsop,
25June1987;Linda Sandler,4 November1987;andAsraQ. Nomani,17 June1988. Example(16e)is from Martin Cruz
Smith(1999)HavanaBay, RandomHouse,NewYork, p.183.
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4.1.VP-orientedentailments:Stupidadjectivespresupposetheir VPcomplement

Stupidadjectivesdohaveentailmentswith respectto their VP complements,but thoseentailments
arepresupposedandnotasserted.

a. Feynmanwasstupidto danceon thetable.
b. Feynmanwasn’tstupidto danceon thetable.

(18)

Wilkinson (1970) notesthat sentenceslike (18a) and their negationin (18b) both entail that
Feynmandanced.An entailmentthat remainsconstantundernegation,of course,is thehallmark
of presupposition.

a. Was(n’t)Feynmanstupidto danceon thetable? yes/noQ
b. Whowasstupidto danceon thetable? WH Q
c. PerhapsFeynmanwasstupidto danceon thetable. possibility
d. If Feynmanwasstupidto danceon thetable,thentell him. conditional

(19)

In addition,(19a)through(19d)showthattheentailmentprojectsto thecontainingSunderyes/no
questionformation,WH questionformation, in the presenceof epistemicmodality, and when
embeddedin theantecedentof aconditional,exactlyasexpectedif thecontentof theinfinitival VP
is presupposedratherthanasserted.

Another argumentthat we are dealing with presuppositioncomesfrom existentialcom-
mitment:

a. Feynmanwas(n’t)likely/eager/readyto talk to astudentaboutit.
b. Feynmanwas(n’t)stupid/smart/luckyto talk to astudentaboutit.

(20)

Thenormaladjectivesin (20a)do not necessarilyentailtheexistenceof anyspecificstudent.The
stupidadjectivesin (20b),however,do, whethernegationis presentor not. This is aswe would
expectif the infinitival complementof stupid is presupposed,since that would entail that the
speakingeventoccurredandthereforethat thereis somestudentthatFeynmanactuallytalkedto.
Thusonly (20b)canalwaysfelicitouslybefollowedby anaphoricreferencesto thestudent,suchas
Sheimmediatelycalled thestudentnewspaper. Sucha continuationis appropriateafter(20a)only
if theindefinitea studentreceivesaspecificinterpretation,or asaninstanceof modalsubordination
(e.g.,Shewouldhaveimmediatelycalledthenewspaper).

Whateveryou think presuppositionsare,relativeusesof stupidadjectivesundoubtedlyhave
themwith respectto thedenotationof their infinitival VPs. (Seesection4.6 for andiscussionof
apparentcounterexamplesinvolving counterfactualwould.)

4.2.Subject-orientedentailments:variousvolitionality presuppositions

Determiningwhetherstupidadjectivesassociatedescriptiveentailmentswith (thereferentof) their
subjectsrequiresacloselook atentailmentsconcerningsentienceandvolitionality.
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Somepredicates(e.g.,raisingpredicatessuchaslikely) donotevenhaveanexternalargument
(i.e.,theydonotselectfor asubject),andsoobviouslycannothaveanysubject-specificdescriptive
entailments.Both Rivière (1983)and Wilkinson (1970)mistakenlyclassifystupid adjectivesas
raisingpredicates,citing thefact thatstupidadjectivescantakea sententialsubject(For Feynman
to dancelike that is likely/*eager/stupid) and that the sententialsubjectcanbe extraposed(It is
likely/*eager/stupidfor Feynmantodancelikethat). But,asWilkinsonlaterrealized(seeWilkinson
1976),it is clearthatstupidadjectivesdoselectfor asubject(takeanexternalargument),sincethey
donotacceptpleonasticsor idiom chunksassubjects:

a. *It is stupidto beraining.
b. *Thereis stupidto beapartytomorrow.
c. *Tabswerelucky to bekeptonher.

(21)

More to thepoint here,stupidadjectivesuniformly entailthatthereferentof thesubjectis sentient
(i.e.,capableof intentionalaction).

a. It wasstupidfor thecarpetto becleanedright beforethebig party.
b. #Thecarpetwasstupidto becleanedright beforethebig party.

(22)

There is a clear intuition that the contrastbetween(22a) and (22b) is due to the implausible
implicationthatthecarpetmustbesentientin (22b). It iseasytoprovethatthisimplicationprojects
throughnegation,modalpossibility,questionformation,andsoon—thatis, it is a presupposition.
And becauseit is apresupposition,thissentiencerequirementisconsistentwith themainclaimthat
relativeusesof stupidadjectivesconveynodescriptiveentailmentsapartfrom sharpening.

It isimportantheretodistinguishbetweensentienceontheonehandandvolitional involvement
in thedescribedeventon theother.Sentienceis acapability,notacondition,soit is perfectlypossi-
bleto presupposesentiencewithoutentailinganythingspecificaboutthementalstateof thesubject
participantduringtheeventualitydescribedby theevent. For instance,thepredicateunconscious
presupposessentience,but doesnot entailvolitional involvementin theunconsciousstate.By the
sametoken,relativeusesof luckypresupposesentience(*Thecarpetwasluckyto becleaned), but
donot requireanyvolitional involvementin theeventualitydescribedby theinfinitival:

Feynmanwaslucky to bebornin the20thcentury.(23)

ThissentencesaysnothingspecificaboutFeynman’smentallife, eitherwhenhewasbornor atany
point laterin hislife.

However,somestupid adjectivesentail in addition to sentiencethat the subjectmust be
volitionally involvedin thedescribedeventuality.

?Feynman was smart to constrict his pupils when the intense light hit them.(24)

Thissentenceis oddbecausesmartentailsthatFeynmanhaddiscretionoverhispupilaryreflexes,
which is normallyphysiologicallyimpossible.
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This type of volitional involvementis strongly reminiscentof Farkas’(1988:36)notion of
RESPONSIBILITY: anindividual i andasituationsarein theRESPrelationjust in case“ i bringssabout,
i.e., just in cases is theresultof someactperformedby s with the intentionof bringings about.”
Farkasclaimsthat theRESPrelationholdsbetweenargumentsof some,but not all (p.52)control
predicates,andI will assumethatRESPappliesto somebutnotall stupidpredicates.Amongthose
for which it holdsaresmart, clever, nice, right, etc.

However,RESPdoesnot apply to the polar counterpartsof theseadjectives(stupid, dumb,
mean, andwrong, respectively).RivièrecitesJohnwasstupidto fall into that ditch: certainlyit is
notnecessaryfor Johntohaveactedwith theintentionof bringingaboutafalling. Rather,Johnmust
indeedhavehadsomeintention,but that intentionmusthavebeendefectivein failing to consider
all of theconsequencesof hisactions,sinceoneof thoseconsequencesleadto his falling. Rivière
suggeststhatthesubjectmustbeable“to choosebetweenaprocessanditsnegation”,i.e.,Johnmust
havebeenableto avoidfalling in theditch. Yet thatis notquiteright either.

??Youwerestupidto havetwins.(25)

Presumablyit waspossibleto choosebetweenthe processthat leadsto twins versusits negation
(havingno children).The conditionimposedby stupid is slightly stronger:it mustbe within the
powerof thesubjectparticipantto bringaboutthestateof affairsdescribedby theinfinitival. Thus
whatis lackingin (25)is theability (undernormalcircumstances)to effectivelyandreliablychoose
whetherapregnancywill involve twinsratherthansomeothernumberof children.

Theseconsiderationsdistinguishthreesubtypesof stupidadjective:

lucky stupid smart
SENTIENCE Thesubjectmustbecapableof volition yes yes yes
DISCRETION It is within the power of the subject to

choose to bring about the situation de-
scribedby theinfinitive

neutral yes yes

INTENTIONALITY The subject intends for the situation de-
scribedby theinfinitive to comeabout

neutral neutral yes

(26)

Theconjunctionof discretionandintentionalityis equivalentto Farkas’RESP.

Doubtlessthereareothersubtletiesandrefinements.For instance,it maybe that lucky also
requiresthenegationof discretion,or thatat leastsomesignificantaspectof theinfinitival situation
be out of the control of the subject. However,for presentpurposes,it doesnot matterwhat the
preciseformulationof thesevariousconditionsare. Thereasonis thattheyareall presuppositions,
andthereforeconsistentwith themainclaimthatstupidadjectiveshavenodescriptiveentailments.
Not only do any implications of responsibilityand discretionproject when embeddedunder
negation,questionformation,conditionals,etc.(i.e.,thestandardtestsfor presuppositionsasin (18)
and(19)),sentencesthatdescribesituationsin whichtheseimplicationsfail to holdsuchas(24)and
(25)areinfelicitousratherthanmerelyfalse.

Evenassumingthattherequirementsasgivenin (26)arepresuppositions,it is still conceivable
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that stupidadjectivesimposedescriptiveentailmentsaboveandbeyondtheserequirements.For
comparison,considerproud, which, like stupidadjectives,presupposesits infinitival complement
and presupposesthat its subjectis sentient,but descriptivelyentailsin addition that its subject
participanthasacertainemotionalstate.

Crucially, unlike proud or glad, stupid adjectivesfail to entail anythingspecificabout the
emotionalor mentalstateof theirsubject.Speakersarequiteconfidentin makingjudgmentssuchas
Feynmanwasstupidto dancelike that without knowinganythingaboutthesubject’smentalstate.
Feynman’sdancingcanqualifyasstupidnomatterwhatFeynman’smoodor intentions:atanypoint
before,during,or aftertheeventhecanbeangry,happy,ashamed,worried,or blithely unawareof
theconsequencesof hisactions.

In other words, the applicability of a relative use of a stupid adjectivedependsonly on
externallyobservablecriteria. Whatmattersis theoutcome,andignoranceis noexcuse:

Johnwasrudeto addresstheQueen.(27)

Despitethe bestof intentions,dueto John’signoranceof British royal protocol(which specifies
that onemustneverinitiate a conversationwith the Queen),his behaviorunquestionablycounts
asrude.

To sumup, whensentience,discretion,and intentionalityentailmentsarepresentfor stupid
adjectives,they are presuppositions.Severalstupid adjectives,including lucky (also unlucky,
fortunate, andperhapssomeothers),haveno presuppositionsbeyondsentience,andso the lucky
subclassconstitutesan especiallyclearand straightforwardexampleof an adjectivethat hasno
entailmentsbeyondits presuppositionsandits sharpeningeffect.

4.3.Infinitival denotations

Extendingtheanalysisin section2 to stupidadjectivesrequiresfirst consideringthemeaningof the
infinitival VP. Portner(1992),buildingonBresnan(1972),arguesthatsuchinfinitivesareessentially
futurate:theydenotea setof situations,eachof which includesthe currentsituationasan initial
subpartandextendsinto apossiblefutureat leastfar enoughto alsoincludeasubsituationin which
thecontentof theinfinitive obtains.

Crucially,suchsituationsmaynotbelargeenoughto qualifyascompleteworlds. Therefore,it
is necessaryto furtherarticulatetheontology.I will assumea situation-basedsemanticsroughlyas
proposedin Kratzer(1989)anddevelopedin Portner(1992). Therewill beasetU of individuals,a
setSof situationssuchthatU ⊂ S, andapartialorder ≤ definedonS, thepart-ofrelation.Possible
worldsaresituationsthatarenot properpartsof largersituations:a situations is a completeworld
iff ∀s′ ∈ S[(s ≤ s′)→(s = s′)]. Contextscontinueto containonly completeworlds.

Thusif I say

I amhappyto giveyouthisaward. [Portner](28)

I amhappyin relationto a setof situations,eachof which beginswith theutterancesituationand
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extendsinto the future to encompassa giving event(seePortner(1992:37)for remarksaboutthe
temporalpropertiesof situations).Theremaybeseveralsuchsituations,eachcorrespondingto a
differentwayin which thefuturemayunfold.

It is importantthatthesituationsin thedenotationof theinfinitival neednotbeentirepossible
worlds,but canbesmallersituations.

[Feynmandanceswildly andspillsbeeronhisshirt.]
Me: Feynmanis stupidto dancelike that.
You: No,FeynmanISn’t stupidto dancelike that.Whatyoudon’t realizeis thathe

is distractingthatspyovertherewith hisanticswhile theFBI closesin.

(29)

Your denialdoesnotcall intoquestionwhathappened,andyoudonotdenythatFeynmandancedin
themannerI attributetohim. Thatispresupposed,andyoudonotchallengethatpresupposition.In
fact,youdon’t evendenythatdancingwildly enoughto spill beerononeselfmeetsthestandardof
stupidityundernormalcircumstances.Rather,whatyouaredoingisencouragingmeto takeawider
view of thesituationin orderto directmy attentionto extenuatingcircumstances.

I will takethephrase“extenuatingcircumstances”ratherliterally. What theobjectorin (29)
is doingis insistingon extendingeachsituationin theextensionof theVP soasto includea larger
chunkof theworld: not only thedancingandits immediateconsequences,but somelonger-range
objectivesaswell.

Let’s assumethat whenI utteredmy claim in (29), I had in mind for the denotationof the
infinitival VP a setof PortneriansituationsthatincludedFeynman,dancing,beer,Feynman’sshirt,
and nothing else. Participatingin that restrictedset of situationsdoesindeedrenderFeynman
relativelystupid.Your challengegoestomyselectionof asetof relevantsituations.Youwouldlike
tosuggestasetof situationsthatcontainsmore.Foreachsituations in thedenotationof myVP,you
nominateanothersituations′ suchthats ≤ s′, wheres′ containsnot only Feynmanandthebeerbut
alsoa spyandsomeFBI agents.Relativeto thatsetof situations,Feynmanmaynot bestupid—he
mayin factbepreventingthenuclearsecretsof hisnationfrom falling into enemyhands.

4.4.Presuppositionsandrelativestupidity

Onefinal pieceof technicalmachinerybeforeprovidingananalysisof relativestupidity:how pre-
suppositionswork. Asexplainede.g.,by Heim(1982,1983)or Beaver(1997,to appear),presuppo-
sitionscanbetreatedasconstraintsontheinputcontext:updatewill proceedonly if thecontextsat-
isfiestherelevantpresupposition.Moretechnically,updatefunctionsarerenderedaspartialfunctions
thatareonly definedoncontextsthatsatisfyall relevantpresuppositions.

∀P, x, C : [[stupidrel]](P)(x)(C) is defined only if C ⊆ [SEN(x)∧DISC(x, P(x))∧P(x)],

in whichcase[[stupidrel]] = λPλxλC.{c ∈ C : c ∈ stupid(d(c)([[stupid]]), x, P)}.

(30)

Accordingto(30),thedenotationof arelativeuseof stupidisn’t evendefinedunlessthreepresuppo-
sitionsaremet:thesubjectmustbesentient,thesubjectmusthavediscretionarypoweroverthestate
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of affairsdescribedby theinfinitival, andthepropositionformedbyapplyingtheinfinitival property
P to theindividualx mustbeentailedby theinputcontext. In thestyleof dynamicupdate,thesere-
quirementsareexpressedby statingthattheevaluationcontextmustbeasubsetof thesetof worlds
in which theseconditionsobtain. If thepresuppositionshold,thentheupdateeffectof therelative
useof theadjectiveis to filter out thoseworldsin whichthestandardof stupidity(d(c)([[stupid]])) is
toohigh for x’s participationin theeventP(x) to countasstupid.

Here,then,is theupdateeffectof Feynmanis stupidto dance:

CCP: λC.{c ∈ C : c ∈ stupid(d(c)([[stupid]]), f , [[to dance]])}
Presup.: ∀C, [[Feynmanis stupidto dance]](C)  is defined iff 

C ⊆ [SEN(f )∧DISC(f , [[to dance]](f ))∧[[to dance]](f )]

(31)

A useof Feynmanis stupidto dancepresupposesthat for everycandidatec in the initial context,
Feynmandancedin c. Thereforea situation in which Feynmanmay not havedancedleadsto
presuppositionfailure:

c d(c)([[stupid]]) c ∈ [[to dance]](f ) c ∈ stupid(d(c)([[stupid]]),

f ,

[[to dance]])
c9 d9 no #

c10 d10 no #

c11 d9 yes no

c12 d10 yes yes

(32)

Feynmandoesnot dancein c9 or c10, and this meansthat the inclusionof eithercandidatein a
contextrendersa useof (31) infelicitous,asindicatedby the ‘#’ in the rightmostcolumn. Thus
[[Feynmanis stupidto dance]]({c9, c10, c11, c12}) is undefined.

Thereforeassumethat the input context containsonly c11 and c12. Thesetwo candidates
differ only with respectto the standardof relative stupidity. It is now possibleto deducethat
d(c11)([[stupid]]) = d9 is greaterthand(c12)([[stupid]]) = d10, sincethesamedancingsituationcounts
asstupidwith respectto d10, but not with respectto d9. Thustheupdateeffectof (31) will be to
excludecandidatec11, andso[[Feynman is stupid to dance like that]]({c11, c12}) = {c12}.Givenacon-
text thatsatisfiestherelevantpresupposition,theonly updateeffectof evaluating(31)is to exclude
candidatesin which thestandardof relativestupidityis settoohigh.

In otherwords,the lexical semanticsof stupidadjectivesguaranteesthat their updateeffect
involvessharpeningandnothingelse.

4.5.Explaining unembeddability: a prohibition againstcovertmetalinguistic wishing

Sections4.1and4.2arguedthatwhenstupidadjectivestakeinfinitival complements,theyhaveno
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descriptiveentailmentsbeyondpresuppositionsandsharpeningentailments.Sections4.3and4.4
showedhow to expressthis hypothesisin a dynamicframework. This sectionshowshow doing
soleadsto anexplanationfor unembeddability:asmentionedin theintroduction,stupidadjectives
cannotbeembeddedbeneathcontrolpredicateswhenthestupidadjectivesoccurwith aninfinitival
complement.A few additionalexamples:

a. I hopedto be[lucky (*to buythislotteryticket)].
b. I intendedto be[rude(*to besohonest)].
c. I preferredto be[wise(*to remainsilent)].
d. I tried to be[fortunate(*to meether)].

(33)

In eachcase,addingthe infinitival complementin parenthesesrendersthe sentenceungrammati-
cal.8

Theexplanationfor unembeddabilitywill dependonassumingthatauseof acontrolpredicate
is felicitousonly in certainkindsof contexts:specifically,thecontentof its infinitival complement
mustnot beentailed.Put informally, you can’t want what you alreadyhave. Otherauthorshave
discussedthisaspectof thesemanticsof controlpredicatesbefore,specificallywith respectto the
predicatewant. Heim(1992:194)observes“Whenasentencelike I wantyoutocall meonMonday
is used,theretypically aredoxasticalternativeswhereyou do call meon Mondayaswell asthose
whereyou don’t.” Portner(1992:201)strengthensHeim’s ‘typically’ to ‘must’: “Intuitively, wants
mustbefor statesof affairsthatarebelievedto beasof yet undeterminedasto whethertheywill
beactualized”.I will thereforecall thistheUNACTUALITY requirement,andI will gobeyondPortner’s
discussionandattributetheunactualityrequirementto controlpredicatesin generalratherthanjust
to want.

Theunactualityrequirementresemblesapresuppositionin placingconditionsonwhatcanserve
asanadmissibleevaluationcontext.Strictlyspeaking,however,unactualityisnotapresupposition.It
is not reducibleto aconditionon theindividualworldsin thecontext,but ratherconstrainsthecon-
textasawhole. In somesense,it isananti-presupposition,sinceit isequivalenttoarequirementthat
theinfinitival notbepresupposed.Forexample,considerhowit correctlypredictsthatthefollowing
sentence(unrelatedto adjectivalconstructions)is infelicitous:

8Thelongerversionsof (33)aregrammaticalif theinfinitival is interpretedasapurposeclause,in whichcaseit wouldnotbea
complementof theadjective.(SeeCormack(1998,section4.1)for ageneraldiscussionof thecomplementationpropertiesof
variousadjectives,includingsomediscussionof stupidadjectives.)Othersituationsin whichtheinfinitival doesnotfunction
asa truecomplementmustalsobeexcluded:
(i) a. Feynmanwasstupidenoughto touchthatlight bulb.

b. Feynmanwastall/boyishenoughto touchthatlight bulb.
c. Feynmanwantedto bestupidenoughto touchthatlight bulb.

Wilkinson (1976)arguespersuasivelythatenoughaugmentsthenormalargumentstructureof theadjectiveit modifiesby
theadditionof an infinitival VP. If so,thentheinfinitival VP in (ia) is not the infinitival VP subcategorizedfor by stupid.
Onereasontobelievethisis thattall or boyish,whichdonotnormallysubcategorizefor aninfinitival complement,canoccur
in thesameframe,asshownin (ib). Becausetheenoughconstructionhasnon-trivialdescriptiveentailments,it oughtto be
embeddable,andtheperfectacceptabilityof (ic) bearsout thisprediction.
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#I wantto realizethatyouarehere.(34)

The embeddedverb realize is factive, so a useof (34) commitsthe speakerto the truth of the
propositionthatthelistenerispresent.But if thespeakeralreadyassumesthatthelistenerispresent,
thenthespeakeralreadyrealizesthatthelisteneris present,andthecontentof theinfinitival VP is
guaranteedto beactual.Sinceit is infelicitousto wantwhatyoualreadybelieveto bethecase,(34)
is infelicitousby virtue of violating theunactualityrequirement.Portner(1992)usesthis typeof
semanticexplanationextensivelyin his accountof variousimpossiblecombinationsof predicates
andcomplementtypes(e.g.,*Theywantthat heis here, *Theywishthat hewill behere, etc.).

Theunactualityrequirementforcesanyattemptto embedarelativeuseof astupidadjectiveto
haveanunacceptablemeaning.

*Feynmanwantedto bestupidto dance.(35)

Becausetherelativeuseof stupidpresupposesitsinfinitival complementandhasnoentailmentswith
respectto itssubjectposition,theonlywayFeynmancouldbeuncertainastowhetherhewasstupid
to danceor not would be if thestandardof stupiditywereunsharpenoughthat thesamedancing
eventqualifiesasstupidin somecandidateworldsbut not in others.Thusin orderfor thecontent
of Feynman’sdesireto becometrue,the standardof stupidity would haveto be resetsomehow.
By hypothesis,the standardof stupidity is adjusted(sharpened)as discoursedevelopsonly as
a side-effectof an assertion.ThereforeFeynman’swish mustbe for the discoursein which (35)
occursto cometo bein adifferentstate;putanotherway,heis wishingfor thewordstupidto come
to beusedin adifferentway. EvenassumingthatFeynmanwasawareof therelevantconversation,
andthatit wasindeedhiswish thatthatdiscoursesharpenits standardof vagueness,it simply isn’t
possibleto expresssucha wish in theform givenin (35). To expresssucha metalinguisticdesire,
thelinguisticelementswouldhaveto bepartof thedesirereport,e.g.,Feynmanwantedusto accept
anassertionof “Feynmanwasstupidto dance”.

Theprohibitionagainstcovertmetalinguisticwishingisnotspecifictovaguenessorsharpening,
but holdsalsofor otherpotentialinteractionsbetweena desirereportandmetalinguisticfacts. The
sentenceI wantyoutobemecannotexpressmydesirethatyoubegintospeakin orderfor thesecond
personpronounto referto me. Sucha thoughtcanonly beexpressedby puttingthemetalinguistic
elementinto thecontentof thewish,asin I want“you” to beme, i.e.,‘I wantthewordyouto refer
to me’.Similarly, thedesirereportI wantthat bachelorto bemarriedcannotmeanthatI wantyou
to agreethatthewordmarriedshouldcometo applyto abachelor.

Theclaimisthatstupidadjectiveswith infinitival complementsareunembeddablebecausethey
haveno descriptiveentailments.If this hypothesisis correct,it predictsthat wheneveradjectives
do havenon-trivial descriptiveentailments,they ought to be embeddable,and this predictionis
borneout.
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Presupposes
all subject
entailments?

Presupposes
infinitival?

Embeddable?

a. eager no no I hopeto beeagerto go
b. proud no yes I expectto beproudto beyour friend
c. likely yes no I intendto belikely to win
d. stupid yes yes *I wantto bestupidto sing

(36)

Thecontrolpredicateeagerdoesnotpresupposeits infinitival, andit hasdistinctdescriptivesubject
entailments,soit isdefinitelyembeddable.Althoughprouddoespresupposeitscomplement,it also
imputesanemotionto its subject.Consequently,asshownin (36b),proud is embeddable.Like all
raisingpredicates,likely associatesnoentailmentswith its subjectposition;however,unlike stupid
adjectives,it doesnot presupposeits infinitival VP, andthat is enoughto renderit embeddable.It
is only whena predicatebothpresupposesits infinitival andfails to associateanynon-presupposed
entailmentswith its subject—i.e.,thecharacteristicsemanticpropertiesof stupidadjectives—that
unembeddabilityresults.

Couldunembeddabilitypossiblybeexplainedin purelysyntacticterms?Thisisunlikely,since
thereareotherconstructionsthatseemto havenodescriptiveentailments.

a. It wasabsurd/spiteful/properof Feynmanto dancelike that.
b. You did well/badly/allright to keepthehotelcalm. (= (16e))

(37)

In particular,notethatin bothexamplestheinfinitival ispresupposed,andtherearenodescriptiveen-
tailmentsassociatedwith thesubjectposition(although(37b)showsthesamekindof presupposition
of volitional involvementdiscussedin section4.2).And, just like relativeusesof stupidadjectives,
theseconstructionsalsocannotbeembeddedbeneathacontrolpredicate.

a. *I wantedit to beabsurdof Feynmanto dancelike that.
b. *I wantedyouto dowell to keepthehotelcalm.

(38)

It seemsunlikely that a syntacticexplanationcould naturallygeneralizeover all threetypesof
unembeddableconstruction,whereasit iseasyto imagineextendingthesemanticexplanationbased
on theinteractionof theunactualityrequirementwith thedynamicsof gradability.

4.6.Counterfactualstupidity

Thissectionaddressesacommonobjectionto theanalysisjustgivenof stupidadjectives.

a. Feynmanwouldbestupidto dancelike that.
b. You wouldbelucky to getaword in edgewise.

(39)

Although(39a)is consistentwith a situationin which Feynmandanced,it doesnot entail that he
did; nor does(39b) guaranteethat you get a word in edgewise.If stupidadjectivespresuppose
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thetruth of their infinitival VP complement,why doesn’t(39a)presupposethatFeynmandanced?
After all, it is well-known that at least somemodal verbsare transparentfor the purposesof
presuppositionprojection.

a. Feynmanfoundout thatAnn is pregnant.
b. PerhapsFeynmanfoundout thatAnn is pregnant.
c. Feynmanmightfind out thatAnn is pregnant.
d. Ann is pregnant.

(40)

Sincefind out is factive,(40a)presupposes(40d). But sinceepistemicmodality,includingmodal
possibility, is transparentto presuppositionprojection,whether expressedas a sentence-level
modifier(perhaps) or asamodalauxiliary(might,may, could, etc.),(40b)and(40c)alsopresuppose
(40d). Thus if counterfactualwould is the kind of modal that is transparentto presupposition
projection,thefactsin (39)areproblematic.

Not toworry. Stupidadjectivesarerobustlyfactiveby everystandardtest,includingthemodal
possibility test. Recallthat we sawan exampleof a relativeuseof a stupidadjectiveembedded
undermight in (19c),repeatedhereas(41a):

a. PerhapsFeynmanwas(not)stupidto dancelike that.
b. Feynmanmight/may/could(not)havebeenstupidto dancelike that.

(41)

Whetherthepossibilityoperatoris sentence-levelor a modalauxiliary,whethernegatedor not,the
sentencesin (41)clearlypresupposethatFeynmandanced.9

The key to understandingthe sentencesin (39), of course,is to realizethat counterfactual
conditionalsarenot reducibleto epistemicmodality. And in fact would doesnot in generalallow
presuppositionsto project,asshownby theseexamplesfrom Kasper(1992:314):

a. Theking of Francewouldbebald.
b. Johnwouldhavemanagedto repairhiscar.
c. Johnwouldhavestoppedbeatinghisdogassoonasit bit him.
d. Johnwouldhaveregrettedhavingbeatenhiswife.

(42)

Thesentencesin (42)donotpresupposethatFrancehasaking, thatJohntriedto repairhiscar,that
Johnstartedbeatinghisdog,or thatJohneverbeathiswife.10

9Evenif thepresuppositiondid notprojectin (41),thenstupidadjectiveswouldbewhatKarttunen(1971)callssemi-factives
(nottobeconfusedwith themorphologicalaspectualcategory‘semelfactive’):predicatesthatpresupposetheircomplements
undernegationbut not underpossibility. For instance,accordingto Karttunen,regret is a properfactive,but discoveris
semi-factive:Hedidn’t discoverthat theworld is roundentailsthattheworld is round,butHemightdiscoverthat theworld
is roundallegedlydoesnot. Evenif stupidadjectivesweresemi-factiveinsteadof factive,thatwouldbesufficientfor all of
themainpointsin thispaperto gothrough.
10In fact,it is temptingto decidethatin eachcasetheypresupposethenegationof themainverb’spresupposition;however,
this is a misleadingeffectof consideringthemin a neutralcontext. To seethat,e.g.,(42c)is consistentwith a contextin
whichJohnhadin factbeenbeatinghisdog,considerthefollowing discourse:I cantell youonereasonwhyweshouldhave
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Kasper arguesthat thesewould clausesfunction as the consequentof a counterfactual
conditionalwith anunexpressedantecedent.Forinstance,Kasperrendersthemostnaturalconstrual
of (42a)in a neutralcontextasIf therewerea king of France,theKing of Francewould bebald.
Thecorrespondingparaphraseof (39a)would be If Feynmanhad dancedlike that,hewould have
beenstupidto dancelike that, which doesnot presupposethat thedancingoccurred,in agreement
with intuitions.

In orderto correctlydescribetheseintuitions,it is necessaryto stipulatethatbarewouldclaus-
eslike thosein (42) mustbeevaluatedwith respectto somediscourse-determinedcounterfactual
context,ratherthanthecommonground.Heim(1992)providesagoodstartingpoint for adynamic
theoryof counterfactualsthatis compatiblewith thedynamicapproachhere,andvonFintel (1999)
discussesin sometechnicaldetailhowcounterfactualsdependondiscourse-providedassumptions.I
assumethatanyaccountthataccuratelydescribespresuppositionprojectionin (42)will automatical-
ly generalizeto thestupidexamplesin (39). Thatis, thefailureof thepresuppositionstriggeredby
stupidto projectin (39)is justaninstanceof thegeneralbehaviorof anypresupposition-triggering
expressionunderthescopeof counterfactualwould.

4.7.Assessment

It wouldbehastyto concludethatthediscussionin section4 settlesthequestionof whetherstupid
adjectiveswith infinitival complementshave descriptiveentailments. Undoubtedly there are
alternativetheoriesthatget thetruth conditionsright for thecasesdiscussedsofar but which still
allow for descriptiveupdatefor sentenceslike (43a):

a. It is rudeto addresstheQueen.
b. It is rudeto violateBritshroyalprotocol.

(43)

The ideawould be that (43a)canconceivablybeuseddescriptivelyto conveysomethinggeneric
aboutBritish royalprotocol,in particular,thatinitiatingaconversationwith theQueenisagainstthe
rules. (43b),on theotherhand,seemsto bea muchclearercaseof puresharpening,i.e.,it is easier
to decidethat(43b)doesnothingmorethanrequestthelistenerto makesurethattheir standardfor
rudenessis low enoughthatacertaintypeof behaviorcountsasrude.

What is at issueis whetherthe factorsthatdeterminethedegreeof rudenessof aneventare
presupposedto be part of the evaluationcontext. I claim that (43a)can inform the listenerof
descriptivefactsonly indirectly,by causingthe listenerto revisetheir beliefsaboutthe natureof
thepresupposedeventtype(seethediscussionof extenuatingcircumstancesin section4.3). If so,
then(43a)caninform in thesamewaythatauseof thesentenceIt’s a shamethatAnngotpregnant
can be usedto indirectly inform the listener that Ann is pregnant:throughaccommodationof
apresupposition.

Of courseit is the burdenof anyonewho wishesto arguethat (43a)doeshavenon-trivial
descriptiveentailmentstogoontoexplaintheunembeddabilityof stupidadjectiveswhentheyoccur
with aninfinitival complements,aswell asthesimilarunembeddabilitybehaviorof expressionssuch

surgicallyrestoredJohn’sability to feelphysicalpain:hewouldhavestoppedbeatinghisdogassoonasit bit him.
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asdid well to keepthehotelcalm.

In anycase,evenif relativeusesof stupidadjectivesdohavesomedescriptiveupdatepotential
undercertainconditions,I take it that suchusesaredistinctly secondaryto their typical usesas
vaguenesssharpeners.If so, then relative usesof stupid adjectivesstandasa reasonablyclear
exampleof anexpressiontypewhosetypical conventionaluseis primarily (if not exclusively)to
bringaboutachangein theprevailingvaguestandards.

5.Conclusions

Therearedeepconnectionsbetweentraditionalsupervaluationtreatmentsof vaguenessandthedy-
namicperspectiveadvocatedhere.In somesense,supervaluationsapproximateadynamicsemantics.
VanFraassen(1966)originally proposedsupervaluationasa techniquefor dealingwith truth-value
gapsdueto presuppositionfailure.Kamp,Fine,andothers(seeFine (1975:fn.13)) subsequently
appliedsupervaluationsto truth-valuegapsdueto vagueness:a sentenceis super-true just in case
it is truewith respectto everypossiblewayof resolvingthevaguenessof thepredicatesit contains.
Onthedynamictreatment,insteadof considering‘everypossibleway’of resolvingvagueness,only
thosewaysof resolvingvaguenessprovidedby thediscoursecontextarerelevant.With contexts
enrichedwith delineations,truth in thepresenceof vaguenessis nothingmorethanentailmentof a
sentencebyacontext.Similarly,validitycorrespondsdirectlytostandarddynamicvalidityasdefined
by, e.g.,GroenendijkandStokhof (1991:55).Thusoneof thevirtuesof thedynamicapproachis
thatit providesaunifieddynamicaccountof truthandvalidity thatsimultaneouslyencompassesboth
presuppositionand(onetypeof) vagueness.

Sowhat doesthe dynamicapproachhaveto sayaboutthe natureof vagueness?According
to Pinkal (1983:47,commentingon Wittgenstein),“Knowing the meaningof an expressionis
knowingthewaystheexpressioncanbemademoreprecise.” I havearguedthat it is thevery act
of usinga vagueexpressionthatmakesit moreprecise.Thereforewe havearrivedvia a newroute
at the familiar conclusionthat knowingwhat an expressionmeansis knowingwhat a useof that
expressiondoes.

In ordertodevelopanexplicit theoryof whatauseof avagueexpressiondoes,I proposedthat
expressionscontaininggradableadjectivesmakeaspecifickind of contributionto contextualinfor-
mation. Acceptinganutteranceof, say,Feynmanis tall cansimultaneouslyrefineourknowledgeof
Feynman’sheightandof whatcountsastall. An extensionof thebasicanalysispredictsthatupdate
with a useof a measurephraseor a comparativeis guaranteedto resultin nosharpeningof therel-
evantvaguestandard.In addition,thedynamicapproachnaturallyleadsto a reasonableaccountof
higher-ordervaguenessin whichmodifierssuchasclearlycomeoutasvaguenessquantifiers.A sec-
ondextensionof thebasicanalysisleadtothefirstdetailedsemanticsfor infinitival-takingadjectives.
Thesomewhatsurprisingconclusionis that whencertainadjectivessuchasstupidoccurwith an
infinitival complement,theresultingconstructionhasnoupdateeffectapartfrom itspresuppositions
andits effecton vaguestandards.Empiricalsupportfor thisclaim camefrom theotherwiseunex-
plainedphenomenonof unembeddability.In eachcase,theupdateeffectof all of theseexpression
typesfolloweddirectlyfrom statingtheir truthconditionsin adynamicframework.
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