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Presupposition: A Brief Introduction 
(Beaver 1997, Heim and Kratzer 1998) 

 

! The difference between presupposition and assertion. 

Consider the pair (1)-(2). Part of the information (the proposition "that Susane will be late") 

is asserted in (1) and negated in (2). Other part of the information ("that Susane has been late 

in the past") is communicated by both sentences. This second part is said to be the 

presupposition of the sentence (triggered by again): it is neither asserted nor negated, but 

presupposed for the sentence to be true.  

Same for (3)-(4) with stop as the trigger, and (5)-(6) with the definite article as the trigger. 

 

(1)   Susane will be late again. 

a. Presupposition: Susane has been late in the past. 

b. Assertion: Susane will be late. 

 

(2)   Susane won’t be late again. 

a. Presupposition: Susane has been late in the past. 

b. Assertion: Susane won’t be late. 

 

(3)   Susane stopped drinking. 

a. Presupposition: Susane drank (for an indefinite period of time). 

b.   Assertion: At certain point in time and for a while, she didn’t drink. 

 

(4)    Susane didn’t stop drinking. 

a. Presupposition: Susane drank (for an indefinite period of time). 

b. Assertion: At certain point in time and for a while afterwards, she drank. 

 

(5) The ballroom at the University of Konstanz is in building G. 

a. Presupposition: There is a unique ballroom at Uni Konstanz. 

b. Assertion: That object (the unique ballroom at U.K.) is in building G. 

 

(6) The ballroom at the University of Konstanz is not in building G. 

a.  Presupposition: There is a unique ballroom at Uni Konstanz. 

b.  Assertion: That object (the unique ballroom at U.K.) is not in building G. 

 

 

! Presupposition triggers 

 The following constructions have been claimed to trigger some presupposition: 

(7)   definite DP     non-neutral intonation 

  quantificational DP    aspectual verbs like stop 

  factive verbs: regret, know, discover… aspectual adverbs like still and almost 

  factive DPs: the fact that…   iterative adverbs like too and again 

  clefts      other particles like even, only, etc. 

  counterfactual conditionals   wh-questions (debatable!) 
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! Operators for distinguishing presupposition and assertion  

QUESTION: Consider the proposition in (8a,b,c) and classify them as being asserted or 

presupposed content by judging how they pattern under negation, conditionals, perhaps, 

questions and imperatives. 

 

(8)  Whoever discovered the elliptic form of planetary orbits died in misery. 

  a. Presupposition 1: Someone discovered the elliptic form of planetary orbits. 

  b. Presuppositon 2: Planetary orbits are elliptical. 

  c. (Part of the) assertion: Someone died in misery. 

 

(9)  Whoever discovered the elliptic form of planetary orbits did not die in misery. 

 

(10) If whoever discovered the elliptic form of planetary orbits died in misery, he should have 

kept his mouth shut. 

 

(11) Perhaps whoever discovered the elliptic form of planetary orbits died in misery. 

 

(12) Did whoever discovered the elliptic form of planetary orbits die in misery? 

 

(13) Ensure that whoever discovered the elliptic form of planetary orbits dies in misery! 

 

 

Contrary to asserted information, presupposed information does not “stay” under the scope of 

other operators, but it “projects up”.
1
 

 

 

 

! Main approaches to the presupposition projection problem: 

• Two dimensions (Karttunen) 

• Partiality (Bochvar, Kleene) and multivaluation (van Fraasen) 

• Presupposition in dynamic semantics  

 

 

 

                                                
1
 Except in the case of local presupposition accommodation. 
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2. Two dimensions: Assertion and Presupposition. (Karttunen 1973) 

 

 

! The semantic domain of an expression S consists of two parallel domains:  

• the domain of assertion A(S), and 

• the domain of presupposition (relative to a context C) PC(S). 

 

 

! Example with a simple sentence: 

(14) The maid stopped drinking. 

(15) A(the maid)  = $P. %x [MAID(x) ! P(x)] 

  PC(the maid)  = {$P. %x [MAID(x) ! &z(MAID(z) # z=x) ! P(x)]} 

 

(16) A(stopped drinking) = $y. ¬ DRINK(y,t0) 

  PC(stopped drinking) = {$y. %t [t<t0 ! DRINK(y,t)]} 

 

(17) A(the maid stopped drinking)  

  = A(the maid)   (A(stopped drinking) ) 

  = $P. %x [MAID(x) ! P(x)]   ($y. ¬ DRINK(y,t0)) 

  = %x [MAID(x) ! ¬DRINK(y,t0)] 

  PC(the maid stopped drinking)  

  = { PC(the maid)   (PC(stopped drinking)) } 

  = { $P. %x [MAID(x) ! &z(MAID(z) # z=x) ! P(x)]  ($y.%t[t<t0 ! DRINK(y,t)]) } 

  = { %x [MAID(x) ! &z(MAID(z) # z=x) ! %t [t<t0 ! DRINK(x,t)] ] } 

 

 

! Karttunen’s taxonomy for presupposition projection beyond simple sentences: 

• PLUGS: predicates which block off all the presuppositions of the complement clause, e.g. 

say, tell, ask. 

• HOLES: predicates which let all the presuppositions of the complement clause become 

presuppositions of the matrix sentence, e.g. know, regret, understand, be possible, not. 

• FILTERS: predicates that, under certain conditions, cancel some of the presuppositions of 

the arguments, e.g. if-then, or, and. 
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3. Partiality: Kleene’s three-valued PL connectives. 

 

! Presupposition failure is understood as “it is unknown whether the sentence is true or false”. 

 

! Kleene’s connectives: 

(18)  

p ¬p 
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0 
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(19)  

p!q   1    0    # 

1 

0 
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  1    0    # 
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  #    0    # 

 

(20)  

p"q   1    0    # 

1 
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  1    1    1 

  1    0    # 

  1    #    # 

 

(21)  

p#q   1    0    # 
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  1    0    # 

  1    1    1 

  1    #    # 

 

 

 

 

 


