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Abstract Pragmatic presuppositions are analyzed considering their relation with
the notion of commitment, namely the dialogical acceptance of a proposition by
an interlocutor. The attribution of commitments carried out by means of pragmatic
presupposition is shown to depend on the reasonableness of the underlying pre-
sumptive reasoning, ultimately grounded on hierarchies of presumptions. On this
perspective, the ordinary interpretation of pragmatic presuppositions as the “taking
for granted” of propositions signaled by semantic or syntactic triggers becomes only
the presumptive, prototypical interpretation of a complex linguistic and pragmatic
phenomenon. It will be shown how the prototypical interpretation is subject to
default in cases of conflicts of presumptions, which lead to reconstructing the
speaker’s meaning non-presumptively at a pragmatic, semantic, or syntactic level.
The phenomena of presupposition cancellation and neutralization can be explained
in terms of presumptive and non-presumptive articulation and interpretation of
an utterance, through which the speaker can impose, correct, or refuse implicit
commitments.

1 Introduction

Strawson, in his paper On referring, made a crucial distinction between a sentence
(or an expression), the use of a sentence (or of an expression), and the utterance
thereof (Strawson 1950, 325). While sentences (such as “The king of France is
wise”) can be said to have meaning, only the uses of a sentence within a context
to talk about a specific referent can be said to be true or false (“The king of France
is wise” used to refer to Luis XIV). Moreover, a sentence can be used in the same
way in different utterances (“The king of France is wise” uttered by two distinct
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speakers in the seventeenth century). Strawson maintains that in case the king of
France does not exist, the “question whether the statement istrue or false doesn’t
arise” (Strawson 1964a, 112). He points out that questions concerning the king
of France (“Is the king of France wise?”) can be only answered by rejecting the
question. Similarly, statements about unidentifiable referents or inexistent entities
(“This is a fine red one,” uttered indicating the speaker’s cupped and empty hands)
can be replied only by rejecting the assertion (“But there is nothing in your hands”)
(Strawson 1950, 333). On Strawson’s view, the fact that a sentence is uttered without
using it to refer to an existing entity (reference failure), makes its use spurious, as it
cannot be true or false.

Strawson, in his analysis of existential presuppositions, underscored a crucial
aspect thereof, namely the dialogical nature of presupposition. On his view, the
act of referring to an entity is a requirement (namely a presupposition) of the act
of asserting, namely using a sentence to perform a specific speech act (Reimer
and Bezuidenhout 2004, 308). However, interpreting Austin, Strawson claims that
the felicity of the use of a sentence depends on the recognition of the intention
to produce a specific response (Strawson 1964b, 449). For this reason, according
to him the aim (if not the achievement) of a speech act is the interlocutor’s
understanding of the intention of eliciting a specific response (for example, asserting
is aimed at informing the interlocutor of a specific propositional content p, so that he
can behave accordingly – namely continuing the dialogue or act based on p). If we
develop this idea, we can analyze the problem with presupposition failures (namely
referential failures in Strawson’s cases) in terms of the possibility of eliciting the
intended response. The use of “The king of France is wise” in a context in which
the interlocutor maintains that there is no king of France would result in a “spurious
use” of the sentence, as it fails to inform the hearer of an fact that he can possibly
consider to be acceptable or not (and act accordingly).

Strawson’s idea of investigating (existential) presuppositions as properties of
utterances (Huang 2014), which we can regard as conditions for their felicitous
use, can be used for analyzing the relationship between other relationships between
presupposition triggers and pragmatic presuppositions.1 His approach can be
interpreted in a dialogical perspective in terms of dialogical commitments that
the speaker can attribute to the hearer based on presumptions. On this view,
presuppositions can be regarded as propositions that the speaker treats as taken
for granted, namely propositions that can be presumed as implicit commitments
of the hearer (Geurts 1999, 4; Macagno 2018). This account is grounded on two
basic ideas: (1) instead of analyzing presuppositions as true or false propositions,
they can be described as commitments, which are attributed to the hearer and that
the hearer can accept, accept provisionally, or reject (by rejecting the interlocutor’s

1Clearly, Strawson’s later definition of presupposition (Strawson 1954) conflicts with the account
of pragmatic presupposition (Reimer and Bezuidenhout 2004, 308; Stalnaker 1973, 1974, 2002).
The point we want to make is that Strawson’s original idea of connecting presupposition with
utterances can be developed in dialogical terms.
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utterance) (Von Fintel 2004); and (2) the possibility of presupposing consists in a
type of reasoning based on presumptions of what the hearer is committed to or can
accept to be committed to.

2 Presuppositions and Commitments

The relationship between presupposition and the use of a sentence in an utterance
is commonly described in terms of pragmatic presupposition. Stalnaker introduced
the idea that to presuppose (pragmatically) a proposition is “to take its truth for
granted, and to assume that others involved in the context do the same” (Stalnaker
1974, 472). A proposition p is presupposed when it is taken for granted by a person
in performing a speech act (whether an assertion or a different speech act), whose
felicity, or conversational acceptability depends on the interlocutor’s acceptance of
p (Stalnaker 1974, 2002; Allan 2013). This approach can be described as based on
two principles: (1) the presupposition of p is a condition of the appropriateness of the
use of a sentence; and (2) presupposing consists in taking its truth for granted, based
on the belief that p is a part of the common ground (namely all the conversational
participants accept that p and it is common belief that everyone accepts that p –
namely acts as though p were true) (Reimer and Bezuidenhout 2004, 308). However,
since presupposition is defined in dialectical terms, also the idea of truth needs to be
analyzed dialectically without taking into account its epistemic dimension.

A proposition taken to be “true for” someone, or “accepted as true,” can be
considered dialogically to be a commitment of someone, namely a proposition that –
using Stalnaker’s terminology – is accepted. As Stalnaker puts it (Stalnaker 1984):

To accept a proposition is to treat it as a true proposition in one way or another-to ignore,
for the moment at least, the possibility that it is false. [ . . . ] As a rough criterion, one may
say that a propositional attitude concept is an acceptance concept if the attitude is said to be
correct whenever the proposition is true. Belief is an acceptance concept because a correct
belief is a true belief.

An accepted proposition in a dialogical context is a commitment, as it results in
dialogical constraints. A commitment is an accepted proposition that, however, is
defined in terms of its possibility of being retracted, denied, or questioned, and
not directly in epistemological terms as a proposition treated as a possibly true or
false. The propositional attitude is thus translated as a dialogical attitude (Macagno
2018). In this sense, a commitment is not necessarily a belief; rather, one accepts a
statement when one asserts it and, in many contexts, when someone else asserts it
to you and you do not object (Mackenzie and Staines 1999, 17; Hamblin 1970, 264;
Geurts 2017).

A commitment is one’s position at a stage in a dialogue, a proposition resulting
from the acceptance (or the presumption of the acceptance, in case of implicit
commitments, see Walton and Krabbe 1995, 186) of a statement by a participant to
a dialogue, which thus is included in the speaker’s (or hearer’s) commitment store.
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Commitments are public, as they represent what the participant to a dialogue is held
responsible for (i.e. what he is held to support it in case it is challenged, which
he cannot contradict without retracting it) (see for this notion Walton and Krabbe
1995; Hamblin 1970; Soames 2002; Gazdar 1981). They can be distinguished in
light-side commitments, namely the ones that are the result of an assertion in
a dialogue, and dark-side commitments, namely commitments resulting from the
common ground, a set of propositions that the interlocutors consider to be shared
and not subject to further discussion (Walton 1985, 1987; Walton and Krabbe
1995). While light-side commitments can be challenged directly (by questioning or
refusing the interlocutor’s stated content, or simply by not accepting it explicitly),
dark side commitments cannot, as they are presented as propositions upon which
the parties to a dialogue to have already agreed (Walton and Krabbe 1995, 182).
Stalnaker seems to distinguish this class of accepted propositions by referring to
a “more passive” acceptance of propositions whose falsity never occurred to the
speaker (see Stalnaker 1984, 80). In this case, a meta-dialogue or meta-dialogical
move is needed for retracting such commitments, in which the interlocutor needs to
show why he cannot accept the dark-side commitment.

Commitments are only indirectly related to beliefs. A speaker can be committed
to a proposition without believing that it is true; so he can also commit someone
else (presenting a proposition as commonly accepted) even though he cannot
know whether it is actually believed or not (Beyssade and Marandin 2009).2

Moreover, commitments can be demanded, attributed, or rejected, and the speaker
can distinguish between assertions aimed at calling for speaker’s commitments from
the ones aimed at committing the speaker only (Beyssade and Marandin 2006).
Commitments are purely dialogical obligations, which can be justified in terms of
beliefs. However, the dialogical and the epistemological (or psychological) level
cannot be confused. By distinguishing commitments from acceptance and beliefs it
is possible to analyze real or fictional dialogues (such as dialectical challenges, the
obligation games, etc.) and interactions without resorting to what the interlocutors
think or believe, but relying only on what they are responsible for.

The idea of commitment can lead to an interpretation of presupposition not in
terms of “common ground” but in terms of expectations, namely argumentative
reasoning. This point was clearly made by Atlas (2005, 144):

This store of noncontroversial information is accessible for use in a conversation; it need
not be explicitly a part of the common ground, or part of mutual knowledge, for purposes
of a particular conversation. But what is noncontroversial on the occasion of an utterance
need not have been stored at all. A speaker’s expectation that an addressee will charitably
take the speaker’s word that a singular term ‘t’ is nonvacuous is not the same as a speaker
and addressee’s expectations that they have in common the thought’t exists’. What they
linguistically have in common is not a background belief; it is a language-based practice
or convention of interpretation that allows certain bits of language, such as singular terms,
charitably to have a taken-for-granted semantic evaluation in the course of making and

2According to Gazdar, however, commitments and beliefs are not distinguished, as commitments
concern contents presented as a true belief (Beyssade and Marandin 2009).
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understanding assertions, but only if the singular terms are topic noun phrases in the
assertions or if the singular terms purport to designate what the statement is “about.”

The idea of non-controversiality (instead of common ground) as a condition for
presupposing changes the perspective on what presupposition is, and what the act of
presupposing amounts to. A presupposition becomes the outcome of a reasoning
process, which can be reasonable or not and can yield different interpretative
conclusions. Two crucial distinctions need to be made at this point. First, as a
component of meaning (an implicatum according to Atlas and Levinson) on which
the speaker’s meaning depends, presupposition needs to be interpreted as a kind
of act. Second, as a presumptive conclusion, the presupposed content needs to be
compared with the conflicting presumptions, and the result of this comparison needs
to be assessed.

3 Presupposition and Speech Acts

The idea of commitment depends on the notion of acceptance, as the dialogical
attitude is grounded on the propositional one. The prototypical act of accepting
a proposition is asserting it, or asserting one’s one acceptance to a proposition.
Presupposition, however, acts prototypically in a different way. A presupposition
does not usually modify (at the level of propositional attitudes) the interlocutors’
knowledge of what is held as true – nor (at a dialogical level) what are the
commitments at a stage of the dialogue. Presupposition, rather, refers to an accepted
proposition and the act of using dark-side commitments to generate new, explicit
ones. This type of propositional attitude is a meta-attitude: it does not correspond
to acting as a proposition is true or is to be defended or not contradicted; rather, it
consists in using, or referring to, an attitude. This type of act on the interlocutors’
commitments can be described as a kind of speech act.

From a propositional-attitude point of view (which we can equate to the neustic
function, see Recanati (2016), Hare (1970), 20–21), a presupposition consists in
treating a proposition as accepted by the speaker and the hearer, namely ascribing a
proposition to both parties to a discussion. For this reason, they act as attributions
of acceptance on both parties to a discussion, and they do not need to refer to
previous acceptance. As Stalnaker noticed, presuppositions are “beliefs ascribed
even though the believer has never expressed or consciously thought about them”
(Stalnaker 1984). However, this does not amount to the possibility of reasonably
presupposing all propositions. Treating a proposition as accepted needs to be based
on reasons, namely the speaker needs to have reasons supporting the conclusion that
a proposition is accepted or that the interlocutor does not disagree with it.

The neustic treatment of presupposition does not explain how an attitude is
ascribed (or rather a proposition is subscribed, using Hare’s terminology) in terms of
acts. To this purpose, the neustic force can be reinterpreted as commitments, namely
as dialogical (instead of only propositional) attitudes. On this view, presuppositions
are dialogical attitudes that impose certain limits to the interlocutor’s possible
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dialogical moves, and are the result of speech acts that are mentioned and that can
be upheld or denied. Both aspects of this treatment of presupposition have been
addressed by Ducrot in his linguistic theory.

On Ducrot’s perspective, presuppositions constrain the field of the possible
moves of the interlocutor within a dialogue game. An assertion (“The king of France
is bald”) leaves the interlocutor with the possibility of continuing the dialogue
concerning a specific topic (the king of France) or terminating the dialogue (“There
is no king of France”). In both cases, the interlocutor reacts to a new commitment
that had not undertaken before the utterance, namely that he accepts that there
is a king of France. Ducrot accounted for this pragmatic effect of presupposition
defining it as an implicit speech act (Ducrot 1968, 87):

Comme le joueur d’échecs doit accepter le champ de possibilités que crée pour lui la
manœuvre de son adversaire, le participant d’un dialogue doit reprendre à son compte
certains au moins des présupposés introduits par les phrases auxquelles il répond.

Ducrot pointed out that a presupposition is the result of a distinct act, aimed at
setting the possible moves that can be performed by the interlocutor, that is, the
possible dialogical world that determines the boundaries of the linguistic moves
(Ducrot 1972a). As Ducrot puts it (Ducrot 1972b, 91):

Présupposer un certain contenu, c’est placer l’acceptation de ce contenu comme la condition
du dialogue ultérieur. On voit alors pourquoi le choix des présupposés nous apparaît comme
un acte de parole particulier (que nous appelons acte de présupposer), acte à valeur juridique
et donc illocutoire [ . . . ] : en accomplissant, on transforme du même coup les possibilités
de parole de l’interlocuteur. [ . . . ] Lorsqu’on introduit des présupposés dans un énoncé, on
fixe, pour ainsi dire, le prix à payer pour que la conversation puisse continuer

While assertion can be counted as a proposal of adding a proposition p to the shared
propositions, presupposing can be considered as the act of treating pp as already
shared (Atlas 2008; von Fintel 2008). However, a crucial problem arises concerning
the nature and the conditions of the act that a speaker performs by presupposing.

4 Defaultive Interpretations. The Acts of Presupposing

As Ducrot and other authors mentioned above points out, presupposing consists
in a twofold act: (1) taking a proposition (pp) for granted, namely treating it as
part of the commitments shared by the speaker and the hearer, and (2) positing
it as a condition for the felicity of a speech act. However, these two aspects of
pragmatic presupposition need to be distinguished and analyzed in detail. The
first act consists in imposing a constraint on the interlocutors’ set of shared and
accepted propositions. The second act imposes a constraint on the interpretation
of the utterance, namely consists in treating pp as a proposition necessary for
the default interpretation of the speaker’s communicative intention. These two
acts are usually prototypically performed, in the sense that the speaker takes for
granted what is presumed to be uncontroversial, and uses pp as condition for a
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common interpretation of an utterance (Levinson 2000, 60; 73). However, this
is only a prototypical linguistic behavior. The linguistic reality is much more
complex. Our default interpretation of an utterance (the utterance-type, see Levinson
2000) depends the prototypical interpretation of linguistic items, the prototypical
interpretation of the linguistic intentions associated with their use, and (as we will
maintain below) the prototypical articulation of an utterance in terms of attribution
of commitments. All these three aspects can be subject to default, resulting in
different pragmatic presuppositions (Geurts 1999, 32–33).

Presupposition can contribute to the speaker’s meaning by affecting in different
way the interlocutor’s and the speaker’s commitments. In the default condition,
presuppositions “reinforce propositions already in the common ground of a conver-
sation”(Atlas 2005, 144), namely bring to the light side implicit commitments held
by the interlocutors. This type of act is a kind of reminder (Searle and Vanderveken
2005), namely an act that has as a preparatory condition the fact that the hearer once
knew (was committed to) p. However, this act is a twofold reminder, as also the
speaker is bound to the acceptance of p, without having expressed his acceptance
previously in the dialogue. For example, we consider the following:

1. Santa Clause will come tonight (the father to his little son)
2. Santa Clause will come tonight (the father to his grown up son, who discovered

that Santa does not exist)

Both utterances commit the speaker and the hearer to the same proposition (Santa
exists), even though they have different effects. In both cases, the father is reminding
the son of his own and his son’s commitment. However, in the second case the son
needs to correct meta-dialogically the commitment that he does no longer hold. In
both cases, the twofold direction applies also to the sincerity condition: the speaker
can use his act as a sign of belief in p, and as a sign that he believes that the hearer
is committed to p. In order to investigate deeper the conditions of this act, it is
necessary to investigate how and why the speaker can know that the hearer was
committed to p. To this purpose, it is necessary to take into account the related
notions of accommodation and acceptance.

The problem of describing the conditions of the act of reminding is rooted, in the
case of presupposition, in the concept of presumption. Since it is impossible to know
the interlocutor’s knowledge, it is at least possible to presume his commitments
from the available information, which can be contextual (propositions not previously
challenged), encyclopedic, or resulting from shared knowledge. Such presumptions
can provide an explanation of the phenomenon of accommodation, namely the
bridging between the speaker’s and the hearer’s commitment store. Accommodation
describes the limits of the reconstruction of presuppositions, namely two crucial
conditions: (1) the hearer needs to be able to derive the presupposed information
from the co-text (Asher and Lascarides 1998); and (2) the presuppositions need to
be acceptable, namely not conflicting with what is accepted (Atlas and Levinson
1981; Atlas 2005, chap. 4), or with the propositions that the hearer holds to be true
or acceptable. These criteria a sufficient for making the speech act of reminding
possible (the commitment needs to be identifiable; the commitment needs to be
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potentially an actual commitment). However, they are not enough for making this act
reasonable. In order to be reasonable, a reminder needs to be grounded on reasons.
We will analyze this requirement after describing in detail the two aforementioned
essential conditions.

As mentioned above, the first and most basic condition consists in the possibility
of accessing (identifying) the presupposed information. It is impossible to remind
the hearer of a commitment unless he can retrieve it. The presupposed content needs
to be retrievable by the interlocutor, namely the latter needs to be able to reconstruct
the content taken for granted and connect it with its knowledge or the context (Asher
and Lascarides 1998, 277; Gazdar 1979; Hobbs 1979). In this sense, the hearer
needs to be able to accommodate the presupposition (Simons 2003; von Fintel 2008;
Atlas 2008; Lewis 1979). The second condition consists in the acceptability of the
presupposed information. The hearer can be reminded of a previous commitment
only if such an information does not openly conflict with his commitments (Atlas
and Levinson 1981, 40–41), or at least the ones that he holds more steadily. It is
possible to remind the hearer of a commitment only because it has been already
accepted by him (it is part of the context), namely (as a weaker criterion) the hearer
is not known to be committed to conflicting propositions (Soames 1982, 486). This
criterion can explain the absurdity of utterances such as the following (Stalnaker
1998):

3. I have to pick up my Martian friend.
4. The king of France is bald.

In both cases, the hearer cannot be known not to hold conflicting commitments. If
we represent this condition in epistemic terms instead of knowledge, we can express
it as a twofold presumption: the speaker needs to have grounds for presuming
that the hearer does not to hold contrary commitments (possibility of acceptance);
and the speaker needs to have grounds for presuming that the hearer has accepted
the presupposed proposition (reasonableness of acceptance). This distinction can
explain problematic cases of presuppositions, such as case 2 above or 5 below:

2. Santa Clause will come tonight (the father to his grown up son, who has
previously informed that Santa does not exist)

5. My boyfriend and I are moving to Las Vegas (the daughter to her father, to whom
she never said to have a boyfriend)

In both cases, the speaker cannot presume that the hearer accepted the presupposed
proposition. However, while in case 2 the father cannot presume that the son may
possibly be committed to the existence of Santa Clause, as he knows the contrary,
this possibility is not excluded in 5. The problem with 5 is that the speaker cannot
presume that the father is committed to the fact that she has a boyfriend, since
she never informed him thereof. In this case, the proposition cannot be said to
be controversial (the father indeed may expect that his daughter has a boyfriend);
however, it is not presumable to be a commitment of the father.

To summarize, the analysis of the speaker’s dimension in the prototypical act
performed in presupposing (reminding the hearer of a past commitment) needs
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to take into account the reasons on which the presupposed propositions can be
considered as acceptable. As seen above, it is possible distinguish between three
different cases in which the accommodation fails, due to distinct factors:

(i) Identification: the presupposition cannot be identified or reconstructed (the
hearer does not know or cannot be presumed to be able to identify the
presupposition);

(ii) Possibility of acceptance: the presupposition can be identified or reconstructed
but it cannot be accepted (the hearer is known not to accept the presupposed
content);

(iii) Reasonableness: the presupposition can be identified or reconstructed but the
accommodation reasoning cannot be accepted (the hearer cannot be presumed
to know or accept the presupposed content).

These three cases represent three instances of a basic condition of the act of
reminding the hearer of a commitment, namely the reasonableness of the speaker’s
presumptive reasoning underlying his presuppositions. It is possible to represent this
act and the conditions thereof as follows (Macagno and Walton 2014, 179; Macagno
2015):

Essential condition: Speaker (S) considers the presupposed proposition (pp) as an
implicit (previous) commitment of both the Speaker and the Hearer.

Propositional condition: pp is a proposition/fact/value/role that can be identified or
reconstructed by H.

Preparatory condition: S can presume that H has accepted (is committed to) pp.
Sincerity condition: S believes that pp; S believes that H has accepted pp.

The possibility of identifying the presupposition is set as a propositional con-
dition (H needs to be able to draw pp from the linguistic and pragmatic elements
provided). The acceptanceand the reasonablenessof the presupposition is expressed
by the preparatory and the sincerity conditions. In particular, the preparatory
condition, expressed in terms of presumption, is aimed at bridging the gap between
the speaker’s and hearer’s mind from an epistemic and argumentative perspective
(Macagno and Walton 2014, chap. 5; Macagno 2015). This idea is the development
of Strawson’s presumption of knowledge (Strawson 1971, 58–59; Kempson 1975,
166–67) and the principle of Relativity developed by Atlas and Levinson (Atlas and
Levinson 1981, 40):

1. Do not say what you believe to be highly noncontroversial—that is, to be entailed
bythe presumptions of the common ground.

2. Take what you hear to be lowly noncontroversial—that is, consistent with
thepresumptionsof the common ground.

A crucial dimension of the act of presupposition consists in the conclusion of
presumptive reasoning. In this sense, in addition to be possible, a presupposition
needs to be regarded also as reasonable. The crucial issue at this point is to determine
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how to assess a reasonable presumption, and what happens when presumptions
conflict with each other.

5 Presuppositions as Presumptive Reasoning

As seen above, presupposing consists in taking a proposition for granted, inasmuch
as it is already accepted, known, or shared. However, this pragmatic phenomenon
lies on a gap of knowledge, as the speaker cannot know what the interlocutor accepts
or knows. In order for the act of presupposing to be reasonable or acceptable,
the condition that the presupposed proposition needs to be accepted or known is
unrealistic. A realistic requirement can be stipulated in terms of defeasible reasoning
(Walton et al. 2008), namely a provisional conclusion concerning the hearer’s
acceptance or knowledge of the presupposed contents (Simons 2013). This type
of reasoning is called presumptive reasoning (Walton 1995), a type of inference that
can be described as follows (Rescher 2006, 33):

Premise 1: P (the proposition representing the presumption) obtains whenever the
condition C obtains unless and until the standard default proviso D (to the effect
that countervailing evidence is at hand) obtains (Rule).

Premise 2: Condition C obtains (Fact).
Premise 3: Proviso D does not obtain (Exception).
Conclusion: P obtains.

The first premise expresses the rational principle supporting the conclusion, which is
drawn from general experience or probability and is subject to specific defeasibility
conditions. This type of reasoning can be used to describe the nature of the
presupposed propositions, namely the possible reasonable ground on which they
stand. The acceptability of a presupposition, as mentioned above, can be based
on different types of presumptive rules, depending on their level of genericity or
defeasibility (Rescher 2006, 6). We can identify four broad categories:

1. linguistic presumptions (commonly accepted meaning of lexical items;
definitions . . . );

2. encyclopedic presumptions (information that considered to be shared because it
concerns facts, events, and descriptions of the world as socially conceived);

3. evaluative presumptions (concerning information concerning the values and
preferences of the interlocutor); and

4. pragmatic presumptions (including expectations about the interpretation of
speech acts and the presumptions concerning the speaker’s intentions).

The levels of presumptions can be represented as follows (Fig. 1):
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Levels of
presumptions

3. Values and preferences

0. Pragmatic

2. Factual, encyclopedic

The interlocutor’s interests/values...
(ex. My interlocutors are against abortion).

Sentence – purpose of the sentence
(ex. Assertive sentences are usually used to

inform the hearer).

1. Linguistic
Definitions, syntactic structures

(ex. ‘Man’ is usually used to mean a ‘rational
animal’).

Customs, habits and stereotypes
(ex. France is not a monarchy now).

Fig. 1 Levels of presumptions

The two criteria mentioned above, i.e. analysis of presuppositions in terms of
conclusions of presumptive reasoning and the ordering of presumptions depending
on their defeasibility conditions (presumptions that are more generic are more
likely to be defeated by contextual information) allow investigating presupposition
failures and the process of accommodation in terms of conflicts of presumptions.
For example, we analyze the aforementioned sentence “The king of France is wise”
uttered during the French Republic:

Premise 1: P (the Hearer accepts that there is king of France) obtains whenever the
condition C (the Hearer lives in France) obtains unless and until the standard
default proviso D (the Hearer is a child; is ignorant . . . ) obtains. (Rule)

Premise 2: Condition C (the Hearer aaccepts that there is king of France) CANNOT
obtain (conflicting presumption: the Hearer holds that France is a Republic as
people are presumed to accept it during the French Republic). (Fact)

Premise 3: Proviso D (the Hearer is a child/ignorant) does not obtain. (Exception)

Conclusion: P (the Hearer accepts that there is king of France) OBTAINS.

In this case, we notice that the presupposition fails to be accepted because the
presumptive reasoning underlying it is contradicted by contrary evidence resulting
from the context (knowledge of the interlocutor or falsity of the encyclopedic
presumption). In case the speaker is presupposing that there is the king of France,
we notice that there is a conflict between presumptions of two different levels.
An encyclopedic presumption (Level 2), i.e. that the interlocutor knows that there
is a king of France, is contradicted by another encyclopedic one (France is a
Republic), supported by further encyclopedic presumptions (people usually know
the political situation of France). This conflict makes the act of reminding of a



166 F. Macagno

presupposition infelicitous. This infelicity can lead to other non-presumptive (non-
default) interpretations of the speaker’s meaning.

6 Pragmatic Defaults: Non-prototypical Presuppositional
Acts

As pointed out above, the act of reminding is grounded on presumptions, and
more precisely the presumption that the hearer is committed to pp. When this
presumption fails, due to the fact that a stronger presumption arises, the presumptive
interpretation of the act is subject to default and the speech act needs to be
interpreted differently. As Atlas maintains (Atlas 2005, 144), presuppositions can
be used for performing various types of acts different in effect:

The speaker’s implicata that constitute the “presuppositions” of assertions can reinforce
propositions already in the common ground of a conversation, or they can introduce
propositions into the common ground, or they can be recognized and then dismissed, never
even entering the common ground of a conversation, because they belong to a separate store
of information that we characterize as noncontroversial.

In particular, presupposition consists in subordinating the felicity of a speech act to
the existence of a commitment in both the speaker’s and the hearer’s commitment
store. However, this can be the result of different acts. For example, by means of a
presupposition the speaker can bring to the light side a commitment of the hearer
that the latter does not want to be known. In this sense, the presupposition is used to
bring forcefully a dark-side commitment to the light-side. For example we consider
the following (see Capone 2005):

6. <A friend to another who does not want that his legal problems become public>
Tell us what happened with your theft charge. Did you manage to get away
with it?

In this case, the presupposition is used for bringing to the light side a proposition that
the hearer is presumed to be committed to (he is presumed to be committed to events
that happened to him). However, this act is not a pure reminder; the hearer is in fact
presumed not to intend to be explicitly committed to this fact. The presupposition in
this case is more a directive than a mere reminder, requesting explicit commitment
(and accountability).

Other acts can be performed by presupposing. We consider the following cases,
together with example 5 above:

5. My boyfriend and I are moving to Las Vegas (the daughter to her father, to whom
she never said to have a boyfriend)

7. The King of France is magnificent (uttered by an enemy of Napoleon to a
supporter of him during the French Republic) (Ducrot 1966, 42)

8. The King of France is wise, and lives in a golden castle (Strawson 1950, 331)

In 5, the hearer is presumed not to know at all the existence of the speaker’s
boyfriend (Grice 1989, 274). On the contrary, in some contexts the father’s
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knowledge thereof would even surprise the speaker. This type of presupposition
cannot be a reminder; on the contrary, it is cannot be obvious to both interlocutors
that the hearer can be committed (know) pp. The speaker, in uttering 5, intends to
insert pp into the father’s commitment store in addition to p. However, the two acts
are different: the father is informed of pp without the speaker taking responsibility
for the assertion. While in case of assertion the speaker S needs to have evidence
(reasons etc.) for the truth of p (Searle 1969, 66) – namely he has the burden of
defending p if requested –, this preparatory condition does not characterize this act
of presupposing. The speaker informs the hearer of pp (fulfilling all the conditions
for such an act) but evades the burden of making an assertion (not commitment
herself to the communicative intention, namely informing the hearer of pp).

A similar analysis applies to 7. However, in this case the speaker is presuming not
only the hearer’s lack of previous acceptance (reasonableness) of pp., but also the
impossibility of his acceptance of the presupposition (acceptability). This utterance
introduces into the hearer’s commitment store the proposition that there is a king of
France, despite the shared presumption that France is a republic. The utterance, far
from being nonsensical or infelicitous, results in the hearer’s burden of challenging
the presupposition, which will be considered as shared if the dialogue moves on
(Macagno and Damele 2013).

The presupposition of 8 has a different effect, namely inserting into the inter-
locutors’ commitment store a proposition that could not be possibly shared before.
The speaker, with his utterance, is creating a new commitment and attributing it to
both the speaker and the hearer. This act can be a kind of implicit performative, as
it cannot be refuted, (it makes little sense to say “But the king does not exist”) and
depends on the acceptance of the speaker’s role (the one in charge of imposing new
commitments, in this case a fantastic one, see Recanati 2000, 167–168). A similar
linguistic behavior can be observed in normative texts, where an institution or a
right (“ . . . the right of the people to keep and bear Arms shall not be infringed”),
regardless of being previously introduced, is instituted by presupposing it.

The acts of presupposition examined so far concern assertive utterances. How-
ever, presupposition can be used for other types of acts in other types of utterances.
A clear example is provided by loaded questions (“Have you stopped beating your
spouse?”), namely questions presupposing a proposition that has not been previ-
ously accepted by the interlocutor, and which cannot be even presumed to be shared.
As Hintikka claimed (Hintikka 2004, 269), “as all aggressive prosecutors (and
some precocious children) know, asking a question without having established its
presupposition may be a way of making one’s opponent admit the presupposition.”
The presupposition is inserted in the interlocutor’s commitment store without him
agreeing on it, by his simple acceptance of the speech act (answering it) or failure
to object thereto. The hearer has the burden of disproving a commitment, providing
a rejection to it. In this sense, the speaker imposes a commitment. We consider the
following excerpt from the Trial of Slobodan Milosevic3(page 35496), in which the
Prosecution asked a question with an un-shareable presupposition:

3http://www.icty.org/x/cases/slobodan_milosevic/trans/en/050124IT.htm (Accessed on 21 January
2017).

http://www.icty.org/x/cases/slobodan_milosevic/trans/en/050124IT.htm
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Case 1
Prosecution. How was the establishment of the Red Berets in May 1991 justified

constitutionally? A paramilitary organization established in May of 1991.
THE ACCUSED: [Interpretation] Mr. Robinson.
JUDGE ROBINSON: Mr. Milosevic.
THE ACCUSED: [Interpretation] I think this is an improper questionbecause it

contains an untruthful claim. There were no Red Berets in May of 1991. Even I
wouldn’t know about that let alone Professor Markovic. What Red Berets? Who?
Where? In May of 1991. It’s not true.

In this excerpt, the Prosecution asked a question presupposing information to which
the Defendant cannot be presumed to be committed (even if it were true, the
defendant had not admitted it before). However, the question imposes a burden
of disproof onto him. The Defendant has to reject the question (a meta-dialogical
move) and provide reasons (“There were no Red Berets, I did not know about
that”). In case of any other dialogical answers, he would have been committed to
it. This act imposes a commitment, which the hearer has to deny and delete from his
commitment store.

Presuppositions can be used to perform directive acts such as imposing or
requesting the performance of a specific act (Capone 2005). For example, we
consider the following (Macagno and Capone 2016b):

9. <On a sign posted in a restaurant> Thank you for not smoking.

This utterance, posted on a restaurant, presupposes that the hearer is committed
to either a decision (refraining from smoking in the future) or a fact (he has not
smoked). However, the hearer cannot be presumed to hold such commitments, as in
fact he has not had the possibility of smoking (he has just entered the restaurant)
or choosing whether to smoke or not. For this reason, the presupposition cannot be
a reminder, but rather a directive: it introduces a commitment to a specific action
(the hearer is committed to “not smoking”) without his previous acceptance. In this
sense, it is a kind of order in which the speaker does not take on the responsibility
of imposing onto the hearer a specific course of action (“Do not smoke, please”).

From a pragmatic point of view, presuppositions can be used for performing
different types of acts. All such acts have in common a specific feature, namely the
speaker’s failure to take on the responsibility for a modification of the interlocutor’s
commitment store. In case of presuppositions used for reminding, the commitment
store of the interlocutors is not altered in the prototypical cases. However, in some
cases the speaker can use presuppositions to bring a dark-side commitment to the
light side against the presumed interlocutor’s will (example 6). In other cases, it can
be used to inform the hearer (example 5), challenge a shared viewpoint (example 7),
set out new commitments (example 8), imposing a commitment (case 1), ordering
a course of action (example 9). The pragmatic default is only one type of non-
prototypical interpretation of presuppositions. Other types of non-defaultive read-
ings can involve linguistic presumptions, both at the semantic and the syntactic level.
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7 Linguistic Defaults: Non-prototypical Meaning

When the presupposition is not shared nor shareable, namely when it cannot be the
content of speech acts different from reminding, a different type of non-defaultive
reconstruction of the speaker’s meaning occurs. The hearer can resort to a non-
defaultive (or non-presumptive) reconstruction of the meaning of the linguistic
elements used in the utterance, such as, for example, lexical items. We consider
for examples 7 above and 10 below:

7. The King of France is magnificent <uttered by an enemy of Napoleon to a
supporter of him during the French Republic> (Ducrot 1966, 42)

10. Give these flowers to your wife <uttered to a friend who is engaged or has a
stable relationship with his girlfriend> (Grice 1989, 270)

Ducrot (1966: 42) noticed how it is possible to imagine the enemies of Cesar or
Napoleon during the Roman consulate or the French Republic talking about the
magnificence, or the richness or the wisdom of the King. In this case the speakers
were presupposing propositions that were simply false at that time, and could not be
presumed to be accepted (there was no king of France during the French Republic;
there was no king of Rome during the Roman consulate). However, their assertions,
far from being void, might have caused them serious troubles for their meaning.
The speaker was not forcing the interlocutor to accept a false proposition. On the
contrary, he was forcing him to commit himself to a proposition that is the result of
a non-presumptive reconstruction of meaning. The expression “the king of France
(or of Rome)” is not used to mean “the male monarch whose position is hereditary
and who rules for life.” Since the existence of this individual conflicts with the
stronger presumptions concerning the political situation of France or Rome, the
expression could be interpreted as having a different and related meaning, coherent
with the stronger encyclopedic presumptions. For this reason, the expression can be
interpreted metaphorically to mean the individual who is acting as a king, namely in
an authoritarian way. In this sense, the presupposition would commit the hearer (in
case of his failure to challenge the utterance) to the qualification of the only referent
possible (Napoleon or Caesar) as authoritarian rulers.

The same mechanism of reconstruction of non-presumptive meaning applies to
10 above. The interlocutor cannot be presumed to be committed to have a wife;
instead, he can interpret the term (in case the speaker is also presumed that he is
not married) to mean “partner.” The conflict of presumptions in this case is resolved
by adjusting not the “common ground” but rather the presumptive meaning of the
presupposition trigger (Atlas and Levinson 1981). Example 2 above can be also
interpreted according to this principle of non-presumptive meaning:

2. Santa Clause will come tonight <the father to his grown up son, who discovered
that Santa does not exist>

The father presupposes that Santa Clause exists, but both the hearer and the speaker
are committed to the fact that he does not exist. Also in this case, there is a conflict
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between the linguistic presumption (Santa exists) and the encyclopedic one (Santa
does not exist). The utterance can be interpreted by the child by reconstructing non-
presumptively the meaning of “Santa” as “the person who acts as Santa, namely
brings the gifts.”

The conflict of linguistic presumptions (presumptive interpretation of triggers
or linguistic items) and the encyclopedic ones can lead to a non-defaultive inter-
pretation of the linguistic meaning. When the hearer cannot “accommodate” the
presupposition, namely when it is not possible for him to accept a commitment
imposed by the interlocutor, he can resort to different interpretive strategies for
neutralizing the presupposition. One strategy is the metaphorical interpretation of
lexical items; another is the non-presumptive interpretation of polyphonic structure
of an utterance.

8 Syntactic Defaults: Commitments and the Polyphonic
Articulation of Utterances

The analysis of the commitments is the ground of the polyphonic approach to the
analysis of utterances. Polyphony (notion introduced by Bakhtin (1981), Voloshinov
(1986), and developed by Ducrot (1984)) can be described as the distinction of
different voices that are responsible for distinct “speeches” within an utterance
(Bakhtin 1986; Bakhtin 1981). On this perspective, an utterance is regarded in
dialogical terms as an interconnection between (or incorporation of, according to
Voloshinov) distinct points of views, between indirectly reported speeches that only
sometimes are explicitly marked as belonging to utterers different from the speaker
(Fløttum 2010; Capone 2010, 2016, 2017). Such voices (also called utterers or
points of views) are responsible only for some contents (Macagno and Capone
2016a). In this fashion, an utterance becomes a complex structure of indirect
reports in which the speaker can agree or disagree with what an utterer says. This
articulation of distinct linguistic characters responsible for distinct commitments
can explain some crucial cases of presupposition cancellation (Horn 1985; Abbott
2006).

Polyphony hinges on the notion of reported speech, and more precisely of free
indirect reports. The fundamental distinction between direct and reported speech
consists in its effects on commitments. Indirectly reported speech is not a serious
assertion (Clark and Gerrig 1990, 766), namely the speaker does not accepts or
commits to the point of view that the reported speech expresses. The speaker merely
displays (echoes, mentions, see Recanati 2000, 7) an assertion made by another
utterer, using his point of view without taking on the responsibility for it (Recanati
2010). We consider the following example (Recanati 2010):

11. John to Bill: Ok, I am stupid and I don’t understand the matter. Why do you ask
me for advice then?

John is not asserting that he is stupid and does not understand the matter. He
is mimicking, freely indirectly reporting Bill’s assertion without committing to it
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(Recanati 2000). The speaker is acting as a “belief ascriber,” and his purpose is
to show how the world is according to theascribee. The speaker makes a “pretend
assertion,” not committing to it (Recanati 2000). He shifts the “world” (Recanati
2000) or rather the point of view, namely the commitments that the utterance results
in and that presupposes. In this sense, the following utterance (Recanati 2000), made
by a father referring to his son’s point of view, depicts his son’s commitments, or
rather shifts his own (dialogical) world to the son’s one:

12. Santa Claus will come tonight, even though he does not exist.

The father freely indirectly quotes his son’s assertion, and more importantly his
son’s dialogical world, in which Santa Clause exists and performs specific actions.
Moreover, he distinguishes his own view (his own dialogical world in which
the utterance is made and evaluated) from the one that is indirectly reported.
He expresses a contradiction, or rather a nonsense, which can be solved by
reconstructing the polyphonic structure of the utterance and interpreting the first
sentence as a non-serious assertion (Recanati 2000), corrected by uttering the
concessive clause. In this way, the speaker can distinguish the contents he upholds
and the ones which he refuses or does not want to be responsible for (for the analysis
of linguistic markers indicating the distance between the speaker and the uttererer,
see Nølke 1994a, 86).

Polyphony and the commitments resulting from the various voices of an utterance
can provide an instrument for analyzing different cases of presupposition cancel-
lation. In the polyphonic approach to utterances, the distinction between what is
stated (posé) and what is presupposed (présupposé) is drawn in terms of discourse
responsibilities (in addition to the tests of transformation in the negative and
interrogative form). The speaker (locuteur) – the linguistic character responsible for
taking charge of the utterance (Ducrot 1984, 179) – is distinguished from the utterers
(énonciateurs), namely the “voices” responsible for the contents that have been
asserted and presupposed4(Beaver 2010). While the posé is claimed and attributed
to speaker, the presupposition is a content asserted and presented as belonging to a
“we,” a “collective voice” to which the speaker and the interlocutor belong (Ducrot
1969, 1980, 1982, 1984). The speaker thus takes directly the responsibility for what
is stated, but only indirectly for what is presupposed. If we interpret this analysis in
terms of commitment, we can claim that a stated content is directly inserted in the

4«Je signalerai enfin une perspective particulièrement prometteuse qui s’ouvre dès qu’on considère
le sens comme un représentation de l’énonciation, représentation consistant notamment à y faire
entendre la voix de divers énonciateurs s’adressant à divers destinataires et à identifier ces rôles
illocutionnaires avec des personnages qui peuvent être, entre autres, ceux de l’énonciation. Il s’agit
de la construction, dans le discours, du locuteur et de l’allocutaire. Psycho- et sociolinguistes ont
quelquefois noté [ . . . ] que l’on peut, en parlant, constituer une image de soi et de la personne à qui
l’on parle, image que l’interlocuteur tantôt accepte et tantôt rejette. Un des principaux moyens de
cette constitution est. justement la possibilité, inscrite selon nous dans la langue, c’est-à-dire dans la
signification des mots et des phrases, de faire s’exprimer différentes voix, en donnant l’instruction
de les identifier à des êtres de la réalité –et en spécifiant même certaines contraintes à observer
dans cette identification» (Ducrot 1980, 56).
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speaker’s commitment store, but not in the interlocutor’s one, while a presupposed
content is placed in both the speaker’s and hearer’s dark-side commitment stores.
Pragmatic presupposition is thus regarded as an act, consisting in the assertion of a
proposition by a utterer different from the speaker, and not resulting directly in the
speaker’s taking responsibility for it (Ducrot 1984, 190). Instead, this act places a
burden of retraction onto the interlocutor, who he has the burden of proving that he
cannot accept the dark-side commitment (Ducrot 1969, 35).

9 Syntactic Defaults: Non-presumptive Polyphonic
Articulation

The analysis of the different voices in an utterance and most importantly the
description of presupposition as a point of view representing a generic collective
commitment (a collective voice) leads to interpreting all natural utterances as fun-
damentally involving a plurality of points of view (Nølke 1994b, 154). The speaker
interacts with such voices, and associates himself with or refuses commitments that
belong to other discourse entities. This approach to presupposition can explain some
famous utterances in which the presupposition trigger does not result in a pragmatic
presupposition (Abbott 2006).

9.1 Existential Presuppositions

The most famous example of existential presupposition is the one characterizing
example 4 above:

4. The present king of France is wise.

4 introduces two distinct points of view, one attributed to a collective voice (which
will be referred to as Uc, responsible for what is presupposed, “there is a king of
France at present”), and another to the speaker (U1, responsible for what is stated,
“he is wise”). In this case, the point of view of the speaker and the one of the
collective voice coincide (Nølke 1994b); however, it is possible to distinguish the
two voices and commitments, such as in the following sentence:

13. The present king of France does not exist (Hintikka 2004, 260)

In this case, the speaker is not committing himself to the existence of any king of
France. Rather, he is denying this commitment. He states a contradiction between
an entity claimed at the same time to be the king of France at present, and not
to exist. This sentence can be analyzed by situating it in context, and bringing to
light its polyphonic structure. The speaker refers to (indirectly quotes) an assertion,
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attributed to a different utterer (U2), and distinguishes his own commitments from
the ones of the utterer. We can represent this polyphonic structure as follows:

13’. (I, U1, hold that the individual the U2 refers to as) (“)The present king of
France(”) does not exist.

The speaker (or, according to Ducrot, the voice of the first utterer representing the
speaker’s point of view) corrects, or rather specifies his own commitments.

This type of analysis can explain the contextual neutralization (Abbott 2006) of
the presupposition analyzed by Grice (Grice 1989, 271):

Case 2

Further, if I am well known to disbelieve in the existence of such a person <The loyalty
examiner>, though others are inclined to believe in him, when I find a man who is apprised
of my position, but who is worried in case he is summoned, I could try to reassure him by
saying, “The loyalty examiner won’t summon you, don’t worry.” Then it would be clear
that I said this because I was sure there is no such person.

The distinction between the speaker’s and the hearer’s points of view can explain
the conflicting presumptions underlying the presupposition:

(a) The members of a community should know (be committed to the fact) that the
loyalty examiner exists (encyclopedic presumption).

(b) The uniqueness and the existence of the referent of a definite description is
presumed to be accepted by the interlocutors (linguistic presumption).

(c) The Hearer should know (be committed to the fact) that the Speaker is
committed to the non-existence of the loyalty examiner (encyclopedic, specific
presumption).

The Speaker in this case relies on the conflict between the generic encyclopedic
presumption and the more specific and less defeasible one. The Speaker can be
presumed to hold that the examiner exists based on the fact that he belongs to the
community of the Hearer; however, this presumption conflicts with another one,
more specific, based on his previous dialogues. The phenomenon of “neutralization”
is rather a case of conflicts of presumptions, which is resolved by interpreting non-
presumptively the polyphonic articulation of the utterance. The speaker thus reports
the commitment of the common opinion, but distinguishes himself from it. The
polyphonic structure can be reconstructed as follows:

(I, U1, hold that the individual the U2 refers to as) (“)The loyalty examiner(”) won’t
summon you (as he does not exist).

The difference between case 2 and 12 or 13 above is that the speaker does not
explicitly reject the commitment – he does not even need to correct the previous
utterance and renegotiate the commitments resulting from it. The presupposition
is cancelled by facing the Hearer with a contradiction of presumptions and
presumptive conclusions (the Speaker is presumed to be committed to the existence
of the examiner based on a) and b); the Speaker is presumed not to be committed
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to the existence of the examiner based on c). This contradiction is resolved by
distinguishing the utterers: the presupposition triggered (linguistic presumption) is
a commitment of the common opinion (encyclopedic, general presumption) but not
of the Speaker (encyclopedic, specific presumption).

9.2 Factives

This polyphonic analysis of utterances can also explain the phenomena of presup-
position cancellation in cases of hard triggers (Atlas and Levinson 1981, 6), such a
factives (Abrusán 2016; Kay 1992, 364). For example, we consider the following
statement:

14. John does not regret killing his mother because he did not kill her (Gazdar 1979,
72)

We can analyze (14) by noticing that two voices are clearly distinguished, and a
third one (representing the presupposition “John killed his mother”) is attributed
by a collective voice. The speaker, identified with a first utterer, denies meta-
linguistically the statement made by a second voice (“John regrets killing his
mother”) and corrects the commitments resulting from the presupposition thereof.
The speaker is refusing to accept the use of “to regret” for describing the condition
of John, as it would result in a commitment incompatible with the speaker’s ones,
explicitly stated (“because he did not kill her”). This implicit dialogue within the
utterance can be represented as follows:

14’. (I, U1, maintain that the event U2 described as) (“)Johnis sorry because (what
Uc maintains, namely that) “John killed his mother”(”) cannot be accepted
because he did not kill her.

This statement involves a presupposition nested within the statement made by a
voice from which the speaker intends to distinguish himself from. The second
utterer deploys the point of view advanced by a collective voice (to which U2
and potentially U1 belong). This commitment could be accepted by U1 just upon
acceptance of U2’s statement. However, U1 refuses this commitment by correcting
the description of the state of affairs (John did not “regret killing his mother”).

The polyphonic analysis of cancellation of presuppositions triggered by factives
can explain also a more complex case, namely ironic cancellation. In this case, the
speaker is presumed to hold the presupposition that a second utterer cancels. For
example we consider the following excerpt from a newspaper article5:

5« Mio nonno si beccò una pallottola nella gamba, le indagini non portarono a nulla. Sarà stata una
casualità, perché, come tutti sanno: la mafia non esiste » Dina Lauricella, Palermo: le minacce non
esistono, è solo Curtigghiu, Il Fatto Quotidiano 1 June 2016 (Retrieved on 1 June 2016).

http://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2016/05/31/palermo-le-minacce-non-esistono-e-solo-curtigghiu/2784339/
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Case 3

My grandfather was shot in his leg, the police investigations were unsuccessful. It must
have been pure chance, as everyone knows that the Mafia does not exist.

The speaker communicates an utterance whose presupposition (mafia does not
exist), triggered by the factive verb “to know,” is grounded on the following
presumptions:

(a) The members of a community should know (be committed to the fact) that
Mafia does not exist (encyclopedic presumption).

(b) The factual truth of the object of a factive verb is presumed to be accepted by
the interlocutors (linguistic presumption).

(c) The Hearer should know (be committed to the fact) that the Speaker is
committed to the existence of the Mafia (encyclopedic presumption: previous
dialogues; context).

(d) The members of a community should know (be committed to the fact) that
chance cannot explain a man being shot for taking action against Mafia
(encyclopedic presumption).

The Speaker introduces a second utterer (U2) who claims that “everyone knows that
mafia does not exist.” This indirect reported speech introduces the presupposition –
shared byU2 and the collective voice Uc– that the Mafia does not exist (case in
turn similar to “the king of France does not exist” analyzed at 13 above). However,
this presupposition conflicts with what the speaker is presumed to hold based on
a specific encyclopedic presumption (the Speaker is an anti-mafia activist) and the
presumptions and evidence associated with or drawn from the context (the Mafia
usually shoots people taking action against them; the grandfather was fighting
the Mafia; chance cannot explain shooting . . . ). The contradiction is resolved by
distinguishing the two voices and the common opinion displayed by U2, and
showing how it is impossible to hold the speaker committed to pp. the utterance
can be explained then as follows:

(I, U1, maintain that the event U2 described as) (“)It must have been pure chance,
aseveryone knows that (what Uc maintains, namely that) “the Mafia does not
exist”(”) (does not make sense).

Case 3 is thus somehow similar to Case 2 above, as the presupposition is cancelled
by attributing it to a different utterer and implicitly denied by the speaker. The denial
is implicit as it is carried out by means of a contradiction between presumptions.
It is the strength of the presumptions leading to the Speaker’s commitment to the
existence of Mafia compared to the weaknesses of the contrary possibility that leads
to a non-presumptive reading of the polyphonic articulation.
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10 Conclusion

Pragmatic presupposition is in first place a pragmatic phenomenon, namely it
contributes to expressing the speaker’s communicative intention (Geurts 1999, 32–
33). From a dialogical point of view, speaker’s intentions can be linked back to
their commitments, namely what they accept and hold based on their utterance
or previous utterances or rather what they can be considered to be responsible
for. This approach to communication can be used to explain the phenomenon of
presupposition and presupposition neutralization and cancellation.

Commitments are essentially intertwined with presumptions. Since it is impossi-
ble to know what an interlocutor is committed to, the only access to this information
is presumptive reasoning, namely drawing conclusions from premises describing
the ordinary or normal expectations. Such presumptions can concern linguistic
behavior, encyclopedic information, or values and preferences that can be drawn
from previous utterances, dialogues, or shared events. The defeasibility conditions
depend on the possibility of finding or introducing evidence leading to a default
of the presumption. Clearly, the more specific or stronger the presumption, the
stronger the conclusion. On the one hand, the speaker acts based on various types of
presumptions to predict the speaker’s acceptance of certain implicit commitments.
On the other hand, the hearer uses presumptive reasoning to interpret the speaker’s
intention.

Presupposition can be analyzed from a dialogical point of view as an act aimed
at modifying the interlocutors’ commitments. Presupposition can presumptively
be used to remind the interlocutors of an implicit commitment, thus bringing to
the light side tacit or dark-side commitments. However, it can be also used to
impose onto the interlocutor a commitment, namely inserting a commitment into
the hearer’s commitment store without taking responsibility for it. Presupposition
can thus be used for different acts, and can differently affect the dialogical situation.
Prototypically (in ordinary and common conditions), presuppositions are used as
reminders. However, when the hearer cannot be presumed to hold such an implicit
commitment, the act needs to be interpreted non-presumptively as a directive, a
performative, or an assertive.

The cancellation (and in some case the neutralization) of presuppositions can be
explained from a dialogical (commitment-based) perspective as a non-presumptive
interpretation of the utterance triggered by a conflict of presumptions. In such
cases, the speaker presumes at the same time that a proposition is accepted (or
acceptable) and not accepted (or acceptable). This conflict can lead to reinterpreting
the semantic or syntactic structure of the utterance. From a semantic point of view,
lexical items can be reinterpreted so that the presupposed content does not conflict
with the stronger mutual or encyclopedic presumptions. From a syntactic point of
view, the polyphonic articulation of the utterance is reinterpreted, and the speaker
either explicitly or implicitly refuses the commitments apparently attributed to him
by a second utterer or common voice. In this fashion, he corrects or brings to light
the implicit commitments of the interlocutors.
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