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Introduction

In this paper, I will discuss and criticize an argument put forward by Giorgio
Magri in a number of recent papers (Magri 2009, 2011) supporting the view
that scalar implicature computation is an automatic process that is blind to
contextual information – a view that does not seem consistent with Gricean
accounts of scalar implicatures. My main argument will be that the data that
Magri uses as evidence for the blindness view are part of broader generalizations
that Magri’s account does not capture. I will suggest an alternative account for
one of the relevant generalizations. In the course of the discussion, I will also
show that Magri’s approach faces a number of empirical problems.

In section 1, I will provide a summary of Magri’s proposal. Section 2
discusses a potential empirical problem for Magri’s proposal. Section 3 points
out that contrasts similar to those Magri discusses cannot be accounted for by
Magri’s proposal, for quite fundamental reasons. Section 4 offers an alternative
theory accounting for all the facts discussed in the previous sections, based on
the idea that if a sentence is associated to a set of alternatives which are all trivial
in a specific sense, then the sentence is infelicitous. Section 5 discusses a number
of problematic cases and argues that the notion of ‘contextual equivalence’ needs
to be refined in order to account for the full range of facts. More specifically,
cases where two expressions are equivalent relative to common knowledge should
be distinguished from cases where two expressions are equivalent relative to the
the speaker’s public beliefs (i.e. the beliefs such that it is common knowledge
that the speaker has them).

1 Magri’s theory: a summary

Magri’s theory aims to account for the oddness of the following sentences (among
others):
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(1) a. #John is sometimes tall.
b. #John is always tall.

(2) Context: talking about four brothers and sisters. Obviously they share
their last name.

a. #Some of these kids have a beautiful last name.
b. #Each of these kids has a beautiful last name.

Let us focus first on (1a). Magri observes (following Hawkins 1991) that a
sentence of the form ‘X is sometimes P ’ normally licenses the inference that X
is not always P . This inference is standardly assumed to be a scalar implicature
that is triggered by the fact that the word sometimes belongs to the Horn scale
<sometimes, always>. Now, this observation seems to provide a straightforward
explanation for the oddness of (1a). Namely, (1a) licenses the inference that
John is not always tall. But since adult people have a constant height across
time, the resulting interpretation, namely ‘John is sometimes tall but not always’
contradicts common knowledge, hence the sense of oddness.

However, Magri points out that this explanation is in fact at odds with a
genuinely pragmatic view on scalar implicatures. The reason is the following.
Precisely because it is common knowledge that adults have a (more or less)
constant height, the proposition expressed by ‘John is always tall’ is not in fact
more informative, given common knowledge, than the proposition expressed by
‘John is sometimes tall’. Given common knowledge, both propositions actually
convey the same information, namely that John is tall simpliciter. Technically
speaking, the point is the following. Even though ‘John is always tall’ and ‘John
is sometimes tall’ stand in an asymmetric relation of logical entailment (‘John
is always tall’ logically entails ‘John is sometimes tall’, but not the other way
around), they do not stand in an asymmetric relation of contextual entailment.
A proposition φ is said to contextually entail a proposition ψ if in every world
compatible with common knowledge in which φ is true, ψ is true as well. Now, in
all the worlds compatible with common knowledge in which John is sometimes
tall, he is also always tall, and so the entailment goes both ways. Since (1a) and
its alternative (1b) are thus contextually equivalent, there is no reason why the
author of (1a) should have said instead (1b), and so the Gricean derivation of
the scalar implicature (‘not always’) fails.

Magri’s conclusion is that we were wrong to think that the derivation of
scalar implicatures is based on contextual entailment. In fact, the relevant
notion for implicature computation is pure logical entailment, but this goes
counter the pragmatic approach to scalar implicatures. In Magri’s term, the
computation of scalar implicatures is ‘blind to context’. Furthermore, Magri
notes that this move alone is not sufficient to account for the oddness of
(1a). After all, scalar implicatures are usually considered optional (both in the
traditional Gricean approach and in the ‘grammatical’ approaches that have
been proposed in recent years, cf. Chierchia, Fox and Spector 2012 and the
references cited therein). So a sentence such as (1a) should be ambiguous
between a reading that includes the scalar implicature and conflicts with
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common knowledge (‘John is sometimes tall but not always’) and a reading
without a scalar implicature which does not conflict with common knowledge.
The latter reading should be selected, precisely in order to avoid a contextual
contradiction. So the sense of oddness triggered by (1a) is not explained
yet. Magri’s second move is to assume that scalar implicature computation
is in fact obligatory. He assumes that an implicature-computing operator (a
so-called exhaustivity operator) is obligatorily present at LF at every scope site.
This second move could lead to an undesirable result, in that it could make
scalar implicatures always obligatory, and in fact would even predict obligatory
embedded scalar implicatures. But Magri has a way out. He assumes that even
if an exhaustivity operator is obligatorily present at every scope site, there is in
principle a lot of freedom as to the scalar alternatives which are manipulated
by the exhaustivity operator. In fact, if the set of scalar alternatives associated
with a certain exhaustivity operator is left empty, the exhaustivity operator has
no effect on truth-conditions. Following Fox and Katzir (2011) and unpublished
work by Fox & Spector (Fox and Spector 2008), Magri suggests that the set
of alternatives associated with a given exhaustivity operator includes only the
scalar alternatives that are contextually relevant. In the case of (1a), the twist
is the following: since the scalar alternative ‘John is always tall’ is contextually
equivalent to (1a) itself, it has to be relevant, for otherwise (1a) itself would not
be relevant and thus would not have been uttered. As a result, the exhaustivity
operator which is obligatory present in (1a) will necessarily manipulate the
‘all’-alternative, namely add its negation. The crucial ingredients of Magri’s
account are thus the following:

(3) a. Scales: <sometimes, always> forms a scale.
b. If φ has been uttered, then every sentence that is contextually

equivalent to φ is relevant.
c. Obligatory Exhaustification: An exhaustivity operator is

obligatorily present at every scope site.
d. Constraints on alternative sets: The alternatives associated with

an exhaustivity operator consist of the scalar alternatives of its
prejacent that are contextually relevant.

e. The exhaustivity operator is defined in terms of purely logical
entailment. More specifically, an LF of the from exhC(φ), where
C is a subset of the scalar alternatives of φ, denotes the proposition
that φ is true and that every member of C that is true is logically
entailed by φ.1

1I’m making here a simplifying assumption regarding the semantics of the exhaustivity
operator. For various reasons (see Chierchia et al. 2012 and the references cited therein),
the exhaustivity operator should not be defined as negating all non-entailed alternatives, but
only a subset of those. Whether one defines the exhaustivity operator in terms of ‘minimal
models’ (Spector 2003; van Rooij and Schulz 2004; Spector 2006; Schulz and Van Rooij 2006,
with roots in Groenendijk and Stokhof 1984) or in terms of ‘innocent exclusion’ (Fox 2007a),
one can adopt a similar view, according to which only purely logical relationships between
alternatives are taken into account by the exhaustivity operator. Whenever all non-entailed
alternatives can be negated consistently with the prejacent, all these approaches yield the
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The account of the oddness of (1a) thus goes as follows. Assume that (1a) has
been uttered. By (3a), (1a) has (1b) as its scalar alternative. By (3b), (1b)
is relevant. By (3c) and (3d), (1a) contains an exhaustivity operator whose
associated alternative set includes (1b). By (3e), this exhaustivity operator
adds the negation of (1b) to the meaning of (1a). This results in a meaning
that conflicts with common knowledge, which accounts for the oddness of (1a).

Let us now turn to the reason why (1b) sounds odd as well. In this case, this
cannot be due to a scalar implicature that conflicts with common knowledge.
Since (1b) is stronger than its alternative (1a), no scalar implicature is expected
to arise. Magri’s account for this case resorts to another competition mechanism,
namely one based on the Maximize Presupposition principle – MP for short
(Heim 1991; Sauerland 2008). According to Magri, the temporal quantifier
always competes with a silent generic operator Gen which is present in the
sentence John is tall. The relevant LF is given in (4), in a somewhat simplified
form.

(4) a. John is tall
b. GENt [in(John,t)] [TALL(John, t)]

For the sake of simplicity, following Magri (2011), let us assume that GEN has
universal force.2 Then what (4b) says is that every time t such that John is
in t, namely exists in t, is such that John is tall in t. Now, this is of course
equivalent to John is always tall. However, Magri assumes that GEN comes
with a so-called homogeneity presupposition. That is, (4b) presupposes that
John is either never tall or always tall. Now, this presupposition is satisfied as
soon as common knowledge entails that John has a constant height across time,
i.e. is automatically met in normal contexts. The MP principle states that if
two alternatives A1 and A2 are contextually equivalent, but A2 has stronger
presuppositions, then A2 should be used rather than A1. In the case of (1b)
(‘John is always tall’), the consequence is that (1b) should never be picked, since
it is contextually equivalent to (4b), whose presuppositions are automatically
met.3

Before turning to my alternative proposal, let me turn to the pair in (2).
For (2a) (‘Some of these kids have a beautiful last name’), the story is entirely
parallel to the one for (1a). Namely, (2) triggers the scalar implicature that not
all of these kids have a beautiful last name, which conflicts with our background
knowledge that brothers and sisters normally share their last name. As with
(1a), this piece of common knowledge makes (2a) and its alternative with

same result, and Magri’s assumption is that the relevant notion of ‘entailment’ in this case is
logical entailment rather than contextual entailment.

2As explained by Magri, this assumption is not crucial.
3We shoud note that given this version of MP, then, assuming that sometimes competes

with (4b), (1a) (‘John is sometimes tall’) is also ruled out by MP (besides the fact that it
triggers a scalar implicature that conflicts with common knowledge). Indeed we have seen that
(1a) is itself contextually equivalent to (1b), hence to (4b) as well. Magri (p.c.) points out,
however, that this is not the case if MP is stated in terms of Strawson-equivalence (Von Fintel
1999) rather than in terms of contextual entailment.
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‘all’ (namely (2b)) contextually equivalent, which supports the view that the
computation of the offending scalar implicature is blind to common knowledge.
As to (2b), Magri’s account is similar to the one given for (1b). However, the
relevant competition is not longer between always and GEN, but between Each
of these kids and The kids. The relevant fact is that plural definites are known
to give rise to a homogeneity presupposition (Fodor 1970; Löbner 1987, 2000;
Schwarzschild 1993). That is, (2b)’s competitor, namely (5) below, presupposes
that either each of the kids have a beautiful last name or that none of them
does. This presupposition is satisfied as soon as it is common knowledge that
siblings share their last name, i.e. is normally automatically satisfied. Because
this competitor is contextually equivalent to (2b) but triggers a homogeneity
presupposition that (2b) does not, MP makes it obligatory to use (5) rather
than (2b), which explains why (2b) feels odd.

(5) These kids have a beautiful last name.

To conclude, Magri needs to assume the following scales:4

(6) a. <some of these, each of these, these>
b. <sometimes, always, GEN>

2 A potential empirical problem for Magri’s
proposal

In this section, I point out a potentially problematic prediction of Magri’s
approach. This problem, however, can probably be fixed, and so does not
constitute the main point of this paper.

Consider the following contrast, in the specified context:

(7) Context: Talking about two children who are brothers and sisters and
have no other siblings. Obviously they share their last name.

a. #Both of these kids have a beautiful last name.
b. These kids have a beautiful last name.

This contrast is highly reminiscent of the one between (2b) and (5), repeated
below in (8).

(8) Context Talking about a four children who are brothers and sisters.
Obviously they share their last name.

a. #Each of these kids have a beautiful last name.
b. These kids have a beautiful last name.

4In fact, using Fox and Katzir’s (2011) theory of alternatives, based on complexity
considerations, it is very natural to assume that ‘some of these kids’ and ‘each of these
kids’ include ‘these kids’ in their alternatives, but not the reverse, i.e. ‘these kids’ does
not automatically have ‘some of these kids’ and ‘each of these kids’ as alternatives.
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As we saw, Magri explains the contrast in (8) by resorting to the
Maximize Presupposition Principle. Because (8b)’s presuppositions entail (8a)’s
presuppositions (thanks to the homogeneity presupposition triggered by ‘These
kids’), MP makes (8a) infelicitous and (8b) felicitous. This line of reasoning,
however, does not work for (7). The reason is the following. In (7a), the word
both triggers the presupposition that the reference of ‘these kids’ has cardinality
2, i.e. that there are exactly 2 salient kids. (7b) still triggers a homogeneity
presupposition that its counterpart (7a) does not, but it is nevertheless not the
case that the presuppositions of (7b) entail that of (7a), because (7a) too triggers
a presupposition that its competitor ((7b)) does not. In fact, the presuppositions
of each member of the pair in (7) do not stand in an entailment relationship
at all. So however exactly Maximize Presupposition! is formulated, there is no
principled reason why it should favor (7b) over (7a).5 Now, it could be that the
real competitor for (7a) is not (7b), but rather the following sentence (Danny
Fox, p.c.):

(9) These two kids have a beautiful last name.

Arguably, (9) has a reading that triggers a homogeneity presupposition, and at
the same time presupposes that there are exactly two kids. So by Maximize
Presupposition!, it should win over (7a). So while the problem I raised on
the basis of the contrast in (7) can probably be overcome, it clearly requires an
explicit theory of alternatives, one that ensures that (9) is an alternative for (7a)
but not for (7b) (for otherwise (7b) should also be ruled out). One possibility,
very much in the spirit of Katzir (2007) and Fox and Katzir (2011), would be
to assume that the alternatives of any expression E are the expressions which
are, in some sense to be made precise, no more complex than E. It is not clear,
however, that such a view would not create new problems of its own. Consider
for instance the following pair, in the specified context:

(10) Context: Talking about a salient group of young boys

a. These boys are nice.
b. These children are nice.

In the specified context, (10a) and (10b) are contextually equivalent. But
note that (10a) triggers the presupposition that there are (salient) boys, while
(10b) only triggers the presupposition that there are children. If (10a) were an
alternative to (10b), it should be preferred (by Maximize Presupposition! ), and
therefore (10b) should be ruled out, which is plainly not the case. And yet, on
any reasonable notion of complexity, (10a) is no more complex than (10b), and
thus should count as an alternative. While this issue is probably not lethal for

5If anything, it seems to me the presupposition triggered by both is much stronger than the
homogeneity presupposition associated with definite description. That is, in a situation where
it is known that only one of the two kids passed a test, it seems that we could marginally
judge true the statement that ‘the kids did not pass the test’, while if it is common knowledge
that there are in fact three kids, the claim that ‘These kids did not both pass the test’ sounds
extremely infelicitous.
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Magri’s theory, it shows the need for an explicit theory of how the alternatives
relevant for Maximize Presupposition! should be characterized.

3 Other cases of oddness

Consider the following sentences.

(11) a. #John has one wife
b. #It was cold outside, so Mary put on two gloves before going out of

the building.

This pair can be contrasted with the two following pairs.

(12) a. John has a wife.
b. It was cold outside, so Mary put on gloves before going out of the

building.

(13) a. Mary has two brothers.
b. It was cold outside, so Mary put on two sweaters before going out

of the building.

Intuitively, what goes wrong with (11a) is that it suggests that John could
have had more than one wife (at the same time), which is not the case in a
monogamous society. In fact, (11a) would be perfectly felicitous in a polygamous
society. Likewise, (11b) suggests that it would have been normal to put on either
one glove or more than two gloves. In fact, we find that in a context where
putting only one glove on just one hand is normal, as is the case for kitchen
gloves, ‘putting on two gloves’ becomes perfectly appropriate.6

Now, it would seem desirable to account in a unified way for the oddness
of (11a) and (11b), on the one hand, and that of the sentences discussed in
the previous section. However, it is not at all clear how Magri’s theory can be
extended to these new cases. Focus for instance on (11a). What is clear is that
a sentence of the form ‘X has one P’ licenses the inference that X has exactly
one P. Depending on your favorite view about the semantics of numerals, this
inference can be viewed as a logical entailment of the sentence or as a scalar
implicature. Either way, it is hard to see which aspects of the interpretation
of (11a) conflict with common knowledge. If anything, the inference that John
does not have one wife is in fact consistent with common knowledge (it is in
fact entailed by common knowledge). Things are similar, mutatis mutandis, for
(11b).

6A google search for ‘I put on two gloves’ returns cases of this type, such as “I put on
two gloves when I was cutting the tomatoes and helping the two girls with the tuna and
mayonnaise” (http://ulsanjourney.blogspot.fr/2012/01/cooking-day-and-germs.html), a
number of similar cases involving kitchen gloves, and other cases as well, all involving a
somewhat special context where putting on two gloves is not the default option.
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4 An alternative proposal

In Spector (2007a), I discussed pairs similar to (1) and (2), and I suggested the
generalization in (14).

(14) When all the members of a given alternative set are contextually
equivalent, none of them can be used felicitously.

This principle clearly takes care of all the cases discussed in the first section,
ruling out both sentences in each pair (1) and (2). We should furthermore note
that such a principle is in fact not new, since it is reminiscent of a constraint
that Rooth’s seminal paper on focus (Rooth 1992) introduced. Rooth (1992),
indeed, imposes the condition that any constituent in the scope of the so-called
squiggle operator triggers the presupposition that there is a contextually
salient set of expressions which i) belongs to the focal semantic value of α,
and ii) contains at least one member that is not semantically identical to α. If
‘semantic identity’ is understood in terms of contextual equivalence, then the
generalization in (14) entails this condition. In a nutshell, the idea is that if
a constituent α evokes alternatives, then there should be at least one member
of these alternatives which is both contextually salient and distinct from α.
However, such a principle does not cover the data we have just discussed, namely
the contrast between the sentences in (11), on the one hand, and those in (12)
and (13), on the other hand. To see how this principle could be modified so as
to cover the contrasts noted in (11), (12), and (13), let us first reflect on how a
principle such as (14) can be motivated in the first place. Assume that a certain
sentence φ automatically evokes some alternatives. If all of these alternatives
are truth-conditionally equivalent to φ, they are in a sense useless: evoking
them on top of φ can serve no purpose. They can neither trigger any scalar
implicature nor any other effect that one normally finds with focus (such as
highlighting a contrast, for instance). So we may view (14) as a special instance
of a more general principle, according to which the set of alternatives evoked
by a linguistic expression should be ‘non-trivial’. Obviously, if an alternative
is contextually equivalent to the sentence uttered, intuitively it can of no use.
But there is a quite natural extension of this idea. Namely, alternatives whose
truth-values are already common knowledge could also be viewed as trivial: the
idea is that alternatives should represent expressions that the speaker could have
plausibly chosen instead of the prejacent, given what is common knowledge. So
let us define a set of alternatives as trivial if it only contains alternatives which
are either contextually equivalent to φ itself or whose truth-value is already
common knowledge between the participants of the conversation. Somewhat
more formally, the constraint that I propose can be stated as follows.

(15) a. Auxiliary definitions
Let C be a context, viewed as the set of worlds which are compatible
with what is common knowledge between the participants of a
conversation. Let φ and ψ be propositions.
(i) ψ is a C-contradiction if it is false in all the worlds of C.
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(ii) ψ is a C-tautology if it is true in all the worlds of C.
(iii) φ and ψ are C-equivalent just in case, in every world of C, φ

and ψ have the same truth-value.
b. NTA: No trivial set of Alternatives!

If φ is associated to a set of alternatives ALT in context C, then
there should be at least one member of ALT which neither is a
C-contradiction nor is a C-tautology, nor is C-equivalent to φ.
(If a proposition is either C-equivalent to φ or is a C-tautology or
a C-contradiction, we will say that this proposition is trivial given
φ in context C.)

This takes care of both the cases discussed in the first section and the ones we
have just discussed. Consider first (11a) (‘John has one wife’). In a monogamous
society, it is common knowledge that a person can have at most one spouse. Now
assume that the sentence (11a) evokes the alternatives <John has two wives,
John has three wives, . . .>. All of these alternatives are false in the worlds
compatible with common knowledge context, and therefore the NTA constraint
fails to be satisfied. As to (11b) (‘It was cold outside, so Mary put on two
gloves before going out of the building.’), assume that in a standard context it
is common knowledge that people either put on exactly two gloves or no gloves
The alternatives for ‘Mary put on two gloves’ are <Mary put on one glove, Mary
put on three gloves, Mary put on four gloves, . . . , >. But the alternative ‘Mary
put on on glove’ is contextually equivalent to ‘Mary put on two gloves’ (if we use
an ‘at least’-semantics for numerals),7 and the other alternatives are all known
to be false. So again the NTA constraint fails to be met. This, of course, is no
longer the case when ‘wife’ is replaced with ‘brother’ or when ‘sweaters’ replaces
‘gloves’ (as in (18)). Finally, if we assume that bare plurals do not activate the
same alternatives as numerals, the sentences in (12) are also expected to be
felicitous.

For such an alternative account to be fully explicit, it is necessary to
specify how the alternatives of a given sentence are identified, and under which
conditions they are activated. Here, we can in fact make more or less the same
assumptions as Magri. First, I will assume that every linguistic expression is
associated with a set of potential alternatives, i.e. the set of all alternatives
that can in principle be associated to the linguistic expression. For the purpose
of this paper, I assume that potential scalar alternatives are determined by
focus-marking and by the scalar items that occur in the relevant expression. In
the case of scalar items, it can be posited that for any linguistic expression E
which contains one or several occurrences of a scalar item, the set of its potential
alternatives includes all the expressions that can be obtained by replacing one
or several scalar items occurring in E with a scale-mate. Second, I need to
specify under which conditions a potential alternative is an actual alternative.
Following Magri, I assume that a potential alternative is an actual alternative

7If we use an ‘exactly’-semantics, this alternative is false in all the worlds of the common
ground. Either way, the set of alternatives will fail to meet that NTA constraint.
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if it is contextually relevant.8 Finally, following Magri again, I take relevance
to be closed under contextual equivalence. That is, if a certain sentence A
has B as an alternative and B is contextually equivalent to A, then B is an
actual alternative. But by virtue of the NTA principle, B cannot be the only
actual alternative if it is contextually equivalent to A, since in such a case the
NTA constraint would not be met. Importantly, it is necessary to make sure
that definite descriptions are not in competition with quantifiers. That is, we
don’t want ‘each of these kids’ and ‘some of these kids’ to count as potential
alternatives for ‘these kids’. Otherwise, (8b) (‘These kids have a beautiful last
name’), which is perfectly felicitous, would itself be ruled out on the ground
that it is contextually equivalent to (8a) (‘Each of these kids has a beautiful
last name’) and (2a) (‘Some of these kids have a beautiful last name’). The
most simple way to ensure this is to assume that definite descriptions are not
part of any scale.9

5 Problematic cases - What is common
knowledge?

Besides the basic cases we have considered so far, Magri (2009, 2011) discusses
much more complex examples which, at first sight, support his approach
and cannot be captured in a natural way in the alternative approach we are
suggesting. In this section, I will discuss these cases, and a) argue that they
do not fully generalize to structurally identical examples, and b) suggest an
explanation for why this is the case, c) argue that very similar effects cannot be
captured by Magri’s proposal and d) suggest that to account for the full range of
facts one must distinguish between different notions of ‘contextual equivalence’.

5.1 Scalar items in restrictors

First consider the following contrast, from Magri (2011):

(16) Context: In this department, every professor assigns the same grade to
all of his students.

a. #This year, every professor of this department who assigned an A
to some of his students got a prize from the dean.

b. This year, every professor of this department who assigned an A
to all of his students got a prize from the dean.

The crucial point here is that both sentences are contextually equivalent in the
specified context. So, according to our proposal, they should both be ruled

8See Fox and Katzir (2011) for a much more sophisticated proposal which has a similar
architecture.

9In fact, it would not matter if ‘these kids’ were a competitor for ‘some/each of these kids’,
but not the other way around, as predicted by Katzir’s (2007) theory of alternatives. Cf.
footnote 4.

10



out. Yet we observe that (16a) is felicitous while (16b) is not. In the context
of Magri’s own account, this fact raises the following question, which Magri
addresses at length. In this case, the logically stronger sentence happens to
be (16a) (because some occurs in a downward-entailing environment in (16a),
replacing it with all, as in (16b), gives rise to a logically weaker sentence). So,
if exhaustification takes place at matrix level, what is expected is that (16a)
should be felicitous (as it will not trigger any scalar implicature), while (16b)
should be weird, since it should automatically give rise to the implicature that
not every professor who assigned an A to some of his students got a prize, which,
together with the literal meaning, is a contextual contradiction in the specified
context. Magri argues that what goes on is that exhaustification obligatorily
takes place in embedded positions, in fact in every scope site. So the logical form
for (16a) is, informally, the following (though we are in fact not indicating every
exhaustivity operator, since by assumption they occur obligatorily everywhere):

(17) [Everyx[exhALT (x is a professor who assigned an A to some of his
students)]][x got a prize from the dean].

In Magri’s theory, an embedded exhaustivity operator does not necessarily lead
to an embedded scalar implicature, because the alternative set ALT might well
be empty. However, in the specified context for (16a), the potential alternative
for ‘x is a professor who assigned an A to some of this students’ is ‘x is a
professor who assigned an A to all of his students’. Once the notion of contextual
equivalence is properly relativized to assignment functions so as to be able to
apply to such cases, this alternative is contextually equivalent to the prejacent
of exh, and then, given the claim that relevance is closed under contextual
equivalence, it has to be an actual alternative, i.e. to belong to ALT . As a result,
the restrictor of the universal quantifier, namely ‘exhALT (x is a professor who
assigned an A to some of his students)’, ends up equivalent to ‘x is a professor
who assigned an A to some but not all of his students’. (16a) then means
‘Every professor of this department who assigned an A to some but not all of
his students got a prize from the dean’. Since, in the specified context, there
can’t be any professor who assigned an A to some but not all of his students,
oddness is predicted because quantified sentences are odd when the restrictor
of the quantifier is known to have a necessarily empty denotation.

An issue that arises relates to Magri’s treatment of the contrast in (8). In
fact, one could expect that both (16a) and (16b) should be infelicitous, due to
the availability of a third alternative, namely (18):

(18) (Same context)
This year, every professor of this department who assigned an A to his
students got a prize from the dean.

After all, in the specified context, (18) is contextually equivalent to both (16a)
and (16b), and furthermore is expected, given reasonable assumption about how
homogeneity presuppositions project, to trigger a homogeneity presupposition
(namely that every professor of this department either assigned an A to all
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of his to students or assigned an A to none of this students). By Maximize
Presuppostion!, (18) should be preferred over both (16a) and (16b). However,
we should note that the issue how homogeneity presuppositions project in such
contexts is not so clear. That is, it is in fact not so clear that (18) does in fact
trigger the inference that every professor assigned an A either to all or to none
of his students. For this reason, this potential problem for Magri’s theory might
not be that problematic after all, and could even turn into an advantage.10 In
contrast with this, my own alternative proposal clearly runs into this problem.
Namely, since (16a) and (16b) are contextually equivalent and are alternatives
of each other, they should be both ruled out by the NTA constraint.

My alternative theory thus fails to predict the contrast in (16). Rather,
it predicts both (16a) and (16b) to be odd. However, let me note that there
are pairs which are parallel to (16) in all relevant respects and in which both
members of the pair sound odd, as predicted by the alternative account. In fact,
we can construct such a pair on the basis of a variant of a contrast that Magri
(2011) discusses, given in (19):

(19) Context: In this country, children always inherit the last name of their
father.

a. #Every father who transmitted a stupid family name to some of this
children must pay a fine.

b. Every father who transmitted a stupid family name to his children
must pay a fine.

Now, the point is that we should in fact consider a fuller paradigm, as in (20):

(20) a. #Every father who transmitted a stupid family family name to some
of his children must pay a fine.

b. #Every father who transmitted a stupid family name to all of his
children must pay a fine.

c. Every father who transmitted a stupid family name to his children
must pay a fine.

The fact that both (20a) (which is identical to (19a)) and (20b) sound odd is
unexpected under Magri’s account for the contrast in (16). Magri could resort to
the claim that what happens is that both (20a) and (20b) are in competition with
(20c), and that (20c) wins due to the homogeneity presuppositions triggered
by the (bound) definite description whose children. But once such a move
is adopted, Magri’s predictions become identical to those of our alternative
proposal, with the result that the initial contrast in (16) fails to be predicted
– by parity of reasoning, both (16a) and (16b) should be odd, due to the fact
that (18) should ‘win’ the competition (just like (20c) ‘wins’ in (20)).

10Namely, the fact that both sentences in (8) are infelicitous while only (16a) in the pair in
(16) is infelicitous could follow from the fact that the relevant alternatives (ones with definite
descriptions instead of quantifiers) do not trigger the same kind of presuppositions in both
cases.
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To sum up, Magri needs to resort to a competition between quantified
DPs and definites, but not for all examples, which considerably weakens the
predictive power of his proposal.

5.2 Common Knowledge is hard to achieve!

The contrast between the paradigm in (20) (where both some and all lead to
infelicity) and the one in (16) (where all, contrary to some, does not lead to
infelicity) must be due to the status of the underlying information that makes
some and all contextually equivalent – since there is no relevant structural
difference between the two cases. We in fact observe a similar contrast even in
unembedded cases, as the following illustrates:

(21) Context: In this department, every professor assigns the same grade to
all of his students. Mary is a professor.

a. Mary assigned an A to all of her students
b. #Mary assigned an A to some of her students

(22) Context: In this country, children always inherit the last name of their
father.

a. #John transmitted a stupid family name to all of this children
b. #John transmitted a stupid family name to some of this children

What might be going on here is this. The contextual information provided
in (22) is totally ‘natural’, in the sense that it corresponds to our culturally
determined default assumption about how family names are transmitted. This is
of course not the case of the type of contextual information given in (21). In fact,
it seems to me that both sentences in (22) would sound odd even if no contextual
information were explicitly provided, while by removing contextual information,
one would make both sentences in (21) felicitous. My suggestion is thus that in
(22) the contextual information is treated as being common knowledge, but not
in (21). If so, the two sentences in (22) are contextually equivalent, and are thus
both ruled about by NTA, but this is not so for (21). But then the infelicity
of (21b) is fully explained by standard Gricean considerations, as the sentence
is under-informative, since the speaker could have truthfully said that Mary
assigned an A to all of her students. Of course this is so only if the provided
contextual information is taken into account in some way. So there might be a
tension between the fact this contextual information is not considered common
knowledge, and yet has to be taken into account in order to predict that (21b)
is infelicitous. Following insights from Schlenker (2012), let me observe that,
given standard definitions of common knowledge in terms of higher-order shared
knowledge,11 it is in fact expected that shared information is not necessarily
common knowledge. For a proposition φ to be common knowledge (or belief)
between two people A and B, it is not sufficient that both A and B know

11Roughly speaking, a proposition φ is common knowledge if every possible sequence of the
form Kx1 . . .Kxnφ is true, where Kxi means ‘xi knows that . . . ’, and xi can represent any
participant of the conversation.
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(believe) φ: A must know that B knows φ, B must know that A knows φ, A
and B must also know this, etc. So the reason why (21a) and (21b) may fail to
be contextually equivalent in the specified context might be that even though all
participants know that it is assumed that all professors give an A to all of their
students, there might remain a doubt as to whether everybody really believes
this, or at least is ready to believe that everybody else believes this, etc. The
more unnatural the contextual information is, the more likely it is that it is not
treated as being common knowledge.

Furthermore, the judgments reported for (21) do not in fact correspond to
judgments given in a real-life situation. Rather, we are asked to imagine that the
specified contextual information is common knowledge, but there is no guarantee
that we can really do this. What might going on in practice is this: the specified
sentence is just treated as a claim on a part of an imaginary speaker. Then
the sentences that are to be judged are treated as potential continuations for
this first sentence, by the same speaker. They are not contextually equivalent
because the mere fact that the initial sentence (the ‘contextual information’)
has been used does not ensure that it becomes common knowledge (after all,
people are not always to be trusted). Then (21a) can be felicitous because it can
actually be understood as an argument for the initial claim. But (21b) is known
to be underinformative independently of whether the information conveyed by
the sentence used to characterize the ‘context’ is common knowledge. What
is in any case common knowledge is the fact that the speaker believes that all
professors give the same grade to all of their students (even if it’s not accepted
by other participants), and this is sufficient to ensure that participants know
that the speaker could not utter (21b), given the maxim of quantity.12 In the
next section, however, we will see that more sophisticated examples will force
us to revise this picture and introduce a principle which is independent of the
maxim of quantity.

5.3 Remaining Puzzles – contextual equivalence vs.
speaker equivalence

As we have just seen, we can predict the contrast in (21) if the specified context
does not really count as common knowledge. What about the contrast in (16),
repeated below as (23)?

(23) Context: In this department, every professor assigns the same grade to
all of his students.

a. #This year, every professor of this department who assigned an A
to some of his students got a prize from the dean.

12Note that this view is compatible with a grammatical theory of scalar implicatures: on
this view, either (21b) is strenghtened into ‘Mary assigned an A to some but not all of her
students’ or it isn’t. In the first case, it contradicts the first sentence (i.e. the one that provides
the ‘contextual information’) and thus if the first sentence is attributed to the same speaker
we get a contradiction. In the second case, the sentence is true but underinformative. The
grammatical view of scalar implicatures does not entail that genuinely Gricean considerations
of informativity play no role. See Fox (2007a) for a discussion of this issue.
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b. This year, every professor of this department who assigned an A
to all of his students got a prize from the dean.

As Magri points out, global informativity considerations lead us to expect
exactly the opposite contrast, because (23a) entails (23b). Magri’s proposal
ensures that an embedded scalar implicature is computed in the restrictor of
every in the case of (23a), leading to a contradiction in the restrictor, which
creates a sense of oddness.

However, consideration of cases that are intuitively similar turns out to cast
doubt on Magri’s own account. The problem is that the contrast in (23) seems
to be part of a broader generalization that Magri’s account does not capture.
Here is one example.

(24) Context: Every student solved either just one, two or three problems,
out of ten problems (no student managed to solve four or more)

a. ??Every student who solved more than two problems is Italian.
b. Every student who solved three problems is Italian.

The problem Magri’s proposal faces here is that it is unable to account for
the relative oddness of (24a). The reason is the following. Magri derives the
oddness of (23a) by assuming that the restrictor of the universal quantifier is
obligatorily exhaustified, with the result that ‘professor who assigned an A to
some of his students’ is interpreted as meaning ‘professor who assigned an A to
some but not all of his students’, making the denotation of the restrictor known
to be empty (in the specified context). But this move is not available in the
case of (24a). Indeed, in this case, for the denotation of the restrictor to be
known to be empty, the restrictor ‘who solved more than two problems’ would
have to be strengthened into ‘who solved more than two but did not solve just
three problems’. If this were possible, the restrictor would then be interpreted
as ‘who solved more than three problems’, hence as having a necessarily empty
extension given the specified context. Not only is it entirely unclear how this
could be achieved in principle, it is also obvious that ‘solving more than three
problems’ is not an available reading for ‘solving more than two problems’.13

It is easy to produce similar examples with modified numerals:

(25) Context: every student solved either just one, two, or all of the problems

a. #Every student who solved more than two problems passed.
b. Every student who solved all the problems passed.

One could conceivably argue that ‘solving more than two problems’ implicates
‘not solving all the problems’, so that local strengthening should be able to
apply to the restrictor in (25a) and make it vacuous.14 But if this were so, (26)

13(24) might be expected to trigger, at the global level, the implicature ‘Not every student
who solved more than one problem is Italian’. This implicature, however, would not conflict
with common knowledge, and hence cannot be the source of the observed oddness.

14(25) might well be able to trigger the global SI ‘Not every student who solved more than
one problems passed’ but again this would not conflict with common knowledge.
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below should not sound contradictory, which it nevertheless does, in contrast
with (27).

(26) #Every student who solved all of the problems passed, but the students
who solved more than TWO of the problems failed.

(27) Every student who solved all of the problems passed, but the students
who solved SOME of the problems failed.

In order to state a tentative version of the underlying generalization, I will
need to resort to an auxiliary notion. According to what was concluded in the
previous section, the contrast in (23) arises when the specified context is not
treated as being ‘common knowledge’, but rather only as a proposition some
imaginary speaker is committed to. In such a situation, even if the proposition
that every professor assigned the same grade to all of his students is not itself
common knowledge, it is common knowledge that the speaker believes it. Let
us say that an expression E is speaker-equivalent to an expression E′ in a
given context C if and only if it is common knowledge in C that according
to the speaker E and E′ have the same denotation (i.e., assuming that both
expressions’ meanings are modeled as a function from possible worlds to certain
types of objects, this would mean that in every world w compatible with what
the speaker is known to believe, E(w) = E(w′)). Note that E and E′ can be
speaker-equivalent without being contextually equivalent. For E and E′ to be
contextually equivalent, they have to have the same denotation in all the worlds
compatible with common knowledge. But for E and E′ to be speaker-equivalent,
it is sufficient that they have the same denotation in all the worlds w such
that it is common knowledge that the speaker’s beliefs do not exclude w. The
underlying idea is that if it is common knowledge that a speaker believes a
certain proposition φ, and if φ entails the biconditional E ↔ E′ (when E and
E′ are propositional expression), then the speaker’s use of E provides exactly
the same information about her communicative intentions as her use of E′. This
is the case even if φ itself is not common knowledge (nor ‘common belief’).

The generalization I would like to suggest is then the following:

(28) An expression R cannot be used as the restrictor or nuclear scope
of a quantifier if there is some alternative R′ of R such that R′

asymmetrically entails15 R and R′ and R are speaker-equivalent.

In (23), what happens is that assigned an A to some of the students and
assigned an A to all of the students are speaker-equivalent (assuming that the
specified context is treated as something the speaker is committed to), and
so the above generalization makes (23b) preferable to (23a). Now, (28) may
seem an equivalent but much less elegant version of Magri’s own proposal.
It is not, however, for it rules out some cases where exhaustification of the
restrictor would be vacuous. Consider for instance (25a). Following Spector

15As usual, the relevant notion of entailments is a generalized one, which is defined not only
for propositional expressions, but also for any pairs of expressions of the same semantic type,
with a type ‘ending in t’.

16



(2006); Russell (2006); Spector (2007b), we assume that ‘more than three’ has,
among its alternatives, both bare numerals interpreted under an exactly-reading
and modified numerals of the form more than n. As explained in these works,
with such alternatives, no scalar implicature is expected to arise for ‘John solved
more than two problems’. However, in (25a), the restrictor student who solved
more than two problems is speaker-equivalent to student who solved more than
n problems, for any n greater than 2 and smaller than the total number of
problems, and is thus ruled out by (28). Things work similarly in the case of
(24).16

Note that when two expressions E and E′ are contextually equivalent,
they are also speaker-equivalent. It follows that the generalization in (28)
also discriminates between cases which we argued were both deviant, namely
cases where the two relevant Magri-type sentences are genuinely contextually
equivalent, as in (20). However, in such cases, we assume that the principle
according to which a sentence cannot be felicitously uttered if contextually
equivalent to one of its alternatives is also operative, ruling out both sentences.

In a certain sense, when two expressions R and R′ are speaker-equivalent
in a certain context, they make exactly the same meaning contribution in this
context.17 The principle that in such a situation the speaker should pick the
stronger expression amounts to a rule that the actual meaning contribution of an
expression should be as close as possible to the ‘logical’, non-contextual meaning
of the expression in question, as if no aspect of this logical, non-contextual
meaning of an expression should be ‘wasted’. I do not want to assume, however,
that between two expressions that are speaker-equivalent, a speaker should
always pick the stronger. Such a principle would in fact run into problems
for another type of cases discussed by Magri, such as (29):18

(29) Context: Every year, the dean has to decide: if the college has made
enough profit that year, he gives a pay raise to every professor who has
assigned an A to at least some of his students; if there is not enough
money, then no one gets a pay raise.

a. This year, every professor who assigned an A to some of his students
got a pay raise.

16We can derive the same consequences from other assumptions about the alternatives
of modified numerals, for instance from the view that all ‘measurement scales’ are dense,
as discussed in Fox and Hackl (2007). As discussed in Fox (2007b), what these different
proposals have in common is that the alternatives for modified numerals are too ‘numerous’
to be ‘innocently excludable’.

17The idea that some notion of ‘meaning contribution’ in terms of the speaker’s beliefs
is relevant for understanding some pragmatic inferences (specifically those triggered by
disjunction) is discussed in Yeom (2013).

18The contrast between these two types of cases ((24) and (29)) is one of the strongest
arguments that Magri gave in favor of his theory. In his original system, local exhaustification
was forced in (23a) (due to the closure of relevance under contextual equivalence and the claim
that exhaustification takes place at every possible scope site), but not in (23b). In contrast
with this, global exhaustification was forced in (29b). As we discussed, the fact that a contrast
similar to the one in (23) can be built in cases where exhaustification of the restrictor would
be in any case vacuous, as in (25), suggests that Magri’s puzzle is part of a broader pattern.
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b. #This year, every professor who assigned an A to all of his students
got a pay raise.

Now, (29a) and (29b) are speaker-equivalent if we assume that what is described
here as a ‘context’ is treated as something the speaker is committed to. In
this case a general principle which would rule out any expression that is
speaker-equivalent to a stronger alternative expression would correctly predict
that (29a) is to be prefered to (29b), since (29a) a-entails (29b). But if we
focus on the full sentences in (23), we also find the very same relationship:
the sentence with ‘some’ is logically the stronger one, and it is furthermore
speaker-equivalent to the sentence with ‘all’. Yet, in this case, it is the sentence
with ‘all’ that is preferable. So the principle we are after should not be concerned
with speaker-equivalence of full sentences, but of certain subconstituents.

How exactly the underlying principle should be formulated so as to account
for both cases such as (23), where speaker-equivalence obtains at both the local
level and the global level, and cases like (29) where speaker-equivalence obtains
only at the global level? One possibility I would like to suggest consists in
formulating a notion of speaker-equivalence for lexical items which is defined
both in terms of the non-linguistic context of a sentence and the syntactic
environment of the lexical item. Let C be the non-linguistic context. For an
occurrence of a lexical item i in a constituent X, and any other expression
i′, let us say that i and i′ are speaker-equivalent relative to X in context C if
replacing i with i′ in X leads to a constituent X ′ which is speaker-equivalent
(in the sense defined above) to X in C. Now, given this definition, we can see
that in (23), some is speaker-equivalent to all in the subconstituent ‘professor
of this department who assigned an A to some of his students’ (and also, of
course, in any larger constituent). In contrast with this, in the case of (29), the
only constituent relative which to which some and all are speaker-equivalent
is the full sentence. In order to explain the contrast between (23) and (29) we
can then assume that in case of speaker-equivalence between two lexical items
in a given sentence, we can restrict our attention to the smallest constituent
with respect to which the two expressions are speaker-equivalent. The lexical
item that should be picked is the one that maximizes logical strength for this
constituent. This would account for the contrast between (23) and (29). The
principle I am tentatively suggesting is thus the following:

(30) Minimize Meaning Contribution!
For any constituent X containing an occurrence of a lexical item α, we
note X(α→ β) the result of replacing this occurrence of α with β.
Let S be a sentence, C a non-linguistic context, and α an occurrence of
a certain lexical item in C. Then α is not licensed in context C if there
is an alternative β of α such that:

a. α and β are speaker-equivalent relative to S in context C
b. The smallest constituent X of S such that β and α are

speaker-equivalent relative to X in context C is such that
X(α→ β) asymmetrically entails X.
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As far as I can see, such a principle takes care of all the facts discussed in this
section.

6 Conclusion

I have provided evidence that a) Magri’s interesting proposal faces a a number of
problems, and b) that it misses certain interesting generalizations. Regarding
a), Magri’s account is unable to explain the fact that structurally identical
pairs yield different patterns (cf. (16) vs (20), (21) vs. (22)). As to
b), I argued that when a sentence’s alternatives are ‘trivial’ in a precise
sense, neither the sentence nor its alternatives can be used felicitously. This
generalization covers many of Magri’s examples as well as others that Magri’s
account does not cover. Moreover, some cases where a scalar item occurs in
the restrictor of a downward-entaling quantifier are infelicitous even though
the mechanism whereby Magri predicts infelicity (namely the computation of a
locally embedded implicature) cannot yield this result. I have suggested that in
order to correctly describe the core facts, it is necessary to distinguish between
two notions of contextual equivalence, the classical notion and what I labelled
‘speaker-equivalence’. If my conclusions are correct, one of the arguments in
favor of a ‘modular’ view of scalar implicature computation (the fact that it
operates blindly to contextual information) is removed, but it is important to
note that this does not by itself invalidate other arguments for this modular view
(such as those presented in Fox and Hackl 2007), nor does it directly bear on
other types of arguments that have been given in support of the grammatical
view of scalar implicatures. Note, furthermore, that the tentative principle I
introduced in (30) is itself stated in partly syntactic terms.
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