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AITERNATIVES

Mark Ilberman
M.I.T.

I'd like to begin by sssuming that "presupposition” is a
coherent notlon which accurstely picks out a natural classs of
real phencmena. We should keep in mind that this asswaption
might be wrong on all counts. In (1) I give a few examples of
what various writers have claimed to be presuppositional relations:

(1)a The present King of France 1s bald,
a'! There is now one and only one Eing of France.
b John is sorry that he want te graduate school.
b' John went to graduate schoel.
¢ Adbert hss stopped beating Is wife.
¢! Albert used to beat s wife.
d It's the butler who shot Sir Bdward,
d' Someone shot Sir Edward,
e Aliecs criticized John for losing his bicycle.
o' Alice judggd that John has lost his bieycle,
£ As~tu manga?
' (spesker of f 1s on intimate terms with or socdelly

superior to hearer, or ste.)

In same cages, e.g. (1}e-6', it has been shown that the pheno-
mena are not real, since the slleged relstionship dees not hold.
It 13 by no means clear that the factusnlly accurate cases form
any natorsl class-~the sort of relationship exemplified in (1)f-f',
in particular, seems very different from the cases (1)a-(1)d, and
indeed these last four types have besn classed together mainly
by asswmptlon, So far, no one has succeded in giving en sxpliclit
and consistant defirdtlon of "presupposition" which accords with
the Mngwlatic intultions that the notiom is meant to dezeribe.

For the purpeses of investigation, howsver, suppose we cast
aside doubt and embrace the term presupposition as a deseription
of the type of relationship exemplified in cases (1)a-(1)d., Iaet
us furthermore adopt the suggestion of Themason (1973) that we
should restrict the characteristic of presupposing to sentences,
and say that what a (sincere and aware) spesker does 1s to “pre-
sume™ the presuppoeitions of ths sentances hs uses,

Within thls framework I will examine scme facts about the
projection problem for presupposition: given that a sentence S.,
taken in isolaticn, presupposes A, if Sy i3 embedded in a ecmplex
sentence S, how (1f at all) can we p ct the relation of Sy
to AT
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Schamatically:

(2) f

T S150A, Sp 1A

The projection problem for presupposition was first investl-
gated, as such, by Langendoen and Savin {1971). They hypothesized
that "presuppositions of a subordinats clause do not amalgamate
either with presuppositions or asseriions of higher clauses; rather
they stand as presuppositions of the complex sentsnce in whioch they
oceur.” Thedr investigation iz flawed by the fact that the. "presup-
positions? they sxsmine are mainly of the type (1)e-ef; ealsc they
do not consider a wide encugh eclass of embedded envirorments.

These fallings are corrected in the solution proposed by laori
Karttunen (1973a and b), who proposes a classification of camplement-
taking verbs into Plugs, Filters, and Holes. I will pive a brief
sumary of hls proposal, sinee my argumment requires an undsrstanding
of it.

Plugs (verbs of saying, verbs of propositional attituds eta.),
#s in (3)e-c, metaphorically block up the tree, preventing the
presuppositions of thelr complement fram bscomlng presuppositiens
of any higher sentence, Holes (factives, modsls, aspectunals, ete.),
a2 in (3)a'=c', pass along to the matrix sentence 211 the presup—
positions of their complement, in the manner described by Langen-
doen and Ssvin,

(3)a Bill said that John has stopped beating ks wife,l
b BEi11 thinks that John has stopped beating his wlfe,
¢ Bill ordered John to stop beating his wife.

a' Tt 15 odd that John has stopped beating ks wife.
b B11l foreed John to =top beating his wife.
c' Jobn is mnable to stop begating his wife,

Kertiunon's Filters are the connectives gnd, or, Af. As the
name suggests, they pass along same presuppositions and block out
others, in accordence with certain conditions whish are given in
g simplified form 4in (4):

(4) Condition 1: In sn 5 of the form "if 4, B® or "A and B"

1f ASOC then 8> C
i1f B>> D then S>>D unless AIFD

YRramples from Karttumen (1973a).
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Gondition 2: In an S of the form "A or B"
if A S then 350 ¢
1f B3> D then S>>D unless '~ihr D

N,B. ™A C" means "4 presupposes (M
"AIFC" means "A entatls Y
PrAY means "the negation of A"

Some exsmples of Eartturdan TiJtering, quoted from Presuppositions
of Compound Sentences, are given in (5):

(5)a If baldness is hereditary, then John's children
a' If Jobn has eiildpen, then his ehildren are 1:|a_'l.d:u.mo peld.
b TIt's poseible that John's children are bald,
b' It's poseible that baldness iz boareditary and John™ children

are bald,

b''It's possible that John has ckildwen and his oldldran are bald.
c' Either baldness 15 not hereditary or Jomm's ehlldren are bald,
¢’ Either John has no children or ks ckildren sre bald,

Thus (5)a presupposes that John hss chlldren since 1ts cons

nent
clsuse ("John's ekildren are bald") presupposes this, and 12
antscedent clanse ("baldness is hersditary?) does not entail it.
Ehi! is the ;nredituigition mada by the filtering condition, and surs
nough, our on 1s that a speak
enou J::hn r lntud 32 a speaker using (5)a must presume

In {5)a', on the other hand, the consequent clause

supposes that John has childven, but in thieg case the an:g:iga];?-
clause ("John has chlldren®) enteils this, go that the preswpposition
is filtered out. So predicts the f1ltering condition, and sgain
our Intwtion concurs that (5)a’ does not commlt the speaker to
prasu;:]i:g that John has cilldren.

case of aod 48 & little tricller. Obserws first thet
possible Is a Hole—thus (5)b presuppeses that John hms clﬂ.hl:ren
Just a= the embedded sentsnce does. In {5)0!, zccording to Cond;Ltion
1 the embedded conmjmetion presupposes that John has ehildren
since the second eonjunct prosuppeses thls and the fwst conjv.:mct
does not entail 1t, Possible, belng a Hole, should pass this pre-
suppesition through to (5)bF as a whole, and our intwitien 4s that
it doss. In (5)b'!, Earttunen's filtering condition prediats that
the :m'bedded confanetion (PJohn hes elildren end His ehildren are
bald") will not presupposs that John has children, althousk the
second conjmet does so, sinee the entsdImernt of the first conjunet
Tilters out tils presupposition. We cennot tell thle fran the econe

1

I rely cn intwitions a=s 4o what & sincers and avare speaker
is ecmmitted to, rather than en the pressnce of trnthpgaps.
since I tidnk that the former intultlons are more direct.
Presuppositions and entailments may then be differentisted
by adding a medal (a.g. "it 1z poseible thst,..")

.i"‘
11
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junction itself, just bacauss the first conjunct does (trivially)
entall that John has children. But when the whole conjunctlon is
put in the complement of possible, which "passes slong" presup-

_positions but not entailments, we obssrve that ths embedded con-

junetion must have merely entailled that John has children, rather
than presupposing it, sinee the sentence (5)b'', as a whole, tells
us merely that 1t is possible that John has children.

In the case of or, we observe that (5)c does presuppose that
John has children, as predicted by Condition 2: the second clauze
presupposes thls, the negation of the first clauss does not entail
1t, and thus the presupposition passes through the filter and
attaches iteelf to the sentencs as a whols, Imn (5)c', on the
other hand, the second clause sgaln presupposes that John has
children, but the negation of the first <lanse entails this, so
that the £iltsring condition traps this presupposition, preventing
1t from passing through to the higher sentence-wwhich accords with
our intultion that we cannot in fact concluds fram (S)c' that John
has children,

The important tidng to notice in all this is that the filtering
condition assoclated with and, Copdition 1, sereens oul presup-
positions on the basis of what 1s entailed by the A clause; the
Tiltering conditlon assocleted with or, Conditlion 2, #creens them
out on the basis of what is entailed by the negation of the cor-
responding clause.

Earttunen hes given a much more refined and detalled des-
erdption of thess phenomena than I have attsmpied to rsproduce
hers. In partlecular, he shows that presuppositions may be flitersd
out not only by what is logically entalled by the relevent clause,
but alse by a chain of ressening which cambinass that olause with
the spesker's background assmmptions, I give a simplified wversien
of his theory for sase in exposition--this sixplification does not
affect the argument I am about to make,

In Earttunen's filtering conditions one point ia left unclaar,
What exactly constitutes a genlence of the form *if § then B," )
YA and B," "A or B1" Ia it syntactic form, logical form, or some—
thing else that is cruclal in determiming whdch £iltsr, if any,
should apply?

1t surely cannot be syntactic form. We find that sentences
1ike thoss in (&), to give a small ssmpls, show ths same filtering

as If:

(6)a Cn the assumption that A, it must be the case that B,
b From A i1t would foliow that B.
¢ Having assuned A, we may conclude that B,
d 4, so B.

Likewise wa find that santences of the type given in (7) can ex-
hibit the filtering asaociated with and:

(7)a 4 but B,
b A although B.
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Unfortunately for the notion that logleal form might be at issus,
we also find some sentences wlth the form specified in (7) which
exhiit the type of filtering associated with or, In fact, thers
are even same sentences with the comnective "and" whieh show op-
type filtering, I wish to argue that the factors which differen-
tlate between filtering by Condition 1 and filtering by Condition
£, in these cases, cannot be found in the syntactlc form, mor syen
in the loglesl form of such a sentsnce, but must be spscified in
tarms of how that sentence functions in s dlscourse. In other
words, the solution to the projection problem for prasuppositien
15 to be found ab the level of speech aot theory, or the theory
of the communicative use of language.

First, consider sane sxamples of "conjunctive” (Comdition 1)
filtering with "but:®

(8)a (Maybe) John used to beat kis wife, but has now stopped
ng so,
b (Perhaps) thers is a King of France, but perhaps he is bald
and thus sfraid to show his face in publiec...
¢ (Maybe) John st111 drinks toe much, but has now stopped
beating his wifa,

In (8)a-b, we find sxactly the same sort of £iltering that we
found in (5)b'!, where the presupposition of the second clause is
blocked by the entallment of the first., If we replace the first
clause in such a sentence with ore which does not have the appro-
priaste entailment, as in (8)e, the presupposition of the sscend
clsuse sails on through to bscome a presupposition of ths overall
sentenca.

On the other band, wo find sentences with but in which 1t s
the pegation of the first clause which blocks the presupposition
of the second, as specified by Condition 2:

(9)  Perhaps John has no ehildren, but perhaps his ckildren are
away on vacatlon.

The crucial difference betwsen (8) and (9) seems to be as follows—
such sentences are normally used to provide an answer to smme
qusstlon wihich has explicitly or implicitly arisen in a discourse,
such a2 "has John sver heen a wife-beater!" "does John have any
chlldren?® "how sheuld we acoount for sucheand-such a plece of
svldence {e.z. that no children have bsen seen around John's house
sincs he moved in a week ago}?" In sentences like {8)a-b, both
clauses togsther constitute a possible answer to such a questlon,
and gre put forward as supplementary elements in a single specu-
lation. In sentences like (9), each clause indspendently provides
a possible answer, and the speaker 1s glving two alfernative spscu~
latione a= %o what the snswer might be,

Notice that if we remove the negation fram (9), we can still
get filtering-out of the presupposition that John hgs children,
this time by Condition ] instead of Comdition 2:

Lo —

e ]

ym("
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(10) Porbaps John has children, but perhaps hiz children sre
awsy on vacatlon.

Howsver, sentence {10) 1z now only ons answer, rather than two
answers, to the relsvent question,

Just what the loglesl and/or pragmatie structures ars, in
sueh cases, is a Jitth_? tricky to sort out, Consider the struc-
ture sketched in (11) as an approximation to what iz involved in

sentences like (9) and (10):
33
S

(11)
S ‘
0
¥

1
modaly gennective modals B

Both in sentence (9) and in sentence (10) the logical relation-
ship beiween the clauses 5, and Sy, the cmes lirked by the con-
nective, is conhmetion--in each gase it 4s both possible that A
and alse possibls that B, This acecrds with the assumption that
"ottt iz logicaliy conjunctive, samething like a constrastive form
of "and." Neither sentsnce (9) nor sentence (10) specifies any
particular logicsl relationship at all between the clauses repre-
sented as Sy and S., the casplements of the modal predicates. In
sontence (9) the Sj clause ("John has no children") and the S
clavse ("John's c.h:l\."ldran are awWay on vacation®) are contraries,
1.0, cannot both be true, sinee the entailment of the firat con-
tradicts the presupposition of the second, This will of necessity
be true in any case where flltaring by Corditien 2 takes place,
However, the fact the S5j and Sg in such cases cammot be conjunctively
related does not mean that they are disjunctively related, sines
the possibility that both are false is not ruled out. :
Farthermore, it 1s not a general condition on the presentation
of alterrstives that they be contraries--for exsmple, ones might
speculate about John's apparent tirednsss thet most likely he has
been working hard, but perhsps hs is emotlonally upset (whers elther
c¢lause presents a reascnabls expt]h.amtion) , e':id.‘:l;doug ru]irsas.do:‘g :];:.
ossibility that he ht be both overwork opIres -
P Thus {ha logic&iitrnctm I sentances 1ike (9) and (10} wAll
be simply a conjunetion of modal' propositions, fram which we cen
tell nothing about which filtering condition showld apply. That
decision, T have claimed, mmst be made on the basis of whether the
sentences in the complements of the conjoined modals (Sy and S5 in
(11)) are thought of as specifying slternative answers, or swpple-
nontary olements in a sirgle answer, to z background question. In
neither the alternative nor the supplementary case is any parti-

1T use "modglh rather locsely here, since it will be nscessary
to call things like "I think that,.." medals in thls sense, as
w11l be mentionsd later.
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cilar logical relstionship between these cauplement sentences
specified. It will not suffice to lst ths filtering conditions
spply freely wherever they can, since where ithe syntactle form

1s unambiguous (i.e. sulted only to the alternstive or the supple.
mentary case), one of the filtsrs cannot apply.

(12) One slternative is that John is happily married, snd ancther
slternative 12 that his wife keeps him on a tight reln,

Although the commective in (12) iz Fand," the use of the word "alter-
native” {which functions a= & modal in the sense used sbove) makes
1t clear that altsrnative answers are being presented. HNow, the 4
elsuss ("John is happily married”) enteils that John has = wifel,
and the B clanse presupposes this, o the econjunction filter (Con-
dition 1) should bleck the presupposliion. However, our intuiticn
about (12) is that it does commit the spesker to John's having a
wife (to make sense of it, think of it as an explanation for same
cbservation such as that John never flirts with avallable women).
Thus we must prevent the on 1 filter from applying to (12),
although it could apply if we Jet it. On the other hand, thes Con-
ditlon 2 £ilter must be allowed to apply to centences with the
=ame model enviromsent:

{(13) Ome altermative iz that John is a bachelor, and another
2lternetive is that s wife has left him.

Camparabls sxsmples eould be given the other way sround (with a
syntactic form that allows only the supplementary intsrpretation)--
the only difference would be that in such s case any attempt to
get presuppositional filtering by tion 2 would result in an
anomalous gentence, sinee contraries oan hardly be supplsaentary
elemente in one {sane) speculatien.

The resder may have noticed a wrinkls in the deseription I
am proposing: 4in order to get the filtering conditions to work,
we must be able to plek out the appropriats ) and B clanses from
anidst (what I have been calling) theilr modal enviromuent.

(1) S,
\\‘_“s
s

2 33
s .
/‘A / X
Probably John has no cklldren but perhips his cﬂ%

n are
out of towm.

17t does not, I think, presuppose that he has & wifswathe
negation test is tricky, becauss of the scope ambiguity, but
"1t is possible that John 1s happily marrisd" tells us only
that John may have a wife,

. g :
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Thus in (14), 55 presupposes that John has children. So does 84,
since perhsps 18 a hole. 84 does not, by intuition, so ws must
arrange for the negatlon of the A clause to entall that John has
childrsn. But 1f the ) clause is "probably John has no children®
we seom to be out of luck, sines "1t is not probable that,,.” or
oven "it is probable that not,...* will certainly not entail the
oxistance of the children. To get the right result ws must pick
out 8y as the 4 clause.

To solve this problem in genersl 1t no trivial matter, as wa
can see by looking at a few of the other sentence types that can
arise (taking for the moment only the gltsrnatives case):

(15)a 4 and B ssam squally plausible,

It's known to be thought to be llkely to turn out that A,
although perhaps B,

Ittz moro 1likely that B than that A.

A11 the evidence polnts to A; howsver B cannot bs ruled out.

I believe that A, but perheps B,

Mary claims that A, but 1t's possibls that B.

o

Ho o

What we neod to say 1s that the altsernatives being pressnied are
ezsentlally 5, and S5 in {14}, or the clauses repressnted as 4
and B in (15), while“all of ths (apparently) higher sentences
constitute scwe sort of adasseriional gqualification, specifying
degrss of cortainty, soures of knowledgs etc. for the lower clauses
which are the real meat of the matter.

This 1= not a very elegant proposal, but I think there is
quits & lot of independent svidence that we must make such an ans-
lysls anyway. To discuss the gqusstion in detall would require a
sepsrats paper much longer than thls one, but I will liszt a few
suggestive facts:

T. In some cases such ndmsrerbions) gualifiers srs clearly trans-
parent to the force of comnsctives:

(16) T thlmk that you'd bettsr leave, or I'm afraid that there'll
ba troubls. '

Sentence (16) 1s not a disjunetlon of states of mind, but of a
course of action and the consequences of doing otherwise.

II. Adassertional predicatosi ars much more transparent to mule
tiple applicatione of Raising than "real" predicates are:

{17)a 71Tt's 1ikely to be shown to be muggy tomorrow.
b It'= knewn to be thought to be likely to turn out to be
muggy Lomorrow,

top rather, praedicates used adassertionslly, since any such
predicats can also be "real."
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ITII. Adassertional predicates tend to phonolegically reduce in
oases whers they cannot when "real:"

(18)a John 4a supposed to be s good baseball player. (Fit is said)
John 1z sposts be a good baseball player.

*John is cammonly spostd be a good baseball player.

John 1s aupposed by the police to be hiding in Rome,

*Jonn 1s spost/spozd by the police to be hiding in Rome.

[ =Ky

IV, Tendencies II and III oonspire to meke such predicates, in
sume cases, look very much like verbal suxiliaries in English,
and indead we find languages with a verlety of morphologicaily
enshrinaed verbal "mood" indicators with meanings like "it is said
that...” "one may deduce that..." and so forth.

Getilng back to the projection problem for presupposition,
I wlll close wlth an ettempt at an explicit defimition of my pro-
posal for Alternstivensss filtering:

{19) Definition of Alterngtivensss: To present two or more propo-
sitions as alternatives is to implicats that sny ons of them inde-

perdently speclifiss a solutlon for scme problem that has arisen,
explicdtly or implicitly, in the discourse in question.

(20) Alternstiveness Filterine Condition: If the propositions
expressad by two or more (appropriately qualified) sentencss
S44..5,% are presented as alternatives in a spesch act U with
an assumed context X, then if S; €3S ...Sn3>>A, ‘the speaker of
U will be conventionally undersiocod %o presune A unless there is
some S;}E{Si. ..S,;'g such that 53'J X entalls ~A,

I propose {20) merely as s deseriptive attempt., I do not wish
to suggest that (20) or anything llke it is to be snshrined, as such,
in Umiversal Grammar, in the theory of communicative acts, or any-
where else, I have tried to show that ths projection problem for
presupposition involves aspects of the commundcetive use of language--
if one assumes that presuppositions theamselves are creatures of that
reslm (i.s, comversational rather than conventionsal implieatures in
Grice's terminolegy), then (20) may become an antawstic consequsnce
of more general lawa of discowrse, If, alternatively, we wish to
maintain the position that presuppesitions are conventional impli-
catures (part of sentence meaning rather than part of uttersr's
meaning), then we seen to be forced to inelude guits & bit of spesch
act theory in owr grammar, at least samething that will do tae work
of (20), in order to deal with the projection problen.
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