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Abstract

Definite descriptions (such as ‘the cat’) can often be used felicitously even
when more than one object satisfies the overt descriptive material (such as
‘cat’). Situation semantics has been invoked to reconcile this observation
with the idea that definite descriptions presuppose uniqueness. This thesis
examines some of the challenges that this reconciliatory project faces. The
focus is, in particular, on anaphoric uses that cross sentential boundaries and
on the question of what role situations could play in modelling global and
local conversational contexts as well as assertoric update.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Conversations develop over time. By asking questions, making promises, asser-

tions, suggestions, and other speech acts, speakers can steer a conversation in

certain directions. Describing this conversational dynamics is one of the aims of

pragmatics.

Robert Stalnaker has suggested that we can describe the state of a conversa-

tion with a so-called context, a set of possible worlds that the participants of the

conversation treat as candidates for being the actual world. By excluding worlds

from the context, the participants try to narrow down what the actual world is

like. For example, if all worlds in the context are worlds in which it’s raining in

Oxford, the interlocutors have accepted, at least for the purposes of the conver-

sation, that it is raining in Oxford. After all, they have accepted that one of the

worlds in the context is ours. By making assertions, speakers try to get everyone

to accept what they assert. If a speaker asserts that the sun is shining in London,

they propose to exclude all those worlds from the context where the sun isn’t

shining in London.1

Stalnaker assumes that the content of an assertion, a proposition, is a func-

tion from possible worlds to truth values (or, equivalently for most purposes,

a set of possible worlds). This view has been challenged for example by situ-
1See e.g. Stalnaker 1978, Stalnaker 2002, Stalnaker 2014
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1. Introduction

ation semantics. Situation semantics assumes that situations, parts of possible

worlds, play an important role in the semantics. In particular, they assume that

a proposition is a function from possible situations to truth values. On this view,

a proposition may be true at some part of the world without also being true at

all other parts of the world. For example, the proposition that it’s raining may

be true at some part of the world while it is false at a different part. And when a

speaker makes an assertion, the assertion may be not about the world as a whole

and may instead aim to describe a particular part of it, often called the topic

situation.2

The question of how to combine these two approaches, the view that we

can characterize the dynamics of a conversation with an evolving context and

the situation semantic view of propositions and assertion, has to my knowledge

not received a lot of attention.3 On Stalnaker’s view, contexts are sets of possible

worlds, and an assertion excludes a world from the context based on whether the

asserted proposition is true at that world as a whole. But on the situation seman-

tic view, an assertion need not describe the whole world. It seems that something

needs to be changed if one wants to combine the two views. In this thesis, I

want to discuss different ways of combining the two, and I want to explore some

applications of one combination.

The view that I will explore in most detail assumes that a context is a set

of possible situations rather than a set of possible worlds. A context captures

what the interlocutors have accepted by including only situations at which what

they have accepted is true. If, for example, the interlocutors accept that there is a

cat, then every situation in the corresponding context contains a cat. Moreover, I

assume that the situations in the context are just big enough so that what the in-

2This characterization of situation semantics is rough and not all aspects of it are accepted by
all situation semanticists. See Kratzer 2019 for a helpful recent overview of situation semantics;
contributions to situation semantics include e.g. Barwise and Perry 1981, Barwise and Perry 1983,
Kratzer 1989, Elbourne 2005, Elbourne 2013.

3A notable exception is F. Schwarz (2009), whose view I discuss in section 2.4.
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1. Introduction

terlocutors have accepted is true at these situations. If all that has been accepted

is that there is a cat, then the situations in the context contain a cat, but nothing

else. I call such contexts minimal contexts.

One of the applications of contexts is in the study of linguistic presuppo-

sitions. It is a common assumption, again going back to the work of Stalnaker,

that presuppositions of an utterance impose constraints on the context: If an ut-

terance presupposes some proposition p, then the utterance is appropriate only

if p was already accepted in the conversation and therefore already true at all

worlds in the context. For example, if someone asserts that Mary quit smoking,

the utterance is appropriate only if it was already accepted that Mary used to

smoke.4

Presuppositions are also at the centre of one important application of situ-

ation semantics: the semantics of definite descriptions such as ‘the table’ or ‘the

cat’. According to one view, a definite description pthe Fq comes with a presup-

position that there is exactly one F. Situation semanticists have suggested that

this presupposition is restricted to a situation, which may be much smaller than

the whole world.5

(1) The cat is hungry.

For example, a speaker may assert (1) to make a claim about their garden, and

so (1) would presuppose that there is exactly one cat at a situation that contains

nothing but the speaker’s garden. Assuming that presuppositions have to be ac-

cepted in the context, this presupposition, too, would have to be accepted in the

context. This is where the situation semantics of definite descriptions meets the

theory of contexts. This meeting point will be at the centre of much of this thesis.

4For an overview on presuppositions, see e.g. Potts 2015. For Stalnaker’s work on presup-
positions, see e.g. Stalnaker 1970, Stalnaker 1973, Stalnaker 1978, Stalnaker 2014, chapter 3.
Stalnaker also suggests that the context of a conversation depends on what the interlocutors pre-
suppose: roughly, the context of a conversation is the set of all those worlds that are compatible
with what the interlocutors presuppose; see e.g. Stalnaker 2002.

5See e.g. Barwise and Perry 1983, Heim 1990a, Elbourne 2005, Elbourne 2013
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1. Introduction

One reason why the semantics of definites is an interesting case to consider

is the ongoing dispute between so-called dynamic semantics and static semantics.

Situation semantic accounts of definite descriptions are often presented as static

semantic competitors to dynamic semantic theories. How exactly one should best

understand the divide between static and dynamic semantics is not entirely clear

(to me, at any rate). Static semantic theories typically accept that declarative sen-

tences express propositions, whereas dynamic semantic theories typically assume

that sentences express functions from contexts to contexts, also called context up-

date potentials. Moreover, dynamic semantic accounts of definite terms typically

reject the claim that definite terms come with a uniqueness presupposition, and

they assume that definites are essentially (individual) variables.6 One motivation

for dynamic semantics comes from intersentential anaphora, as in the following

sequence:7

(2) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

Here, the definite description ‘the cat’ in the second sentence appears to be linked

to the indefinite ‘a cat’ in the first sentence. Explaining this link has been argued

to be particularly problematic for static situation semantic theories of definite

terms. The sequence as a whole does not seem to presuppose that there is at most

one cat. After all, it is felicitous to continue as follows:

(3) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry. And there’s another cat right next to it.

It is not obvious how situation semantic theories can account for observations like

this.8 One aim of this thesis is to explore whether combining a situation seman-

tics of definites with the view that contexts are sets of (generally rather small)

situations could help explain what is going on in such cases, thereby hopefully

6See e.g. Heim 1982 for an influential dynamic semantic theory of definite terms along these
lines.

7See for example Heim 1982, pp. 24–8
8For recent arguments that such sequences are a problem for situation semantic accounts, see

Mandelkern and Rothschild (2020) and K. Lewis (2021).
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1. Introduction

also shedding some new light on the dispute between dynamic semantic and sit-

uation semantic theories of definite descriptions.

In chapter 2, I introduce in some more detail Stalnaker’s account of contexts

and of how contexts change. I also provide some background on presuppositions,

on situation semantics, and on the role of topic situations for situation semantics.

In addition, I discuss how F. Schwarz (2009) suggests combining Stalnaker’s ac-

count of contexts with the view that assertions describe topic situations.

In chapter 3, I explore the idea that contexts are sets of possible situations

rather than sets of possible worlds. I introduce different ways of thinking about

contexts that are sets of situations. In particular, I distinguish between minimal

and non-minimal contexts, and between definite and indefinite contexts.

In chapter 4, I turn to definite descriptions. I introduce a situation seman-

tics for definite descriptions, along the lines suggested by Elbourne (2013). Then

I discuss why sequences such as (2) are so challenging for the situation semantic

view, mainly by arguing against various things the situation semanticist might

say about such sequences. Finally, I try to explain why appealing to contexts of

the sort introduced in chapter 3 could be of help to the situation semanticist.

In chapter 5, I discuss two problems for the view sketched at the end of

chapter 4. Both problems have to do with sequences where a definite description

pthe Fq is used felicitously even though the sequence can only be true if there is

more than one F. Dealing with such sequences seems to require some significant

modifications of the view.

Until chapter 6, my focus is on sequences of sentences. In chapter 6, I turn

to single sentences and ask how what I say about sequences may relate to the

behaviour of presuppositions in complex sentences. In particular, I look at con-

junctions, disjunctions, negation, and at the semantics of indefinites and other

quantifiers.

Chapter 7 concludes.
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Chapter 2

Preliminaries

2.1 Assertions and Contexts

According to a view that may sound familiar, we assert propositions, propositions

are things that are true or false at possible worlds, and an assertion is true just in

case the asserted proposition is true at the actual world:

(4) Worldly Assertion. An assertion of a proposition p is true just in case p is
true at the actual world.9

Assertions are not isolated events. Often, we assert one thing after another, build-

ing upon what we have already asserted. The information that we contribute by

assertion piles up, so to speak. Roughly, a context is such a pile of information,

and an account of context update is an account of how the pile changes.

The perhaps most influential account of contexts is Stalnaker’s.10 Accord-

ing to Stalnaker, a context captures what is common ground in a conversation. A

proposition is common ground in a conversation just in case the interlocutors

take it for granted, or presuppose it, for the purposes of that conversation. To-

9By and large, I’m assuming that the assertions under consideration are made at the actual
world. What I say about assertions could be generalised to apply also to assertions made at other
worlds. For example, we could say that an assertion of a proposition p made at a world w is true
just in case p is true at w.

10For Stalnaker’s account of contexts, see e.g. Stalnaker 1978; 2002; 2014.
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2.1. Assertions and Contexts

gether, the propositions that are common ground determine the context: the con-

text of a conversation is the set of all those possible worlds in which everything

that is common ground in the conversation is true.11 For instance, if all inter-

locutors take it for granted that Witney is west of Oxford, then every world in the

context is a world where Witney is west of Oxford. If, however, the interlocutors

don’t take it for granted that Witney is west of Oxford, and also don’t take it for

granted that Witney is not west of Oxford, then Witney is west of Oxford in some

but not all of the worlds of the context.

The worlds that are in the context are those worlds the interlocutors treat

as candidates for being the actual world. The actual world is one of the worlds in

the context, as far as the conversation is concerned. As long as the actual world

is in fact one of the worlds in the context, everything that is common ground is

true. We may say that, in this case, the context is accurate:

(5) Accuracy of Stalnakerian Contexts. A context c is accurate just in case the
actual world is a member of c.

If something that is not true at the actual world is common ground, then the

actual world is not in the context, and so the context is inaccurate.

Assertions can change what is taken for granted in a conversation and so

affect the context. If I assert that Wheatley is east of Oxford, and you accept what

I assert, we may then take it for granted in our conversation that Wheatley is east

of Oxford, and so our context will contain only worlds where Wheatley is east

of Oxford. That assertions can change the context in this way is, for Stalnaker,

no coincidence. Assertions are, according to Stalnaker, “proposals to change the

context [...] in a certain way” (Stalnaker 2014, p. 51). When a speaker asserts that

p, the speaker proposes to add p to the common ground and so to exclude from

the context all those worlds in which p is false. The audience may not accept the

proposal, but if accepted, the context changes in the way proposed. If we take a

11Stalnaker also calls this the context set (see e.g. Stalnaker 1978, p. 321) .
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2.1. Assertions and Contexts

proposition to be a function from possible worlds to truth values (1 for true, 0 for

false), the change proposed by an assertion can be described as follows:12

(6) Stalnakerian Update. c[p] = c∩ {w : p(w) = 1}

Here, c is a context, a set of possible worlds, and p is the proposition the speaker

asserts. By asserting p, the speaker proposes to keep only those worlds in the

context where p is true; that is, the speaker proposes to move from the old context

c to a new context c[p], which is the set of all those worlds of c at which p is true.

If the assertion that p is accepted, the context c is updated with p, and the result

of this update is c[p].

Changing the context in this way is, according to Stalnaker, the “essential

effect” (Stalnaker 2014, p. 52) of an assertion. As Stalnaker emphasizes, asser-

tions can affect the context in other ways as well. For example, if a speaker makes

an assertion, it may become common ground that the speaker made an assertion,

and the context will change accordingly.13

On the view of contexts and assertions just sketched, the accuracy of con-

texts and the truth of assertions are closely related. If any world is treated as a

candidate for being the actual world, the context is the set of all worlds W . This

context we could call the empty context:

(7) Empty Context. c◦ =W

The assertion of a proposition p is true just in case p is true at the actual world.

The context c◦[p] is the set of all worlds in which p is true; this context is accurate

just in case the actual world is one of the worlds it contains, that is, just in case

the actual world is one of the worlds in which p is true. Therefore, an assertion of

a proposition p is true just in case c◦[p] is accurate, that is, just in case the context

is accurate if p is the only proposition that has been accepted.14

12See e.g. Stalnaker 1978, p. 323 on how assertions reduce the context
13See e.g. Stalnaker 2014, p. 52
14Links between context update and truth are exploited in dynamic semantics; see e.g. Heim

1982, chapter III, sections 3.2 and 3.3, where Heim defines the truth of an utterance in terms of

12



2.2. Contexts and Presuppositions

2.2 Contexts and Presuppositions

Stalnaker argues that the common ground affects which speech acts are appropri-

ate (or felicitous). Since, for Stalnaker, the context is a model of what is common

ground, the way the common ground needs to be in order for a speech act to

be appropriate can be described in terms of the context. For instance, if we’re

standing in the rain, it is usually odd to assert that it’s raining. Usually, if we’re

standing in the rain, it immediately becomes common ground that it’s raining,

without anyone asserting that it is. Assuming that the aim of an assertion is to

make what one asserts common ground, asserting that it’s raining would there-

fore be superfluous in such a case. This may suggest that, in general, asserting

what is already common ground is inappropriate. Stalnaker (1978) expresses

this constraint on appropriate (or felicitous) assertions in terms of the context:

asserting p is appropriate only if p is not already true at all worlds of the context

set.15

Stalnaker thinks that the phenomenon of linguistic presuppositions can

also be elucidated in terms of the context, in a similar way. What exactly lin-

guistic presuppositions are remains controversial.16 Here’s a first approximation.

Utterances implicate many things. Someone who asserts that it’s raining impli-

cates that it’s raining, but with this assertion, they may implicate other things as

well: that they’ve just looked out of the window, or that they don’t want to go

outside, or that the plants in the garden don’t need to be watered anytime soon,

or something else.17 Not all implications are equal. For example, some are part

the truth of a file (context).
15This is part of Stalnaker’s principle: “A proposition asserted is always true in some but not

all of the possible worlds in the context set.” (Stalnaker 1978, p. 325) That the proposition is
required to be true in some worlds rules out assertions of propositions that have already been
accepted as false in the conversation.

16For an overview of the debate on presuppositions, see e.g. Beaver, Geurts, and Denlinger
2021

17I use ‘implication’ in a broad sense for anything a sentence or use of a sentence suggests,
implies, conveys, ...; implications may be part of the semantic content of a sentence but may also
be conveyed differently, e.g. as conversational or conventional implicatures (see Grice 1989).
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2.2. Contexts and Presuppositions

of the semantic content of a sentence uttered, others aren’t. And there are other

differences among implications. Linguistic presuppositions, we might say, are

implications of a certain type: they are implications that have certain character-

istic features which set them apart from other types of implications, for example

from those implications that are asserted. One feature that sets presuppositions

apart is their pragmatic status.18 Compare for example the following two sen-

tences:

(8) Jane bought ice cream.

(9) It was Jane who bought ice cream.

(9) presupposes that someone bought ice cream, whereas (8) entails that someone

bought ice cream but doesn’t presuppose it. These sentences would typically be

used under different circumstances. Stalnaker suggests that these circumstances

can be described in terms of the common ground or the context, as a model of

the common ground: if it were not already part of the common ground that

someone bought ice cream, asserting (9) would be rather strange, whereas as-

serting (8) would be fine; or, in terms of the context: if it were not already true

at all worlds of the context that someone bought ice cream, asserting (9) would

be strange, whereas asserting (8) wouldn’t. More generally, if an utterance pre-

supposes some claim p, p needs to be already true at all worlds of the context in

order for the utterance to be appropriate.19 On this view, a presupposition of an

utterance imposes a constraint on the context in which the utterance is made; the

presuppositions of an utterance need to be already accepted in the context.20

18Another crucial feature is how presuppositions project, which I will discuss in subsequent
chapters. How these two features are related is an interesting question but one that I won’t dis-
cuss.

19Contrast this with the constraint on assertions briefly mentioned at the beginning of this sec-
tion: according to these two constraints, an assertion of p is appropriate only if a presupposition
of p isn’t, and a presupposition of p is appropriate only if an assertion of p isn’t.

20See e.g. Stalnaker 2014, chapter 3, for discussion; for earlier versions of Stalnaker’s views
on presuppositions, see e.g. Stalnaker 1973 and Stalnaker 1999. Note that presuppositions are in
fact often informative; the audience may decide to accept what is presupposed even if it wasn’t
already common ground, which is known as accommodation (the label goes back to D. Lewis
1979). Speakers often rely on accommodation, knowing that what their utterance presupposes

14



2.2. Contexts and Presuppositions

Often, this pragmatic status of presuppositions is modelled as a difference

of the conditions under which a context can be updated: if an assertion of a

proposition p presupposes q, a context c can be updated with p only if q is true

throughout c, that is, only if q is true at all the worlds of c. In other words, c can

only be updated if it satisfies the presupposition q. If q is not true at all worlds of

c, then c[p] is undefined:

(10) Presuppositional Constraint. If an assertion of p presupposes q, then c[p] is
defined only if ∀w(w ∈ c→ q(w) = 1).

If by asserting p in a context c, the speaker proposes to update the context with

p, then c[p] better be defined; if it weren’t, the proposal would be futile and

therefore inappropriate.21

Many have argued that presuppositions are not just a pragmatic phenomenon

but also a semantic one.22 The idea is that the semantics somehow distinguishes

between semantic content that is presupposed and semantic content that isn’t.

The semantic presuppositions of a sentence then affect how the sentence may be

used: if the sentence is used literally, the utterance presupposes what the sen-

tence presupposes; the utterance requires that the semantic presuppositions of

the sentence used are already common ground.23

Among those who assume that there are semantic presuppositions, it is con-

troversial how the semantics distinguishes between presuppositional and non-

presuppositional semantic content. According to one tradition, semantic presup-

positions are closely tied to truth-value gaps: a sentence may fail to be true or

false under certain conditions, and the sentence presupposes that these condi-

isn’t already common ground before their utterance. For further discussion of accommodation,
see e.g. von Fintel 2008.

21See e.g. von Fintel 2008, pp. 138–40
22Or, as Stalnaker might say, at least some presupposition requirements have semantic sources;

see e.g. Stalnaker 2014, section 3.4.
23Non-literal uses of a sentence that presupposes p may also inherit semantic presuppositions

of the sentence. For example, someone might utter ‘Sure, it was Jane who bought ice cream’
ironically, and thus non-literally, to convey that it wasn’t Jane who bought ice cream, and the
utterance would still presuppose that someone bought ice cream, which is arguably a semantic
presupposition of the sentence.
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tions don’t obtain.24 In particular, some assume that a sentence may express a

proposition that fails to be true or false under certain conditions, and that the

sentence presupposes that these conditions don’t obtain. If the sentence is used

literally, the truth-value gap becomes a presupposition of the use of the sentence

and constrains the conditions under which the use is appropriate:

(11) Stalnakerian Bridge. If a proposition p is true or false only if q is true, c[p]
is defined only if ∀w(w ∈ c→ q(w) = 1).25

According to this bridge principle, a context c can be updated with a proposition

p only if p is true or false at all the worlds of c. Truth-value gaps lead to presup-

positional constraints on the contexts the proposition can update. If by asserting

a proposition p in a context c, the speaker proposes that c is updated with the

proposition, c[p] better be defined. That way, semantic presuppositions lead to

pragmatic presuppositions.26

Many aspects of Stalnaker’s approach to assertions and presuppositions

have been challenged in one way or another. For example, one might wonder

whether the connection between assertion and context update is as tight as Stal-

24This kind of view is often associated with Frege and Strawson; see e.g. Frege 1892; Strawson
1950; Strawson 1952. Other accounts of semantic presuppositions reject the close connection of
semantic presuppositions and truth-value gaps; see e.g. Karttunen and Peters 1979, who provide
an account of what they call conventional implicatures but suggest that many alleged presuppo-
sitions really are conventional implicatures. It should be noted that the view that some sentences
(and the propositions they express) are under certain conditions neither true nor false is contro-
versial; see e.g. Williamson 1994, pp. 187–98, for critical discussion. For the purposes of this
thesis, I nonetheless accept without argument that sentences and propositions may fail to be true
or false. (I am sympathetic to the idea that the ‘truth-value gaps’ of sentences with presupposi-
tions are cases of a particular kind of falsity rather than genuine truth-value gaps, and that the
third truth value I use (further below) to model ‘gaps’ does not stand for being neither true nor
false but for being false in a particular way, but I won’t argue for this view here; see Dummett
1959, p. 156, on using a third truth value for sentences with singular terms that fail to refer, in
order to distinguish “two kinds of falsity”.)

25See e.g. Stalnaker 1973, p. 452, Stalnaker 2014, p. 64; see also von Fintel 2008, p. 139.
26Truth-value gaps of sentences need not be gaps of a proposition the sentence expresses; a

sentence may also fail to be true or false if it fails to express a proposition under certain condi-
tions. Such cases may also lead to pragmatic presuppositions. The corresponding bridge principle
would say that a (declarative) sentence may be used literally in a context c only if the sentence
expresses a proposition at every world of the context c. (This is the first part of Stalnaker’s princi-
ple: “Any assertive utterance should express a proposition, relative to each possible world in the
context set, and that proposition should have a truth value in each possible world in the context
set.” (Stalnaker 1978, p. 325)) See Soames 2008a for some discussion of the difference between
different kinds truth-value gaps and their connection to pragmatic presuppositions.
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naker argues. Some also reject the view that presuppositions impose constraints

on the context and instead take presuppositions to be implications that are in

some other way backgrounded or not-at-issue.27 And not all think that the Stal-

nakerian Bridge principle is well motivated.28 Here, I want to put such worries

aside and focus on a different issue: on the role of possible worlds in the account.

2.3 Assertions and Situations

2.3.1 Situations

On Stalnaker’s view, the context is a set of possible worlds. Possible worlds are

ways the world could have been. I could have been drinking tea, and so there

are possible worlds where I am drinking tea. It could also have been raining in

Oxford, and so there are possible worlds where I am drinking tea and it is raining

in Oxford. And so on. What exactly possible worlds are is notoriously controver-

sial. But for many purposes in semantics and pragmatics, we can abstract away

from this issue, at least to a certain extent. Situation semanticists contrast pos-

sible worlds with possible situations. The rough idea is that possible worlds are

big situations, and in addition to these big situations, there are also smaller situ-

ations that are part of bigger ones. If a situation s is part of a possible world w,

then some of the things that are true at w are also true at s, but not everything

that is true at w needs to be true at s as well. If w is a possible world where I’m

drinking tea and it is raining in Oxford, w may have a situation s as part where

I’m drinking tea but it’s not the case at s that it is raining in Oxford, even though

this is the case at w. This rough idea of situations can be made more precise in

different ways.29 As in the case of possible worlds, there is no agreement on the

27See e.g. Mandelkern 2016
28See e.g. Soames 2008a for some critical discussion of the connection between truth-value

gaps and presuppositions.
29It may be worth pointing out situation semanticists need not accept that there are worlds,

in the sense of situations that are not part of any bigger situation. In what follows, I assume
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nature of situations. And just like in the case of possible worlds, we can abstract

away from this issue when we put situations to use in the study of language, but

only to a certain extent.30

According to situation semanticists, possible situations are the things propo-

sitions are true at. Accordingly, they take propositions to be (possibly partial)

functions from possible situations to truth values.31 Since these situations may

be smaller than whole worlds, propositions may be true at one part of a world

without being true at some other part of the same world. Consider for example

the following proposition:

(12) λs.∃xcat(x)(s)

This is a function from situations to truth values; it assigns to a situation s the

value true just in case there is an individual that is a cat at s, and it assigns the

value false otherwise.32 This proposition is true at some actual situations (e.g. a

situation that contains all inhabitants of St. Hugh’s College Oxford) but false at

that there are worlds, following Kratzer 1989. In early writings, Stalnaker sometimes says that
contexts contain possible situations (e.g. Stalnaker 1978, p. 323). But this should not be under-
stood as a commitment to possible situations as something distinct from possible worlds. When
discussing differences between possible worlds and possible situations, Stalnaker writes: “In the
days before situation semantics, some of us who wished to take a little of the metaphysical wind
out of the sails of possible worlds semantics took to referring to possible worlds as ‘possible sit-
uations.’ Now that the term ‘situation’ has been pre-empted [...] I suppose those who still like
possible worlds ought to find a new label.” (Stalnaker 1986, p. 109) It should be noted that Stal-
naker is in principle open to the possibility that making use of something like situations is useful
for certain purposes: “Possible worlds semantics could benefit, in some applications at least, from
an account of the internal structure of the relevant possibilities” (Stalnaker 1986, p. 119).

30For an early approach to situation semantics, see Barwise and Perry 1983; for an approach
that has been more influential in recent years, see Kratzer 1989. By and large, I won’t discuss in
detail Barwise and Perry’s approach to situation semantics and how it differs from more recent
installments. The view presented here is roughly Kratzer’s.

31Whether one thinks that propositions are such functions or whether one merely thinks
propositions can be modelled as such functions makes no crucial difference for present purposes.
In principle, situation semanticists may hold that, in addition to situations, there are other pa-
rameters (such as moments of time) at which propositions are evaluated for truth or falsity; such
parameters will not play a role in what follows, and so I won’t discuss this possibility.

32I say more about the metalanguage in sections 4.2.2 and 4.2.3. Briefly, ‘cat’ denotes a func-
tion from individuals to functions from situations to truth values; cat applied to an individual
x and a situation s is 1 (true) iff x is a cat at s; and a term pλs.φ(s)q denotes a function from
situations to truth values; applied to a situation s, λs.φ(s) delivers the output 1 iff φ applied to
s is 1. I assume that s, s′ , ..., s1, s2, ... are variables for situations, and that x, y, ..., x1, x2, ... are
variables for individuals. Accordingly, a function pλs.φ(s)q is only defined for situations and not
for individuals.
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others (e.g. a situation that only contains the inhabitants of my apartment).

Important for situation semantics is the assumption that situations are part

of other situations. For example, some situations in which there is no cat are

part of larger situations in which there is a cat. All situations are ordered by a

parthood relation. For any situations s and s′, I will use ps ≤ s′q to say that the

situation s is part of the situation s′. The parthood relation is generally taken to

be a partial order: it is reflexive (each situation is part of itself); it is transitive

(if s is part of s′, and s′ is part of s′′, then s is also part of s′′); it is, moreover,

antisymmetric (if s and s′ are distinct situations, and s is part of s′, then s′ isn’t

part of s).33 If a situation s is part of a situation s′, and s is not identical with s′,

then s is a proper part of s′, which we may express with ps < s′q. If a situation s

is a proper part of another situation s′, I will sometimes say that s is smaller than

s′, and that s′ is bigger than, or extends, s.

As already mentioned, situation semanticists don’t eschew possible worlds

altogether. They assume that possible worlds are situations, namely those situ-

ations that are not parts of some bigger situation: those situations that are not

proper parts of any situation.34 Kratzer (1989, pp. 614–15) assumes that there

are possible worlds; more precisely, she assumes that each situation is part of

exactly one possible world. No situation is part of more than one world; in that

sense, each situation is bound to its world:

(13) Maximal Situations. ∀s∃!s′(s ≤ s′ ∧¬∃s′′s′ < s′′)

On Kratzer’s view, individuals can also be part of situations, and so the parthood

relation ≤ is defined over situations as well as individuals. But situations cannot

be part of individuals, on her view. Following D. Lewis (1986), Kratzer assumes

that individuals are world-bound as well: No individual is part of more than one

possible world, but individuals may have counterparts at other worlds. Not all

33See e.g. Kratzer 1989, pp. 614–15
34But see Barwise (1989, pp. 261–2), who considers rejecting that worlds are situations.
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situation semanticists make the same assumptions as Kratzer. For instance, F.

Schwarz (2009) and Elbourne (2013) follow Kratzer in assuming that situations

are world-bound, but Elbourne allows that individuals are parts of more than

one world. One could also reject the view that each situation is part of exactly

one world, either by rejecting the view that there are worlds, or by allowing that

situations may be part of more than one world.35 For present purposes, I will

assume that situations but not individuals are world-bound, but I think that what

I say could be adapted to a framework that makes different assumptions.

If we consider the situations at which propositions are true, we may find

certain patterns that are useful for classifying propositions. One pattern is known

as persistence. A proposition is persistent just in case, if it is true at some situation

s, it is also true at all situations of which s is a part.36 Consider again the following

proposition:

(14) λs.∃xcat(x)(s)

This proposition is arguably persistent; if there is a cat at some situation s, there

is also a cat at any situation of which s is a part. (I’m assuming that an individual

that is a cat at a situation s remains a cat at any larger situation, which seems rea-

sonable.) Other propositions aren’t persistent. Consider the following negation

of (14):

(15) λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s)

This proposition is true at a situation s just in case s contains no individual that

is a cat at s. It isn’t persistent because some situations at which there is no cat are

35Barwise (1989, pp. 260, 262–3) briefly considers the latter option. This would make situa-
tions more similar to the possibilities of Humberstone (1981); these possibilities are not “fully
specified” (p. 315), like situations, and the same possibility may be “refined” (p. 335) in different
ways: if a possibility A doesn’t settle whether p, then there are distinct possibilities B and C that
both refine A s.t. p is true at B and false at C (p. 318); B and C are incompatible even though they
are refinements of the same possibility. This corresponds to a case where a situation s1 is part of
two incompatible situations s2 and s3, which are not parts of the same possible world, and so s1
itself would have to be part of two distinct possible worlds.

36See Barwise and Perry 1983, p. 62, Kratzer 1989, p. 616
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part of larger situations in which there is a cat.37

Sometimes, we might be interested in whether a proposition is persistent

up to a certain point. Let’s say that a proposition p is persistent with respect

to a situation s just in case, if p is true at some part s′ of s, it is also true at all

situations that have s′ as a part and are part of s, that is, just in case, if p is true

at some s′ such that s′ ≤ s, p is also true at all situations s′′ such that s′ ≤ s′′ and

s′′ ≤ s. For example, if there are no cats in some situation s, then (15) is persistent

with respect to s, even though it isn’t persistent.38

If we consider small situations, situations that are proper parts of possible

worlds, we might be interested not just in what is true at them but also in what is

false at them. Consider a possible worldw in which John is drinking tea and Mary

is drinking coffee, and a proper part s ofwwhere it’s true that John is drinking tea

but it’s not true that Mary is drinking coffee. Is it false at s that Mary is drinking

coffee? Different versions of situation semantics could give different answers.

One could hold that s would be a situation where it is indeed false that Mary is

drinking coffee.39 Perhaps one is thinking, heuristically, of the situation s as a

spatiotemporal region that doesn’t contain Mary. Mary is not drinking coffee at

that region, and so it is false at that region that Mary is drinking coffee, one might

think. On this view, the claim that Mary is drinking coffee is false at s but true at

w, and so the issue of whether Mary is drinking coffee is settled differently by the

two situations, even though one is part of the other; there are thus propositions

p that are false at some situation s but true at some situation s′ of which s is a

part. But one could also have the view that it is neither true nor false at s that

37Cf. Kratzer 1989, pp. 643–4
38For why a more local notion of persistence may be useful, see Zweig 2006; see also the

discussion of negation and indefinites in section 6.2.3.
39It may seem that Kratzer (1989) takes this stance; she takes propositions to be sets of situa-

tions, and she assumes what she calls a “classical” notion of truth that has no explicit provision
for propositions that may fail to be true or false: a proposition p is said to be true at a situation
s just in case s is an element of p (p. 615) (see also the semantics she suggests for the sentence
‘Paula is sleeping’ (p. 619), which only specifies conditions for truth); though note that Kratzer
rarely speaks about propositions being false, and see p. 644, where Kratzer hesitates to use ‘false’
and ‘not true’ interchangeably.
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Mary is drinking coffee. Perhaps the situation s is somehow too small to settle

the question of whether Mary is drinking coffee, and so the claim that Mary is

drinking coffee is neither true nor false at s.40

Situation semanticists usually assume that some situations are very small,

so small that individuals have some but not all of their properties: that there is,

for example, a situation s in which I’m drinking tea but in which it’s not true that

I have brown hair, even though that situation is part of a larger situation in which

I am drinking tea and I do have brown hair. Again, one might ask whether it is

therefore false at s that I have brown hair, or neither true nor false. Similarly,

situation semanticists might assume that there are situations of which I’m a part

but where it’s not true that I am human, even though being human may well be

one of my necessary properties: a property that I have at every possible world

(where I exist). Here, too, one might wonder whether it is false at these situations

that I am human or whether it is rather neither true nor false. I won’t take a

stance on this issue here, since for most of what follows, this choice point doesn’t

matter too much. But the issue does come up every now and then, and so it is

good to be aware of it.

Situation semanticists frequently appeal to so-called minimal situations. A

situation in which I’m drinking tea and which does not have a proper part where

I’m also drinking tea would be a minimal situation where I’m drinking tea. More

generally, for any proposition p, s is a minimal situation at which p is true if and

only if p is true at s but not true at any proper part of s:

(16) Minimal Situations. For any proposition p and situation s, s is a minimal
situation at which p is true iff p(s) = 1 and ∀s′(s′ < s→¬p(s′) = 1).

It is not entirely clear which propositions have minimal situations where they are

true. Are there minimal situations where I’m drinking tea? Are there minimal

40This would, again, bring possible situations closer to the possibilities of Humberstone (1981);
a possibility may fail to settle whether p, in which case p is neither true nor false at that possibility.
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situations in which snow falls? That is at least not obviously the case.41 At least

some propositions don’t have minimal situations where they are true. Consider

for example the proposition that is true at s just in case all parts of s have proper

parts. This proposition is true at a situation only if that situation has a proper part

at which the proposition is true as well and therefore isn’t a minimal situation

where the proposition is true.42 Relatedly, it is not entirely clear which sets of

situations have minimal members. For a set of situations a, let ↓ a be the set

containing only those members of a that have no proper part that is also in a, that

is, the smallest members of a:43

(17) For any set of situations a, ↓ a = {s : s ∈ a∧¬∃s′(s′ ∈ a∧ s′ < s)}

Just as in the case of propositions, it’s not clear that the set of all situations in

which I’m drinking tea has smallest members.

Some propositions which don’t have minimal situations where they are true

may have situations that exemplify them, which Kratzer has suggested spelling

out as follows:

A situation s exemplifies a proposition p if whenever there is a part
of s in which p is not true, then s is a minimal situation in which p is
true.

Intuitively, a situation that exemplifies a proposition p is one that does
not contain anything that does not contribute to the truth of p. [...]
Either p is true in all subsituations of s or s is a minimal situation in
which p is true. (Kratzer 2019, section 7)

Even if there are no minimal situations where I’m drinking tea, there may be

41See Kratzer 2019, sections 6 and 7, on minimality in situation semantics.
42More formally, consider the proposition λs.∀s′(s′ ≤ s→∃s′′ s′′ < s′), which I’ll call p. Suppose

that p is true at some situation s. Since s is a part of itself, p is true at s only if s has at least one
proper part; let’s call that part s1; since s1 is part of s, s1 also needs to have a proper part in order
for p to be true at s; any such proper part s2 of s1 is itself part of s, since the parthood relation is
transitive, and thus any s2 also needs to have at least one proper part in order for p to be true at
s. And so on. Accordingly, p is also true at s1 if p is true at s. Therefore, p either isn’t true at s or
it is but s has a proper part where p is true as well. Consequently, p is either true at no situation
or, if it is true at some situation, that situation has a proper part where p is true. Either way, there
is no smallest situation where p is true. For some discussion of minimality and whether it should
be replaced by a different notion, such as Kratzer’s notion of exemplification, see Kratzer 2019.

43See definition of ‘min’ in Heim 1990a, p. 146
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situations that exemplify the claim that I’m drinking tea. And even though the

proposition that is true at s just in case all parts of s have proper parts certainly

has no minimal situations where it is true, it might have situations that exemplify

it. For some applications in situation semantics, the notion of minimality works

well, but for other applications, the notion of minimality may have to be replaced

by the notion of exemplification or something like it. In what follows, I won’t

discuss this issue in any detail, and I will generally make use of the notion of

minimality rather than exemplification. This is a simplification, but as far as I can

tell, minimality could be replaced by a notion such as exemplification without

undermining the main ideas I want to pursue.44

2.3.2 Topic Situations

In the previous section, we’ve seen that situation semanticists take propositions

to be things that are true or false at situations, which are parts of worlds. Now

I want to turn to the issue of what we do with these propositions. If we assert

propositions, propositions are true or false at situations, and an assertion is true

just in case the asserted proposition is true, there has to be some particular sit-

uation the asserted proposition is supposed to be true at. Depending on which

stuation that is, the assertion is true or false. Barwise and Etchemendy (1989)

give the following example:

We might imagine, for example, that there are two card games go-
ing on, one across town from the other: Max is playing cards with
Emily and Sophie, and Claire is playing with Dana. Suppose someone
watching the former game mistakes Emily for Claire, and claims that
Claire has the three of clubs. She would be wrong, on the Austinian
account, even if Claire had the three of clubs across town. (Barwise
and Etchemendy 1989, p. 221)

The assertion that Claire has the three of clubs is false, since the proposition

that Claire has the three of clubs is asserted of the situation where Max, Emily,

44For some helpful discussion of these notions, see Kratzer 2019, sections 6 and 7.
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and Sophie are playing cards, and the proposition is false at that situation, even

though the same proposition is true at the situation where Claire and Emily are

playing cards. If the speaker had asserted the same proposition of the situation

where Claire and Emily are playing cards, the assertion would have been true, or

so is the idea.45

The situation an assertion aims to describe—the situation the assertion “is

about” (Kratzer 2019)—is sometimes called the Austinian topic situation, or for

short, topic situation.46 This topic situation is then assumed to be the situation

where an asserted proposition has to be true in order for the assertion to be true:

(18) Austinian Assertion. An assertion that p is true if and only if p is true at
the assertion’s topic situation.

How exactly the topic situation of an assertion is supposed to be determined is

somewhat unclear. Austin (1950) assumed that the topic situation of an assertion

(or statement) is determined by “demonstrative conventions” (p. 116). Unfor-

tunately, Austin doesn’t say much about these conventions. Austin assumes that

there are both verbal and non-verbal means of indicating what the topic situation

of a statement is. Austin mentions two examples of non-verbal means for indi-

cating the topic situation: pointing gestures, and secondly, in the case of signs,

the location of the sign. What Austin says about verbal means is not particularly

illuminating either.47

45See also Kratzer 2019, section 3.
46The label ‘topic situation’ is not Austin’s, as far as I know, but he is often credited with the

idea.
47See Austin 1950, p. 116, fn. 10: “[...] sentences contain words or verbal devices to serve both

descriptive and demonstrative purposes (not to mention other purposes), often both at once. [...]
A sentence as normally distinguished from a mere word or phrase is characterised by its con-
taining a minimum of verbal demonstrative devices (Aristotle’s ‘reference to time’); but many
demonstrative conventions are non-verbal (pointing, etc.), and using these we can make a state-
ment in a single word which is not a ‘sentence’. Thus, ‘languages’ like that of (traffic, etc.) signs
use quite distinct media for their descriptive and demonstrative elements (the sign on the post,
the site of the post). And however many verbal demonstrative devices we use as auxiliaries, there
must always be a non-verbal origin for these coordinates, which is the point of utterance of the
statement.” For Austin, descriptive conventions assign to sentences “types of situation, thing,
event, etc., to be found in the world” (p. 116); they are conventions that assign propositions to
sentences, we might say in the present framework.

25



2.3. Assertions and Situations

Barwise and Perry (1983, pp. 160–61) write that when a speaker makes a

statement, the speaker (or the statement) “is referring to” some actual situation,

and they assume that the statement is true if the situation referred to is as de-

scribed by the statement.48 It seems plausible that what a speaker refers to is a

matter of the speaker’s intentions. In that case, it would be the speaker’s mental

states that determine what the topic situation is. It is in general controversial

what aspects of the conversational setting determine parameters that can vary

from utterance to utterance. That the speaker’s intentions play a crucial role is a

widespread view.49 For now, I will therefore assume that it is also the speaker’s

intentions that determine the topic situation of that speaker’s assertions: roughly,

a situation s is the topic situation of an assertion if the speaker intends that the as-

sertion describes s. Later, I will briefly revisit the issue of whether each assertion

has one particular topic situation.50

An issue I will try to leave aside in the following discussion is vagueness.

It may well often be vague what the topic situation of an assertion is, as Barwise

and Etchemendy (1989) point out:

On the Austinian view, whenever we make a claim, it is a claim about
some situation or other. But obviously, even Austin himself would ad-
mit that it is seldom clear exactly what situation a person is referring
to. And indeed, the exact boundaries of the situation usually don’t
matter. (Barwise and Etchemendy 1989, p. 176; on p. 177, they call
this unclarity “vagueness”)

It may be vague which situation demonstrative conventions associate with an

assertion, and speakers may not always have a precise situation in mind when

making an assertion. What one should say about such cases is not obvious, but I

won’t discuss this issue in more detail here. Whatever one thinks about vagueness

48See similarly Elbourne 2013, p. 18, describing Kratzer’s view.
49A much-discussed example is the issue of how the referents of demonstrative pronouns are

determined by the context; for discussion of the role that e.g. pointing gestures and the speaker’s
intentions play in the case of demonstratives, see e.g. Kaplan 1989; Reimer 1992; Gauker 2008;
Stokke 2010; King 2014; Gauker 2019; Viebahn 2020.

50See section 5.6
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in general presumably also applies to the vagueness of topic situations, and I

won’t defend or assume a particular view about vagueness in what follows.

In this section, we have seen that according to the Austinian view, an asser-

tion is true just in case the asserted proposition is true at the topic situation of

the assertion. How exactly the topic situation of an assertion is determined is not

entirely clear. There may also be cases where speakers do not have a particular

situation in mind when they make an assertion. Whether this always makes the

assertion inappropriate is not obvious.

2.4 Schwarzian Update of Stalnakerian Contexts

In this section, I want to explore how one could combine the Stalnakerian view

according to which assertions aim to change a context set with the Austinian

view according to which assertions are meant to describe a topic situation, which

may be smaller than the entire world and which may also vary from assertion to

assertion.

Recall that on Stalnaker’s view, the context is a set of possible worlds; it is

the set of those possible worlds that are candidates for being the actual world,

given what has been accepted in the conversation. On the Austinian view, an

assertion does not always describe directly what the entire actual world is like;

first and foremost, it describes what the topic situation is like. Since the topic

situation is a part of the actual world, an assertion also describes what the actual

world is like, by describing what some part of it is like.

F. Schwarz (2009) suggests a way to combine these two perspectives. If an

assertion aims to describe a topic situation st, there is normally uncertainty in the

conversation about what the topic situation is like. After all, if it is already settled

what the topic situation is like, then there is no need to describe it any further;

any additional claim about what the topic situation is like would merely state
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again what has already been accepted in the conversation. How is uncertainty

about what the topic situation is like reflected in the context? Following Kratzer

(1989), Schwarz assumes that every situation is part of only one possible world.

But situations have counterparts at other worlds, Schwarz assumes. Let’s say

that γs,w is the counterpart of s at w.51 The context set is a set of worlds, and each

world has some counterpart of the topic situation as a part. If there is uncertainty

about what the topic situation is like, the counterparts of the topic situation that

are part of the worlds of the context differ from each other in certain ways. For

instance, if it is not yet settled whether Mary is tired at the topic situation st,

then the context contains a world w where Mary is tired at γst ,w but also a world

w′ where it’s not the case that Mary is tired at γst ,w′ . If the speaker asserts some

claim p, about the topic situation st, we can rule out worlds from the context

based on what the counterpart of st at that world is like:

In uttering a sentence about a certain topic situation [...] we might
simply reduce the context set in such a way that we exclude all those
worlds in which the counterpart of the topic situation does not have
the property attributed to it by the expressed proposition. (F. Schwarz
2009, p. 170)

As the ‘might’ suggests, Schwarz is less than fully committed to this idea, and

he doesn’t spell it out in great detail. But it seems to me to be the most straight-

forward way to combine Stalnaker’s view and the Austinian perspective. Here is

how this way of updating the context could be formalized:

(19) Schwarzian Update. c[p] = c∩ {w : p(γst ,w) = 1}

This rule says that to update a context c with a proposition p, aimed at describing

a topic situation st, we exclude from c all those worlds w where p is not true at

γst ,w, the counterpart of st at w.

51Does every situation have exactly one counterpart at every world? Schwarz seems to assume
that this is the case, but doesn’t argue for this, as far as I know. For now, I adopt Schwarz’s
assumption.
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This update rule leaves open how presuppositions should be treated. Recall

that on Stalnaker’s view, presuppositions of an assertion have to be true at all

worlds of the context that the assertion aims to update. According to Schwarz,

presuppositions also have to be satisfied by the context that one tries to update,

but they don’t have to be true at the entire worlds that are in the context; instead,

they merely have to be true at all counterparts of the topic situation that are in the

context.52 If we assume that presuppositions are modelled as truth-value gaps,

we can express the constraint more formally as follows:

(20) Presuppositional Constraint (Schwarz). If p is true or false at a situation s
only if q is true at s, then c[p] is defined only if ∀s′(∃w(w ∈ c∧s′ = γst ,w)→
q(s′) = 1)

The Schwarzian view retains much of Stalnaker’s account of the context. The

context is still simply a set of possible worlds. As before, the context only keeps

track of which worlds are candidates for being the actual world. What is different

is the way in which worlds are ruled out as candidates: not directly on the basis

of what is true or false at these worlds but on the basis of what is true or false at

some part of them.

That the view is so similar to Stalnaker’s means that the context does not

directly keep track of what has been accepted about the topic situations discussed

in the conversation. Suppose that a speaker has asserted that p, describing a topic

situation st, and that nothing else has been accepted in the conversation yet. Then

the context c would be the set of all worlds w so that p is true at γst ,w. But we can’t

reconstruct from this set of worlds what has been accepted about st. What has

been accepted about st is that it is one of the situations in the set cst :

(21) cst = {s : ∃w(s = γst ,w ∧ p(s) = 1)}

This is the set of all candidates for being st. Given what has been accepted in

52See F. Schwarz 2009, p. 171. Schwarz assumes that there is an alternative, namely that the
presupposition is true at all counterparts in the context of some “contextually supplied situation”
(F. Schwarz 2009, p. 171); this alternative isn’t relevant for present purposes and so I ignore it
here.
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the conversation so far, any situation in cst might be the situation st, and any

situation not in cst has been ruled out. For any set of situations a, let ↑W a be

the set of worlds that have some part in a. If W is the set of all worlds (i.e. all

maximal situations), we can define ↑W a as follows:

(22) ↑W a = {w : w ∈W ∧∃s(s ∈ a∧ s ≤ w)}

Since in our example, st is the only topic situation that has been discussed, the

Stalnakerian context c can be derived from cst : c is the set of all worlds that have

some part in st, that is, it is ↑W cst . But the reverse does not hold. We cannot

in general derive cst from c; that is, we cannot in general derive a unique set of

candidates for being the topic situation from a set of worlds. Suppose for instance

that c contains only one world, w1. Any set ci that contains only situations that

are part of w1 would generate c: for any such set ci , c would be the set of worlds

that have some part in ci , that is, ↑W ci = c. This is just a consequence of the fact

that sets of situations are generally more fine-grained than sets of worlds.

We can’t directly derive cst from c, but one might think that this isn’t a

problem. Two different reasons for why one might think that come to my mind.

Firstly, one might think that cst is of no particular interest, as we’re really only

interested in what the world as a whole is like, and so it is unproblematic that we

can’t derive cst from c. Secondly, one might think that cst can be derived from c

after all, albeit in a somewhat more complicated way.

First, a brief comment on the first reason. We can separate two ideas of the

Stalnakerian view. The first idea is that an assertion aims to reduce joint uncer-

tainty about what the thing the assertion describes is like. The second idea is that

the thing an assertion describes is the actual world. Taken together, we arrive at

the view that an assertion aims to reduce joint uncertainty about what the actual

world is like. From an Austinian point of view, we may agree with the first idea,

but we should reject the second idea, I think. According to the Austinian view,

an assertion describes first of all a topic situation, and this topic situation may
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not be the whole actual world. To be sure, by describing the topic situation, one

also describes what the actual world is like if (as is usually the case) the topic

situation is part of the actual world; but this is a derivative consequence, on the

Austinian view. If we combine the view that an assertion describes a topic situ-

ation with the first of the two Stalnakerian ideas, we arrive at the view that an

assertion aims to reduce joint uncertainty about what the topic situation is like.

The set cst is the set of all candidates for being the topic situation st. It captures

the interlocutors’ joint uncertainty about what the topic situation is like. Reduc-

ing uncertainty about what st is like translates into excluding certain candidates

from cst : we reduce the uncertainty by excluding candidates for being st from our

set of candidates. This is why the set of candidates for being the topic situation

plays an important role if we want to combine the Austinian view that asser-

tions describe topic situations with a broadly speaking Stalnakerian perspective

on context and assertion. This consideration is fairly abstract. More concrete

considerations for why the set of candidates for being the topic situation matters

may come from looking at the role it may play in explaining particular linguistic

phenomena. This is what I will turn to in the following chapters.

Now let me consider the second issue mentioned above: the claim that

cst can after all be derived from the Stalnakerian context, albeit in a somewhat

more complicated way. As Stalnaker emphasizes, the context does not just con-

tain information asserted by the interlocutors; other things may become common

ground, too. For example, it may be common ground in a conversation that it is

raining, and therefore true at all worlds of the context, simply because the inter-

locutors are standing in the rain and not because someone has said so. Claims

about the conversation itself may also be common ground even if not asserted

by anyone.53 One might therefore assume that if some situation st is the topic

53See e.g. Stalnaker 1998, p. 5: “the information presumed to be common will also include
facts about the discourse that is currently taking place, since when one is engaged in a conversa-
tion, one can normally take for granted that speakers and hearers are aware that the conversation
is taking place, that speakers are saying what they are saying in the way they are saying it. And
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situation of an assertion, it is at least generally also common ground that st is the

topic situation. And though we can’t infer cst directly from the set of worlds c, we

can derive cst from c together with the assumption that st is the topic situation,

as follows:

(23) cst = {s : ∃w(w ∈ c∧ s = γst ,w)}

That is, the set of candidates for being st is the set of all those situations s that

are the counterpart of st in some world of the context c. Given any topic situation

and context c, we can derive from c the set of all situations that are, according to

c, candidates for being that topic situation. If it is common ground that the topic

situation of the conversation is currently st, then every world in c is a world where

st is the current topic situation of the conversation. Since then c itself tells us that

st is the topic situation, we can derive from c the set cst , the set of candidates for

being the topic situation.

If this is on the right track, it would show that the Stalnakerian context

suffices to derive a representation of what is accepted about the topic situation.

Some doubts may remain. For example, if there are cases where it is not common

ground what the topic situation is, the common ground can’t be used so easily

to derive the set of candidates for being the topic situation. But perhaps we are

willing to make the assumption that it is also common ground what the topic

situation is, at least as a useful idealization.

Even if on some fundamental level, a Stalnakerian context is all one needs,

having a direct representation of what the interlocutors have accepted about the

topic situation may be useful. That a description on some level is more funda-

mental than a description on some other level does not mean that it is also more

perspicuous, in which case the less fundamental level of description may well

one can take for granted that everyone is taking these things for granted.” See also section 4 (pp.
10-12), on Kamp’s argument that the Stalnakerian context has not enough structure to account
for certain differences in felicity of pronominal anaphora.
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earn its keep.54 Moreover, it may not be entirely clear that the Stalnakerian con-

text really is more fundamental and that we should rely on it as basis to derive

sets of situations that are candidates for particular topic situations. Perhaps ac-

cepting claims about particular situations is somehow more fundamental, and

what interlocutors accept the world as a whole to be like can be derived from

what they accept about particular situations. It is not very clear to me what de-

pends on this issue. Be that as it may, I now want to pursue the idea that sets

of situations that may be smaller than whole possible worlds could play a useful

role in characterizing the dynamics of conversations. In the next sections, I will

try to develop this idea in some more detail, pointing out some of the available

choice points.

54This would, I think, be by and large in the spirit of Stalnaker’s work, as he does think that
“derived contexts” that are derived from the main context are of interest for some issues; see
e.g. Stalnaker 2014, section 4.2, where Stalnaker also seems open to the possibility that derived
contexts play a role in interpreting embedded sentences (an issue that will become relevant in
chapter 6).
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Chapter 3

Contexts as Sets of Situations

Suppose that a context is a set of situations, rather than a set of worlds, and

suppose that such a set somehow captures what has been accepted about some

situation. This rough idea could be developed in different ways. In this chapter, I

want to sketch some of the available options that I think are promising, not least

because I think they are fairly simple and natural. In this chapter, my focus is

on laying out these options rather than on arguing for or against a particular one

of them. The main aim is to show some of the choices we have when building

contexts out of situations. In later chapters, such contexts will be put to use.55

55There are a number of predecessors of the conceptions of context that I discuss in this chap-
ter. Apart from Schwarz’s view discussed in the foregoing chapter, another important predecessor
is Klinedinst and Rothschild (2012, pp. 162–65); to give a semantics for adverbs of quantification,
they suggest that a context is a set of pairs 〈w,s〉 of a world w and a situation s that is part of
w, where s “represent[s] something more like the topic of conversation, rather than simply the
speech-act situation” (p. 164, fn. 38); on their view, at least some updates exclude pairs from
a context depending on whether a proposition is true at the situation of the pair; interestingly,
they suggest in a footnote (p. 164, fn. 37) that the set of pairs of a world and a situation could be
replaced simply with a set of situations, but don’t elaborate on that idea; as far as I can tell, the
situations in their contexts are not minimal in the way I suggest below for what I call minimal
contexts. As I briefly discuss in fn. 118 in section 4.3.1, Portner (1992) also has situations in
the context. As far as I can tell, the situations in the context are also generally not minimal in
the way I suggest for minimal contexts (see p. 57 for Portner’s notion of context and pp. 68-9
for Portner’s context update rules). There are also dynamic semantic theories that use “discourse
events” (Partee 1984, p. 243; see also Hinrichs 1986) in their discourse representations (which
one could think of as a kind of context), in order to model temporal anaphora; comparing those
interesting views in detail to the view suggested here would go beyond the limits of this thesis,
but see fn. 198 in section 5.6. Another interesting predecessor of the view I have developed in this
thesis is Milward (1996), who suggests a dynamic semantics for definite terms, with situations,
to explain some of the same data; as far as I can tell, his contexts and the way they are updated
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One choice concerns whether a context is about a particular situation. Take

for example a Stalnakerian context. There’s a sense in which a Stalnakerian con-

text is about a particular world, usually the actual world: the worlds in a Stal-

nakerian context are the worlds that are treated as candidates for being the actual

world, and by excluding candidates from the set, the interlocutors narrow down

what they take the actual world to be like. If the actual world is among the candi-

dates, the context is accurate; if the actual world is not among the candidates, the

interlocutors have made some false assumption about what the world is like, and

the context is inaccurate. A context that is a set of situations could similarly be

about a particular situation, which we could call the topic situation of the context.

Usually, the topic situation would be an actual situation: some part of the actual

world. The set would represent what this situation is like according to what the

interlocutors have accepted. If the topic situation is as the context represents it

to be, the context is accurate; otherwise, the context is inaccurate. I will call such

a context definite.

Contexts don’t have to be definite; they could also be indefinite. An indefi-

nite context would be a context that does not represent any particular situation

as being (taken to be) a certain way. An indefinite context is accurate if some

actual situation or other is as the context represents it to be, and it is inaccurate

if no actual situation is as represented by the context. An indefinite context does

not have a topic situation, as there is no particular situation it is supposed to

describe.

On the Austinian view of assertions that we encountered above, each asser-

are very similar to the way (definite, I think) minimal contexts on my view are updated: contexts
are situations that are expanded via update (where what Milward calls a situation is (or is more
like) a set of situations). A detailed comparison with the account I have developed here would
be interesting; their predictions may turn out to be very similar; let me just briefly mention two
differences: (i) Milward’s semantics is thoroughly dynamic in the sense that the meaning of a sen-
tence is taken to be a function from contexts to contexts, (ii) Milward treats definite descriptions
as quantifiers (entailing uniqueness). A more recent dynamic semantic account of definites, also
using situations to build contexts, has been suggested in very interesting unpublished work by
Kirkpatrick (2019); this account is also similar to the one I have developed here, and it will be
interesting to compare the two in future research.
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tion describes a particular situation, the assertion’s topic situation. By asserting

something, the speaker describes the topic situation as being a certain way. This

view of assertion seems to match the view of contexts as definite. An assertion

describes what its topic situation is like and, if accepted, makes a contribution

to the context with the very same topic situation, which captures what has been

accepted about that situation. But we have already seen in section 2.3.2 that it’s

not entirely clear how the topic situation of an assertion is determined, and one

might doubt whether there is always a particular situation an assertion aims to

describe. If some assertions describe not a particular situation but some situation

or other, what they contribute to the conversation may be better captured by in-

definite contexts, which is why I think indefinite contexts are worth exploring as

well.

Here is a slightly different way to think of the distinction between definite

and indefinite contexts. We could think of contexts as properties of situations

that are supposed to hold of some situation. A Stalnakerian context is supposed

to hold of the actual world. If the actual world has the property, the context is

accurate.56 A definite context is supposed to hold of a particular actual situation,

its topic situation. If the topic situation has the property, the context is accurate.

An indefinite context is supposed to hold of some actual situation, but there is

no particular situation it is supposed to hold of. If some actual situation or other

has the property, the context is accurate. In the case of Stalnakerian contexts, it

makes little difference if we think of them as definite or indefinite, as there is

only one actual situation that could verify the context, namely the actual world;

there is only one actual situation the context could hold of. But if contexts char-

acterise situations that may be smaller parts of the actual world, there is room for

a substantial difference between thinking of contexts as definite or indefinite, as

there could be more than one actual situation a context holds of.

56The property is then modelled as or identified with a set of worlds, and the actual world has
the property just in case it is in the set.
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In what follows, I want to explore different types of definite and indefi-

nite contexts in some more detail. First, I will consider two types of indefinite

contexts, before I move on to different kinds of definite contexts.

3.1 Indefinite Contexts

3.1.1 Non-Minimal Contexts

An indefinite context doesn’t describe a particular situation. A context is a set of

situations, and I assume that an indefinite context is accurate just in case some

situation it contains is actual:

(24) Accuracy of Indefinite Contexts. A context c is accurate just in case some
s ∈ c is actual.

If the context of a conversation is c, the interlocutors accept that at least some

situation in c is actual. For instance, if the context contains only situations in

which there is a cat, the interlocutors accept that there is some actual situation in

which there is a cat. This basic idea still leaves some room for which situations

should be in a context. I’ll sketch one option in this section, and another one in

the next section.

For each option, I will say (1) which set of situations is the empty context,

and (2) how a context changes if a proposition is accepted in that context. An

empty context is a context representing a conversation where nothing yet has

been accepted, and which is therefore guaranteed to be accurate. On the Stal-

nakerian view, the empty context is the set of all worlds. In this context, no world

is ruled out as candidate for being the actual world; the actual world is guaran-

teed to be in the context, and so the context is guaranteed to be accurate. For the

situation-based view, a similar option is to assume that the empty context c◦ is

the set of all situations S:

(25) Empty Context. c◦ = S
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If the context is the set of all situations, the context is accurate just in case any

situation is actual. Some situations are actual, and so the empty context is guar-

anteed to be accurate. In addition to saying what the empty context is, we have to

specify how the context changes if some claim is accepted in the context. That is,

we have to specify how the context is updated. On Stalnaker’s view, a context is

updated with a claim p by excluding all worlds from the context in which p is not

true. Here is an analogous update rule we could adopt for indefinite contexts:

(26) Intersective Update. c[p] = c∩ {s : p(s) = 1}

According to this rule, if a proposition p is accepted, we exclude from the old

context c all those situations in which p is not true. Only situations where p is

true remain in the context. Let’s call indefinite contexts that are construed in the

way just sketched non-minimal (indefinite) contexts.

Let’s consider an example. Suppose we begin with the empty context c◦ and

then accept that there is a cat. To update c◦, we exclude all those situations from

c◦ where it’s not the case that there is a cat. The situations which remain are all

situations in which there is a cat. Therefore, the updated context is accurate just

in case some situation in which there is a cat is actual. Some situations in the

updated context contain exactly one cat, others contain more than one cat, but all

contain at least one.

On Stalnaker’s view, if a world is excluded from the context, that world is

ruled out as candidate for being actual. On the present view, if some situation is

not in the context, it doesn’t follow that this situation has been ruled out as being

part of the actual world. The situations in the context are candidates for being

actual, but the situations that are not in a context have not in general been ruled

out as candidates for being actual. A situation that is not in the context may be

actual as long as it is part of the same world as another situation that is in the

context. A situation s is ruled out as actual if no situation in the context is part of

a world of which s is also a part. Any world that contains a situation that is in the
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context may be the actual world, and so any part of such a world may be actual,

even if that part is not itself in the context. But if a situation is not part of any

world that may be the actual one, it has been ruled out as actual.

3.1.2 Minimal Contexts

The second option for building indefinite contexts that I want to discuss also

assumes that a context is accurate just in case some situation it contains is actual,

and it also assumes that the empty context is the set of all situations:

(27) Empty Context. c◦ = S

As before, the empty context is guaranteed to be accurate, as it surely contains

at least some actual situation. The view differs with regards to how contexts are

updated. The rough idea is that these contexts should contain situations that are

just big enough so that what has been accepted is true but are not bigger than

that. Whenever new information is accepted, the situations in the context have

to be expanded in such a way that the newly accepted information becomes true

at the situations of the context.

Here is how I suggest such contexts are updated. Recall that for any set a,

↓ a was defined as the set containing all the smallest members of a:

(28) ↓ a = {s : s ∈ a∧¬∃s′(s′ ∈ a∧ s′ < s)}

Now consider the following update rule:

(29) Minimal Update. c[p] =↓ {s : ∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s∧ p(s))}

If a context c is updated with a proposition p, the updated context c[p] is the set

of all the smallest situations s that expand some situation s′ of c in such a way

that p is true at s. Let’s call indefinite contexts construed in the way just sketched

minimal (indefinite) contexts.

We can reformulate the update rule for minimal contexts more briefly by

introducing some new notation. For any set of situations c, let ↑ c be the set of all
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those situations that have some situation as part that is in c:

(30) ↑ c = {s : ∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s)}

In other words, ↑ c is the set of all expansions of some situation in c. The update

rule (29) can be reformulated as follows:

(31) c[p] = ↓ {s : s ∈ ↑ c∧ p(s)}

That is, c updated with p is the set of all the smallest expansions of some situation

in c where p is true. Or suppose we identify a proposition p with the set of

situations in which p is true; then we can reformulate the rule even more briefly

as:

(32) c[p] = ↓ (↑ c∩ p)

That is, c[p] is the set of the smallest situations that are in the intersection of ↑ c

and p.

Let’s look again at the example that we also considered for non-minimal

contexts. Suppose once again that we begin with the empty context, c◦, and up-

date it with the claim that there is a cat. The updated context contains the small-

est of those situations that expand some situation of c◦ in such a way that there is

a cat in the expanded situation. The situations that expand some situation of c◦ in

such a way that there is a cat at the expanded situation are simply the situations

in which there is a cat.57 The smallest of those situations are the minimal situa-

tions in which there is a cat. Thus, the updated context is the set of all minimal

situations in which there is a cat.

Compare this minimal context with its corresponding non-minimal con-

text, which we encountered in the last section. The non-minimal context con-

tains all situations in which there is a cat, not just the minimal ones. Minimal

57Any situation that expands some situation in such a way that there is a cat at the expanded
situation is a situation in which there is a cat. And any situation in which there is a cat is a
situation that expands some situation in such a way that there is a cat at the expanded situation,
since any situation is a (trivial) expansion of itself.
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situations in which there is a cat each contain just one cat and nothing else; non-

minimal situations in which there is a cat may also contain other things. The

minimal context is accurate just in case some minimal situation in which there

is a cat is actual. Some minimal situation in which there is a cat is actual just

in case some situation in which there is a cat is actual.58 Therefore, in this par-

ticular example, the minimal context is accurate just in case its corresponding

non-minimal context is accurate. If a minimal context were always accurate just

in case its corresponding non-minimal context is accurate, the choice between

the two ways of construing contexts would not seem to matter much. But, as I

discuss in the next section, there are cases where the two approaches could come

apart.

3.1.3 On Persistence and Presuppositions

Recall from section 2.3.1 that one can distinguish between propositions that are

persistent and propositions that aren’t:

(33) Persistence. A proposition p is persistent iff for all situations s, if p is true
at s, p is true at all situations s′ s.t. s ≤ s′.59

According to this definition, a persistent proposition that is true at some situation

s is also true at any expansion of s. By contrast, a non-persistent proposition is

true at some situation s but not true at some expansion of s. As long as all the

propositions that a context is updated with are persistent, the minimal context is

accurate just in case the corresponding non-minimal context is accurate.60

58A minimal situation in which there is a cat is a situation in which there is a cat. And if a
non-minimal situation in which there is a cat is actual, then some minimal situation in which
there is a cat is also actual, since the non-minimal situation with a cat has a minimal situation
with a cat as proper part, and any part of an actual situation is also actual.

59See e.g. Barwise and Perry 1983, Kratzer 1989.
60As before, I’m also assuming that the propositions we’re dealing with have minimal situ-

ations at which they are true. I also assume that the propositions have no truth-value gaps; I
discuss the role of such gaps further below. Let c[p]m be c updated with p by Minimal Update,
and let c[p]i be c updated with p by Intersective Update. Then c◦[p1]m...[pn]m is accurate just in
case ci[p1]i ...[pn]i is accurate, given that p1, ..., pn are persistent. The context ci[p1]i ...[pn]i is the
set of all situations in which p1, ..., pn are all true. Since p1, ..., pn are persistent, p1, ..., pn are
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But if some of the accepted propositions are not persistent, minimal and

non-minimal contexts may diverge: one may be accurate even though the other

one isn’t. To illustrate this, consider the following toy example. Suppose that

there are only two situations s1 and s2, and that s1 is a proper part of s2, and

consider two propositions p and q with the following truth values:

p(s1) = 1, p(s2) = 0, q(s1) = 0, q(s2) = 1

The proposition p is not persistent, as it is true at s1 but false at s2, of which s1 is

a part. Assume that the conversation begins with the context c = {s1, s2}.61 Now

consider what happens if we update c first with p and then with q. The update

for non-minimal contexts proceeds by intersection: c[p] = {s1}, since p is true at s1

but not at s2; c[p][q] = ∅, since q is not true at s1. The minimal update, however,

proceeds differently. As before, c[p] = {s1}, but now the reason is that s1 is the

only situation that expands some situation in c (namely, s1 itself) in such a way

that p is true at the expanded situation. But c[p][q] = {s2}, since s2 is the only

situation expanding s1 (which is the only situation in c[p]) in such a way that q is

true. Whereas c[p][q] is the empty set if update is intersective, it is {s2} if update is

minimal. The context that is the empty set is guaranteed to be inaccurate. (Only

contexts that contain situations contain actual situations.) The context that is {s2}

is accurate just in case s2 is an actual situation. Thus, the two ways of construing

contexts, minimal and non-minimal, can lead to different results if some of the

propositions involved are not persistent.

A second difference may arise if we consider presuppositions. Recall the

true at all s in c◦[p1]m...[pn]m, and so the situations in c◦[p1]m...[pn]m are a subset of the situations
in c◦[p1]i ...[pn]i . Therefore, if c◦[p1]m...[pn]m contains an actual situation and is thus accurate,
c◦[p1]i ...[pn]i also contains an actual situation and is thus accurate as well. And if c◦[p1]i ...[pn]i is
accurate and so some situation s in c◦[p1]i ...[pn]i is actual, s has a situation s′ as a part that is in
c◦[p1]m...[pn]m, which is therefore also accurate.

61Since s1 and s2 are assumed to be the only situations, this would be the empty context. If one
is worried that this set-up violates Supplementation (see fn. 67 below), one may add that there is
another situation, s3, that is also a proper part of s2, but s3 is not part of s1 and s1 isn’t part of s3,
and p(s3) = q(s3) = 0.
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Stalnakerian view that presuppositions of an assertion impose constraints on the

context the assertion aims to change. In particular, consider the view that truth-

value gaps impose such constraints. For Stalnaker’s contexts, which are sets of

worlds, the suggestion is that if p is true or false at a world w only if q is true at

w, c[p] is defined only if q is true at all worlds of c.62 For contexts built out of

situations, we could similarly assume that presuppositions have to be true at all

situations in the context that we’re trying to update:

(34) Presuppositional Bridge. If a proposition p is true or false only if q is true,
c[p] is defined only if ∀s(s ∈ c→ q(s) = 1)

Consider again a toy example in which there are two situations s1 and s2, with s1

being a proper part of s2, and consider again two propositions p and q, now with

the following truth values:

p(s1) = p(s2) = 1, q(s1) = 1, q(s2) , 1, q(s2) , 0

Consider the context c = {s1, s2}. If c is updated with p, the resulting context

is either cnon−min = {s1, s2} (by Intersective Update) or cmin = {s1} (by Minimal

Update).63 Assuming the Presuppositional Bridge, cnon−min cannot be updated

with q, since q is not true or false at s2 and so not true or false at all situations

in cnon−min; the context does not satisfy the presupposition of q. By contrast, cmin

can be updated with q, since it doesn’t contain s2, and q is true or false at s1.

The divergence is again due to a failure of persistence, one might think; q

is not persistent, as it is true at s1 but not true at a situation of which s1 is a part.

But a small variation of the example shows that non-persistence isn’t essential.

Suppose that the example is as before, except that q is false at s1 rather than true.

This change has no effect on the first step, the update with p. And as before,

62See the Stalnakerian Bridge (11) in section 2.2
63In the case of Minimal Update, s2 does not remain in the context, since p is also true at s1,

and s1 is a proper part of s2; we only keep the smallest expansions in which p is true, and so s2 is
excluded from the context.
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cnon−min can’t be updated with q, since it contains s2, but cmin can be updated

with q, since it doesn’t contain s2.64 But in this case, q may be persistent for all

we’ve assumed. Since q isn’t true at s1, q’s failure to be true at s2 doesn’t make

it non-persistent. What is crucial is that q is neither true nor false at a situation

that has a part where q is true or false. That is, q fails to be what we could call

T-or-F-persistent:

(35) T-or-F-Persistence. A proposition p is T-or-F-persistent iff for all situations
s, if p is true or false at s, p is true or false at all situations s′ s.t. s ≤ s′.

That a proposition is not persistent is neither necessary nor sufficient for its not

being T-or-F-persistent. If we update contexts with propositions that are not T-or-

F-persistent, non-minimal and minimal contexts can come apart, since a context

updated minimally may satisfy presuppositions that are not satisfied if updated

intersectively. If the propositions involved are all T-or-F-persistent, such cases

don’t arise.65

Minimal and non-minimal indefinite contexts both contain situations that

are candidates for being actual, and they are both accurate just in case some sit-

uation they contain is actual. But they are updated in different ways. A non-

minimal context is updated with a proposition by excluding all those situations

from the context in which the proposition is not true. A minimal contexts is up-

dated with a proposition by first expanding the situations in the context in such

a way that the proposition is true at the expanded situations, and then taking

the smallest of the expanded situations. If the propositions involved are persis-

tent and T-or-F-persistent, minimal contexts are accurate just in case their cor-

responding non-minimal contexts are. But if the propositions involved are not

64The result of updating cmin with q is the empty set, but this is not an essential feature of the
case.

65Assume that all propositions involved are T-or-F-persistent. All situations in a non-minimal
context c◦[p1]i ...[pn]i have some situation in the corresponding minimal context c◦[p1]m...[pn]m
as a part. If q is true or false at all situations in the minimal context c◦[p1]m...[pn]m, and q is T-
or-F-persistent, then q is also true or false at all situations of which the situations in the minimal
context are part; thus, a is true or false at all situations in the corresponding non-minimal context.
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persistent or not T-or-F-persistent, minimal and non-minimal contexts may di-

verge, as we’ve seen in this section.

3.1.4 The Empty Minimal Context

Before I move on to discuss definite contexts, I want to say a little bit about the

empty minimal context. Above, I assumed that the empty context is the set of

all situations, for both minimal and non-minimal contexts. In the case of non-

minimal contexts, this is a natural choice, since context update proceeds by in-

tersection. For any context c, the interlocutors assume that some situation in c

is actual, and the context is updated by excluding situations from c: fewer and

fewer situations remain in the context, and so the range of situations at least one

of which is assumed to be actual is narrowed down. Minimal update works dif-

ferently. Here the idea is that the situations in the context are just big enough

so that what has been accepted is true at them. When some claim p is accepted

in a context c, we expand the situations in c in such a way that p is true at the

expanded situations, and only the smallest situations expanded in that way form

the new context. In general, the situations in the context become bigger and big-

ger. One might therefore expect that, when nothing has been accepted yet, the

context should not contain all situations whatsoever. Sure, if nothing has been

accepted, then trivially everything that has been accepted is true at any situation.

But the set of all situations contains not just the smallest such situations, and

so the assumption that the set of all situations is the empty context is not in the

spirit of minimal updates. Note also that if we update the set of all situations

minimally with some proposition p, and p is not only true at entire worlds but

also true at some smaller situations, then some situations in the empty context

are bigger than the situations in the updated context: some situations in c◦[p] are

proper parts of some situations in c◦. This never happens for subsequent updates,

where the situations remain the same or grow.
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To avoid this, we could assume that the empty minimal context is not the

set S of all situations but instead the set of all the smallest situations, that is, the

set of all situations that have no proper part:

(36) Empty Minimal Context. c◦ = ↓ S

If every situation has some smallest situation as a part, then so does every ac-

tual situation, and so ↓ S contains actual situations; the empty minimal context

would therefore be guaranteed to be accurate. And if every situation has a small-

est situation as a part, then every situation either is a smallest situation or is

an expansion of a smallest situation. Accordingly, the situations in any context

would never shrink when we update the context minimally; the situations would

always either remain the same or become bigger.

One might wonder whether every situation really has a smallest situation as

a part and if so, what all these smallest situations are like. Kratzer (1989), for ex-

ample, suggests that possible situations are “made up of possible states of affairs”

(p. 614), where “a state of affairs is a particular’s having a ‘property’ (‘property’

in the sense of monadic universal), or two or more particulars standing in some

‘relation’ (‘relation’ in the sense of a polyadic universal)” (p. 613).66 On this view,

all situations contain individuals; even the smallest situations would contain at

least one individual having at least one property.

Alternatively, we could assume that situations have empty situations as

parts: parts that don’t contain any individuals. Perhaps each non-empty situation

has an empty situation as proper part, and perhaps empty situations themselves

don’t have proper parts. On this view, the smallest situations would be the empty

situations, and so the empty minimal context ↓ S would be the set of all empty

situations. If every situation has an empty situation as a part, then so does ev-

ery actual situation. Since parts of actual situations are also actual, some empty

66See, similarly, Elbourne 2013, p. 23. As far as I can tell, the claim that all situations contain
individuals doesn’t follow from Kratzer’s formal constraints on the ontology of situations (see
Kratzer 1989, pp. 614–15).

46



3.1. Indefinite Contexts

situations are actual, and so the empty context would again be guaranteed to be

accurate.

The assumption of such empty situations raises some tricky issues. One

might wonder how many of them there are. One could hold that there is only

one empty situation in each possible world. If we assume that every situation has

an empty part, and there is only one empty situation in each world, the empty

situation that is part of some world would then be part of every situation that is

part of this world. This would mean that all situations that are part of the same

world would overlap, that is, any two situations that are part of the same world

would have some part in common.67 Alternatively, we could assume that worlds

may have more than one empty situation as part, and that an empty situation is

in general not part of every situation of the world to which it belongs. That way,

we could avoid the conclusion that all situations that belong to the same world

overlap. But considering such a view, one might wonder what distinguishes two

empty situations that are part of the same world.68

67If one assumes that in each world, there is a situation that is part of every situation of that
world, one has to be careful which other principles one assumes govern the structure of situ-
ations. This is well-known from standard mereology. Consider the following principle, often
called Supplementation: ∀s∀s′(s < s′→∃s′′(s′′ ≤ s′∧¬s′′ ◦s)), where for any situations s and s′ , s◦s′
iff ∃s′′(s′′ ≤ s∧s′′ ≤ s′), that is, iff s and s′ overlap. If in every world, some situation is part of every
situation of that world, then all situations that are part of the same world overlap. Given Sup-
plementation, it follows that no situation has proper parts. (See e.g. Varzi 2016 and Niebergall
2011, p. 275, for discussion in the context of standard mereology. Standard mereology accepts
Supplementation but rejects the claim that there is a null object, that is, an object that is part
of every other object.) But situation semanticists generally seem to think that some situations
have proper parts, and so they would have to reject Supplementation if they accept that in every
world, some situation is part of every other situation of that world. Note that in his truthmaker
semantics, Fine assumes that there is ‘a null state [...], which is the fusion of no states and which
is therefore part of every state” (Fine 2017, p. 628).

68We could, for example, assume that (i) every non-empty situation has some empty situation
as proper part, (ii) that empty situations have no proper parts, and (iii) that two situations overlap
only if they have some non-empty part in common. Then for any two non-empty situations s and
s′ that have no non-empty common part, there have to be distinct empty situations s′′ and s′′′ s.t.
s′′ is part of s but not s′ and s′′′ is part of s′ but not s. Suppose that there is a non-empty situation
s that has no non-empty proper parts. Then s has some empty situation s′ as a part. Unless there
is a second empty situation s′′ that is also part of s but doesn’t overlap with s′′ , we again would
have to reject Supplementation, since Supplementation requires that, if s′ is a proper part of s,
s has some other situation s′′ as part that doesn’t overlap with s′ ; if s′ were the only proper part
of s, this requirement would be violated. But the assumption that every such situation s has at
least two distinct empty situations as part seems odd at the very least. Therefore, even the view
that accepts that there is an abundance of empty situations seems to be somewhat in tension with
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Though interesting, I won’t pursue the issue of whether there are empty

situations and what they are like any further here. For the applications that I will

consider later, I think it makes little difference whether we take the empty mini-

mal context to be the set of all situations or the set of all the smallest situations,

and it also makes little difference whether the smallest situations are empty or

non-empty. Therefore, I won’t try to settle this issue here. For the sake of con-

creteness, I will assume that there is a suitable (non-empty) set of all the smallest

situations that can serve as the empty minimal context. In the next section, I

move on to discuss definite contexts.

3.2 Definite Contexts

Just like an indefinite context, a definite context is a set of situations. A defi-

nite context differs from an indefinite context in that a definite context captures

information about a particular situation, its topic situation. As in the case of in-

definite contexts, we can distinguish between non-minimal and minimal definite

contexts.

3.2.1 Non-Minimal Contexts

A definite non-minimal context is a set of situations that contains all candidates

for being the topic situation: Any situation in the context is a candidate for being

the topic situation, and any situation not in the context has been ruled out as

candidate. Accordingly, a definite non-minimal context is accurate just in case

the topic situation is in the context:

(37) Accuracy of Definite Non-Minimal Contexts. A context c with topic situa-
tion st is accurate just in case st ∈ c.

As in the case of indefinite non-minimal contexts, update of definite non-minimal

Supplementation.
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contexts proceeds by intersection, and so the update rule is the same, repeated

here from (26):

(38) Intersective Update. c[p] = c∩ {s : p(s) = 1}

When we update a context c with a proposition p, we exclude all those candidates

for being st from c where p is not true. As for the empty context, we could again

assume that the empty context is the set of all situations:

(39) Empty Definite Non-Minimal Context. c◦ = S

This would mean that any situation is a candidate for being the topic situation st

if we haven’t accepted anything about what st is like. Perhaps one might think

that not all situations are candidates for being st and that only those situations

that are counterparts of st are true candidates for being st. For any two situations

s and s′, let psCs′q express that s′ is a counterpart of s. Then the empty context

could be as follows:

(40) Restricted Empty Definite Non-Minimal Context. cr◦ = {s : stCs}

If every situation has at most one counterpart at each world, a context would

then contain at most one situation of each world. If the empty context were the

set of all situations, this would not generally be so. I’m not entirely sure if the

restriction to counterparts of the topic situation is desirable, in part because it’s

not clear to me which situations would count as counterparts of the topic situ-

ation. Counterpart relations are, after all, often assumed to be highly context-

sensitive.69 Note that we can always restrict a context to those situations that

are counterparts of the topic situation by updating the context with the claim

that the situation is a counterpart of the topic situation. That way, the restricted

69For example, by David Lewis, who made use of counterpart relations between individuals;
for an overview, see e.g. Hall, Rabern, and W. Schwarz 2021. Lewis did not take events (which
many think are similar to situations, and perhaps are a kind of situation; see e.g. Kratzer 2019)
to be world-bound and instead took them to be properties of spacetime regions. For a critical
discussion of Lewis’ view of events, see e.g. Kaiserman (2017), who argues that Lewis should
have adopted the view that events are world-bound states of affairs, related to events at other
worlds by context-dependent counterpart relations.
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empty context could be derived from the unrestricted empty context:

(41) c◦[λs.stCs] = S ∩ {s : stCs} = {s : stCs} = cr◦

Since we could always restrict contexts in this way if this turned out to be prefer-

able, beginning with the set of all situations as the empty context does at least

not seem like a serious disadvantage.

If definite non-minimal contexts only contain counterparts of the topic sit-

uation, and the only counterpart of the topic situation at the actual world is the

topic situation itself, then some actual situation is in the context just in case

the topic situation itself is in the context. In that case, it makes little difference

whether we take the context to be definite or indefinite, as the context would be

accurate under the same conditions, whether taken to be definite or indefinite.

However, if the situations in a definite context are not restricted to counterparts

of the topic situation or if more than one actual situation counts as counterpart

of the topic situation, then it does make a differerence whether we think of the

context as definite or indefinite, since the same set of situations may be accurate

if taken to be an indefinite context but inaccurate if taken to be a definite context.

Whereas the indefinite non-minimal context is accurate just in case some actual

situation is in the context, the definite non-minimal context is accurate just in

case the topic situation is in the context.

3.2.2 Minimal Contexts

As with indefinite minimal contexts, the idea of definite minimal contexts is that

the situations in them are just big enough so that what has been accepted is true at

them, but not bigger. Therefore, the topic situation of the context may be bigger

than the situations in the context, since the interlocutors may not have described

the topic situation in its entirety. This has consequences for how we should define

the conditions under which the context is accurate. What the interlocutors have
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accepted may accurately describe the topic situation even if more could be said

about that situation. An accurate description may be incomplete. Therefore, we

should not say that a definite minimal context is accurate just in case it contains

the topic situation. A better proposal is the following:

(42) Accuracy of Definite Minimal Contexts. A context c with topic situation st
is accurate just in case ∃s(s ∈ c∧ s ≤ st).

That is, a definite minimal context is accurate just in case some situation in the

context is part of the topic situation. In other words, the topic situation has to

extend some situation of the context. Or, put differently, the situations in the

context are candidates for being part of the topic situation, rather than for being

the topic situation.

As in the case of indefinite minimal contexts, we may assume that the

empty context is the set of all the smallest situations, and that update proceeds

by extending the situations in the context just enough so that what has been ac-

cepted is true:

(43) Empty Definite Minimal Context. c◦ = ↓ S
(44) Minimal Update. c[p] = ↓ {s : p(s)∧∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s)}

We begin with very small situations, the smallest ones, and then extend them so

that what we accept is true at the extended situations; we then take the smallest

of these extended situations, which gives us the updated context.

As in the case of definite non-minimal contexts, one might object that this

procedure would include too many candidates in the context, on the grounds

that all candidates for being part of the topic situation should at the very least be

part of a counterpart of the topic situation. If we wanted to accommodate this

concern, we could as a first step restrict the empty context. For any situations s

and s′, let’s say that s . s′ just in case s is part of some counterpart of s′, that is,

just in case ∃s′′(s′Cs′′ ∧ s ≤ s′′).70

70Cf. F. Schwarz 2009, p. 182, referring to a manuscript by Kratzer in footnote 29.
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(45) Restricted Empty Definite Minimal Context. cr◦ = ↓ {s : s . st}

This restricted empty context contains the smallest situations that are part of

some counterpart of the topic situation st. Only restricting the empty set isn’t

enough: when we update minimal contexts, the situations in the context grow,

and so choosing cr◦ as empty context doesn’t by itself ensure that the situations

in the context remain part of some counterpart of the topic situation once we

update the context. Update with some propositions may expand the situations so

much that even the smallest among the expanded situations are bigger than the

counterparts of the topic situation. The situations in the context would in that

case outgrow the (counterparts of the) topic situation.

If we want to make sure that the situations in the context remain parts of

counterparts of the topic situation even after update, we either have to restrict

what propositions we update the context with or we have to change how we up-

date the contexts. There are different ways we could do this. Here is a suggestion

for how we could change the update rule:

(46) Restricted Minimal Update. c[p] =↓ {s : s . st ∧ p(s)∧∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s)}

This is just like Minimal Update, except for the added requirement that the ex-

panded situations are part of some counterpart of the topic situation. An alter-

native would be to update the context only with propositions that are true only

at parts of counterparts of the topic situation. For any topic situation st, we could

convert a proposition p into an appropriately restricted proposition pres(st) as fol-

lows:

(47) pres(st) = λs.s . st ∧ p(s)

The restricted proposition pres(st) is true at s just in case p is true at s and s is

part of a counterpart of st.71 Since such restricted propositions are only true

71This restriction could also be implemented in the semantics of the language, for example
by assuming that there is a topic operator topic, interpreted as JtopicK = λs′ .λp〈s,t〉.λs.s . s′ ∧ p(s).
It takes a situation s′ and proposition p as input and gives the restricted proposition pres(s′) as
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at parts of counterparts of the topic situation, minimal update of the restricted

empty context leads to contexts that only contain situations that are also parts

of counterparts of the topic situation. That way, we would not have to change

Minimal Update into Restricted Minimal Updated.

As in the case of non-minimal contexts, I’m not sure whether such restric-

tions to parts of counterparts are really desirable, since, again, I’m not entirely

sure what this restriction achieves if we don’t know more about what the rele-

vant counterpart relation looks like. Therefore, I will by and large ignore these

restrictions in what follows. Since they could easily be added if desired, I don’t

think this simplification is problematic.

How are indefinite minimal and definite minimal contexts related? An in-

definite minimal context is accurate just in case it contains some actual situation.

By contrast, a definite minimal context is accurate just in case it contains some

part of the topic situation. If definite minimal contexts only contain parts of

counterparts of the topic situation, and the only actual counterpart of the topic

situation is the topic situation itself, then some actual situation is in the context

just in case the context contains some part of the topic situation. In that case, it

makes little difference whether we think of the context as definite or indefinite,

as their accuracy and inaccuracy coincide. The way the context is updated may,

however, differ, at least if definite minimal contexts are updated via Restricted

Minimal Update rather than Minimal Update, which is the update rule for in-

definite minimal contexts. If the situations in definite minimal contexts are not

restricted to parts of counterparts of the topic situation, or if the topic situation

isn’t its only actual counterpart, the two notions of accuracy for definite and in-

output. We could then assume that the structure of an unembedded sentence is always [[topic si]
S], where si is assigned the topic situation st by the variable assignment, and S is an expression of
propositional type 〈s, t〉. If S denotes the proposition p, then [[topic si] S] denotes, relative to an
assignment g, the restricted proposition pres(g(si )), restricted to parts of counterparts of the situa-
tion g assigns to si . This topic operator is very similar to Schwarz’s topic operator, see F. Schwarz
2009, p. 93, adopted with modifications from a manuscript by Kratzer, except that Schwarz’s
operator restricts the proposition to counterparts of the topic situation rather than to parts of
counterparts.
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definite contexts can come apart. Definite minimal contexts could then contain

actual situations that are not part of the topic situation, in which case the context

would count as accurate if taken to be indefinite but inaccurate if taken to be

definite. This is the same result we already encountered in the case of definite

and indefinite non-minimal contexts.72

How are definite non-minimal and definite minimal contexts related? Again,

this is similar to the case of indefinite non-minimal and indefinite minimal con-

texts. If the propositions involved are persistent and T-or-F-persistent, the choice

between non-minimal and minimal contexts does not seem to matter much. The

non-minimal context is accurate just in case its corresponding minimal context

is. Differences arise when some of the propositions we update with are not per-

sistent. Moreover, if we adopt again the idea that truth-value gaps impose con-

straints on update along the lines of (34) (repeated below as (48)), differences

between non-minimal and minimal contexts arise if propositions are not T-or-F-

persistent; that is, if propositions that are true or false at some situation s are

neither true nor false at some larger situation of which s is a part.

(48) Presuppositional Bridge. If p is true or false only if q is true, then c[p] is
defined only if ∀s(s ∈ c→ q(s) = 1)

The reasons are parallel to those in the case of indefinite contexts, due to the

update rules, which are the same for indefinite and definite contexts (or at least

almost the same if one adopts the Restricted Minimal Update rule for definite

minimal contexts). As in the case of indefinite contexts, definite non-minimal

contexts are updated by intersection whereas definite minimal contexts are up-

dated by minimally expanding the situations in the context. As a result, the

non-minimal contexts may contain situations that are not contained in the corre-

sponding minimal context (namely, situations that have some proper part that is

also contained in the non-minimal context). This is why a non-minimal context

72See above section 3.2.1.
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may fail to satisfy the constraint imposed by the Presuppositional Bridge even

when its corresponding minimal context does not satisfy it, at least if the proposi-

tions involved are not T-or-F-persistent. In addition, update with non-persistent

propositions may lead to different results. If a context has been updated intersec-

tively with some claim p, there is no way a situation where p isn’t true may find

its way into the context through subsequent updates. But if a context is updated

with a non-persistent claim p via (Restricted) Minimal Update, situations where

p is not true may find their way into the context at some later stage, as long as

these situations have some part where p is true. Accordingly, if p isn’t true at the

topic situation but true at some part of the topic situation, a non-minimal con-

text is inaccurate if updated with p, but a minimal context may still be accurate.

This is why, with non-persistent propositions, non-minimal and minimal definite

contexts may diverge, just like in the case of indefinite contexts.73

3.3 Conclusion

According to Stalnaker, an assertion aims to change the conversational context;

such a context is a set of worlds, and the worlds in the set are the interlocutors’

candidates for being the actual world. According to the Austinian view, an as-

sertion describes a situation which may be smaller than the entire world. In this

chapter, I have explored different ways to combine these two perspectives. I sug-

gested taking contexts to be sets of situations that capture what has been accepted

about some situation.

topic situation: yes topic situation: no

Intersective Update def. non-minimal context indef. non-minimal context

Minimal Update def. minimal context indef. minimal context

73See above section 3.1.3, on indefinite contexts.

55



3.3. Conclusion

A definite context captures what has been accepted about a particular situation,

its topic situation. Definite non-minimal contexts are accurate just in case the

topic situation is in the context, and they are updated with a claim p by inter-

section: by excluding all those situations from the context in which p is not true.

Definite minimal contexts are accurate just in case the topic situation has some

situation as part that is in the context; they are updated with a claim p by expand-

ing the situations in the context just enough so that p becomes true. Indefinite

contexts, by contrast, have no topic situation. An indefinite non-minimal context

is accurate just in case some actual situation is in the context; just like definite

non-minimal contexts, indefinite non-minimal contexts are updated by intersec-

tion. An indefinite minimal context is also accurate just in case some actual sit-

uation is in the context; just like the corresponding indefinite contexts, they are

updated by expanding the situations in the context minimally.

Definite contexts may serve to describe conversations in which there is a

particular situation the interlocutors aim to describe. Therefore, they fit well to-

gether with the Austinian view of assertion, according to which an assertion aims

to describe a particular situation. But there may not always be a particular sit-

uation the interlocutors aim to describe. Perhaps sometimes they describe some

situation or other without aiming to describe a particular situation. If there are

such cases, indefinite contexts could be used to describe what the interlocutors

accept.

Over the course of the following chapters, I want to put contexts built out of

situations to use. I will try to show that these contexts can be a useful pragmatic

addition to the toolbox of situation semantics. Along the way, I will also discuss

some of the challenges that arise when employing these contexts. A particular

focus will be on the use of minimal contexts.
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Chapter 4

Definite Descriptions and

Intersentential Anaphora

4.1 Static v. Dynamic Semantics

There is, as far as I can tell, no uncontroversial criterion for what makes a se-

mantics static or dynamic. One way of describing the difference goes as follows.

According to static semantic theories, the semantic content of a declarative sen-

tence is a proposition, something that can be true or false. According to dynamic

semantic theories, the semantic content of a declarative sentence is a so-called

context change potential, a recipe for how to change a context.74 Whereas a

proposition may be modelled as a function from certain parameters to truth val-

ues (e.g. functions from possible worlds or situations to truth values), a context

change potential may be modelled as a function from contexts to contexts.75

One important way to make progress deciding which type of semantics is

better is to consider particular linguistic phenomena and ask which theory pro-

74See e.g. K. Lewis (2014) for this way of drawing the distinction.
75There are many different semantic theories that have been called dynamic. A classic dynamic

semantic account is Heim 1982. Other dynamic theories are Discourse Representation Theory
(e.g. Kamp 2002, first published 1981) and Dynamic Predicate Logic (Groenendijk and Stokhof
1991), among many others. For a helpful introduction to Discourse Representation Theory and
Heim’s dynamic semantics, see e.g. Kadmon 2001, chapter 2.
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4.1. Static v. Dynamic Semantics

vides the better explanation—some kind of static semantic theory or some kind

of dynamic semantic theory. Indefinite and definite terms have been a crucial

test case. Indefinite terms are expressions such as ‘a cat’. Definite terms include

pronouns such as ‘she’ or ‘it’ and definite descriptions such as ‘the cat’ or ‘the

cats’. The complex behaviour of these terms has been an important motivation

for dynamic semantic theories, including for Heim’s (1982) dynamic semantics.

Heim provides a semantics for both indefinite and definite terms, with a partic-

ular focus on the ways in which these terms interact.

Situation semantics, understood broadly as any semantic theory that uses

situations in its ontology, could be either static or dynamic. However, an influ-

ential idea has been to use situations to provide a static account of indefinites

and definites, as a competitor to dynamic semantic theories.76 How successful

this situation semantic endeavour is remains a matter of debate. In what follows,

I will first provide some background on how situation semanticists have sug-

gested the semantics of definites works, focusing on definite descriptions. Then,

I will look at a particular kind of data that has motivated dynamic semantics but

that has not received a lot of attention by situation semanticists: intersentential

anaphora—anaphora that cross sentential boundaries, as in the following exam-

ple:

(49) There is a cat. The cat is hungry.

After explaining why these anaphora are challenging for (static) situation seman-

tics, I will explore whether contexts built out of situations could help situation

semantics deal with the challenge.

Before I move on to discuss definite descriptions in more detail, I want to

point out that most of the issues I will consider do not only arise for definite

descriptions but also for other definite terms, such as pronouns and demonstra-

tives. Prima facie, the definite description ‘the cat’ in (49) could be replaced with

76See e.g. Heim 1990a, Büring 2004, Elbourne 2005, 2013, 2016.
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4.1. Static v. Dynamic Semantics

the pronoun ‘it’ without changing the meaning substantially:

(50) There is a cat. It is hungry.

There are interesting and subtle differences between these different kinds of def-

inite terms. Sometimes, replacing a definite description with a pronoun would

make an example sound better, perhaps at least in part because pronouns are

shorter. Sometimes, replacing a definite that includes an overt noun with a pro-

noun makes the utterance worse, as in the following cases:

(51) a. John is married. His wife is nice.
b. John is married. She is nice.

(Heim 1982, section 5.3, formatting changed)

(52) a. John is a car owner. The car was very expensive.
b. John is a car owner. It was very expensive.

(53) a. Mary is married. Her wife is nice.
b. Mary is married. She is nice.

In both (51) and (52), the second example arguably sounds somewhat worse than

the first. And whereas ‘her wife’ in (53a) is easily understood as referring to

Mary’s wife, the pronoun ‘she’ in (53b) is more difficult to interpret, since it may

refer to Mary or to Mary’s wife. I only mention these comparisons to set them

aside. Exploring the differences between different types of definite terms won’t

be one of my topics, as doing so in detail would go beyond the limits of this thesis.

In spite of the differences, it is common to assume that the semantics of

pronouns and definite descriptions is similar, among both dynamic semanticists

and static situation semanticists.77 If this is on the right track, there is hope that

what one says about definite descriptions could also be said, with appropriate

changes, about other definite terms.

77See e.g. Elbourne 2013, chapter 10, for a situation semantic perspective, and Heim 1982,
chapter II, section 6, and chapter III, section 5, for a dynamic semantic view.
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4.2. On the Semantics of Definite Descriptions

4.2 On the Semantics of Definite Descriptions

4.2.1 Existence and Uniqueness

In this section, I will sketch a situation semantic approach to definite descrip-

tions. According to this approach, definite descriptions come with an existence

and uniqueness presupposition: ‘the cat’ triggers the presupposition that there

is exactly one cat, ‘the table’ triggers the presupposition that there is exactly one

table, and so on.78 This presupposition is often divided into two components:

an existence presupposition (e.g. the presupposition that there is a cat) and a

uniqueness presupposition (e.g. that there is at most one cat). There are good

reasons for this view. Imagine that there are two cats on a mat in front of a

speaker and her audience, and the speaker says:

(54) The cat is hungry.

Unless the speaker explains which of the two cats she wants to talk about, her

assertion is rather odd. One way to explain this is to assume that (54) presup-

poses that there is exactly one cat. Since it’s presumably common ground between

speaker and audience that there are two cats, the presupposition isn’t satisfied,

and so the utterance is infelicitous.

An important problem for the view that definite descriptions presuppose

uniqueness is that we all know that our world contains more than one cat. Nonethe-

less, many utterances of (54) seem perfectly fine. If the presupposition of (54)

were that there is exactly one cat in the entire world, that presupposition would

be obviously false, and it would be surprising that many utterances of (54) never-

theless seem fine. This challenge is sometimes called the problem of incomplete

descriptions.79

78The view that definite descriptions require existence and uniqueness has a long history going
back at least to Mill (1843) and later Frege (1884; 1892).

79See e.g. Ludlow 2018, section 5.3. An early discussion of the problem can be found in
Strawson 1950, pp. 332–33, as a critique of Russell’s account of definite descriptions. Strawson
suggests that a definite description such as ‘the table’ requires that there is “one table and no
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4.2. On the Semantics of Definite Descriptions

A popular response to this challenge is to assume that definite descriptions

are somehow implicitly restricted. An explicit restriction is a restriction that is

pronounced. For example, ‘the cat’ could be explicitly restricted by adding the

modifier ‘brown’, as in ‘the brown cat’. If there were only two cats, one brown

and the other one black, ‘the cat’ would have a false presupposition; this could be

avoided by using ‘the brown cat’ instead—by explicitly restricting the descrip-

tion. Now the idea is that, in addition to such explicit restrictions, there are

implicit, unpronounced, restrictions that may also affect whether the presuppo-

sitions of definite descriptions are true. This general idea has beeen made more

precise in different ways, with various suggestions for how implicit restriction

works. One suggestion is that the definite description is implicitly restricted to

a situation. In the case of (54), the idea would be that the sentence doesn’t pre-

suppose that there is exactly one cat in the entire world but rather that there is

exactly one cat in some relevant situation. This situation may be significantly

smaller than the entire world. Therefore, that there is exactly one cat at this situ-

ation may be true even if it isn’t true that there is exactly one cat in the world of

which s is a part. Consequently, the presupposition that is restricted to a situation

may be true even if there are millions of cats.80

4.2.2 Implementation

The idea that definite descriptions trigger an existence and uniqueness presuppo-

sition that is implicitly restricted to a situation can be implemented in different

more which is being referred to” (p. 332). Even Mill (1843) seems to be aware of the challenge
when he writes: “‘The king who succeeded William the Conqueror’ is also an individual name
[that is, a ‘name that can be truly affirmed [...] of only one thing’], because the meaning of the
words in it imply that there can’t be more than one person of whom it can be truly affirmed. Even
‘the king’, when the occasion or the context picks out the person of whom it is to be understood, can
fairly be regarded as an individual name” (Book I, Chapter 2, §3, emphasis mine).

80For the idea that definite descriptions are restricted to a situation, see e.g. Barwise and
Perry 1983. Mechanisms for implicit restriction are also employed in the semantics of other
expressions, in particular of quantifiers such as ‘every’. For a more recent discussion of domain
restriction in situation semantics, see e.g. F. Schwarz 2012. There are other approaches to domain
restriction; see e.g. Stanley and Szabó 2000 for an influential alternative.
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4.2. On the Semantics of Definite Descriptions

ways. A first choice concerns the semantic type of definite descriptions: definite

descriptions could be quantifiers or referential terms, which denote individu-

als.81 A second choice concerns the presupposition. As mentioned earlier, one

view is that semantic presuppositions of a sentence are conditions under which

the sentence is true or false.82 A different view is that the semantic content of a

sentence has multiple dimensions: the main, non-presuppositional content, and

a separate presuppositional content. This kind of view allows for the possibil-

ity that the main content is true or false even if the presuppositional content is

false.83

In his situation semantic account of definite descriptions, Elbourne (2013)

assumes that definite descriptions are referential and that their presuppositions

lead to truth-value gaps. In what follows, I adopt Elbourne’s view of definite de-

scriptions as basis for my account, not because I think that pursuing a quantifica-

tional semantics for definite descriptions is hopeless nor because I’m convinced

that truth-value gaps are unavoidable for developing an account of semantic pre-

suppositions. Elbourne’s account is to my knowledge the most detailed situation

semantic account of definite descriptions, and so it provides a promising start-

ing point when examining the prospects of using sets of situations as contexts to

complement a situation semantics of definite terms.

To implement the idea that definite descriptions are implicitly restricted to

a situation, Elbourne (2013, pp. 46–7) assumes that definite descriptions contain

an unpronounced situation variable—a variable that stands for a situation:

(55) [[The cat] si]

Here the ‘si ’ is the unpronounced situation variable with index i.84 All expres-

81Quantificational accounts of definite descriptions go back to Russell; see e.g. Russell 1905
and Russell 1919. An early view according to which definite descriptions denote individuals is
Frege 1892.

82See section 2.2
83For such multi-dimensional approaches, see e.g. Karttunen and Peters 1979 and Sudo 2012.
84On the assumption that natural languages contain situation variables, see also Kratzer 2019,

section 5. Elbourne’s semantics for definite descriptions is based on a suggestion from Barwise
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4.2. On the Semantics of Definite Descriptions

sions are interpreted relative to an assignment function, and the assignment

function assigns situations to the situation variables:

(56) JsiKg = g(i)85

The definite article ‘the’ introduces an existence and uniqueness presupposition,

which has to be satisfied at the situation that is assigned to the situation variable.

Following Heim and Kratzer (1998), Elbourne implements truth-value gaps with

the help of restrictions on the domains of the functions that serve as denotations.

The definite article receives the following denotation:

(57) JtheKg = λf〈e,st〉.λs : ∃!xf (x)(s).ιxf (x)(s)86

This denotation is a function with two arguments. It first combines with a func-

tion f to provide a function from situations to individuals:

(58) λs : ∃!xf (x)(s).ιxf (x)(s)

This function has as domain only those situations s that contain exactly one indi-

vidual x that is f at s. If a situation s is in its domain, and so there is exactly one

individual that is f at s, then (58), applied to s, is the unique individual x that is

f at s, that is, ιxf (x)(s).87

At this point, a word on the metalanguage may be in order. The ι-terms

of the metalanguage are assumed to denote individuals.88 A term of the form

and Perry 1983. For related accounts, see for example Heim 1990a; Percus 2000; Büring 2004;
Elbourne 2005.

85It is not clear to me whether on Elbourne’s view, assignment functions are partial or have to
be defined for all variables. I assume that they are partial functions from indices to individuals
or situations.

86See Elbourne 2013, p. 47, with minor changes. I assume that the metalanguage variables s,
si , ... range over situations; variables x, x1, ..., y, y1, ... etc. range over individuals. Cf. Heim
and Kratzer 1998, pp. 75, 81 for a similar semantics, which, however, doesn’t use situations to
restrict definite descriptions implicitly. The expression ‘∃!xf (x)(s)’ is used as abbreviation of
‘∃x(f (x)(s)∧∀y(f (y)(s)→ y = x))’.

87The assumption that definite descriptions are referring terms that denote individuals (as
suggested by Frege) rather than quantificational expressions (as Bertrand Russell argued) isn’t
essential to the idea that definite descriptions are implicitly restricted with a situation variable.
One could also develop a quantificational semantics on which ‘[[the cat] si]’ is a quantifier that
is restricted to a situation. (One option would be to claim that definite descriptions are essen-
tially existential quantifiers with a uniqueness presupposition; cf. e.g. the view developed in
Hawthorne and Manley 2012.)

88The use of the ι-operator to form expressions of referential type (denoting individuals) thus
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4.2. On the Semantics of Definite Descriptions

pιxφ(x)q has a denotation if and only if there is exactly one individual x that sat-

isfies the condition φ, that is, if and only if p∃!xφ(x)q; otherwise the term fails

to denote. If there is exactly one individual that satisfies the condition, pιxφ(x)q

denotes that individual.89 The metalanguage therefore contains expressions that

are undefined under certain conditions. As long as the domains of the denota-

tions of the object language are appropriately restricted, the ι-terms of the met-

alanguage are defined throughout the relevant domain. For example, the term

pιxf (x)(s)q is defined for every situation s that is in the domain of (58). If we

assume that the metalanguage term pιxf (x)(s)q is interpreted relative to that do-

main rather than relative to a larger domain, the term is guaranteed to be defined.

If, however, the domain were larger, the term would be undefined for some situ-

ations in the domain.

Nouns such as ‘cat’ or ‘table’ are assumed to denote functions of type 〈e, st〉,

that is, functions from individuals to functions from situations to truth values:90

(59) JcatKg = λx.λs.cat(x)(s)

The denoted function, applied to an individual x and a situation s, delivers the

truth value 1 (true) just in case x is a cat at s, and the value 0 (false) otherwise.

Complex expressions are assumed to have a syntactic structure that guides

the interpretation, which we might call its logical form. I assume that the syn-

tactic structures are binary-branching; every complex expression has (at most)

two immediate parts, also called its daughters, which may themselves be complex

expressions with further parts.91 For example, the complex expression ‘[[the cat]

si]’ has ‘the cat’ and ‘si ’ as its two daughters, and its daughter ‘the cat’ also has

differs from Russell’s use of the ι-terms. For a brief discussion, see e.g. Elbourne 2013, p. 48.
89We could say, if it has a denotation, pιxφ(x)q denotes x if and only if φ(x).
90Following Heim and Kratzer 1998, p. 75, the semantic types are understood as follows: in

order for a function to be of some type 〈x, t〉, the domain of the function has to be a (proper
or improper) subset of the domain Dx. We can therefore think of the function in two different
ways: (a) as a total function with a domain D, where D ⊆ Dx, and co-domain Dt , or (b) as a
partial function with domain Dx and co-domain Dt , defined only for those x ∈ Dx that are in D.
Sometimes, it makes no difference which perspective we assume.

91Binary branching structures are also assumed by Heim and Kratzer 1998 and Elbourne 2013.
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two daughters, the determiner ‘the’ and the noun ‘cat’. Generally, the interpreta-

tion of a complex expression is determined by its logical form, the interpretation

of its parts, and composition rules, which specify how the interpretation of cer-

tain complex expressions is determined by the interpretation of their parts. One

such composition rule is Functional Application:

(60) Functional Application (FA). If α is a branching node and {β,γ} the set of
its daughters, then, for any assignment a, α is in the domain of J Ka if both
β and γ are, and JβKa is a function whose domain contains JγKa. In this
case, JαKa = JβKa(JγKa). (Heim and Kratzer 1998, p. 105)

If an expression is not in the domain of the interpretation function J Ka, it has

no denotation (relative to the assignment a). If FA is the only composition rule,

and FA does not apply to a complex expression α, then there is no other rule that

could determine a denotation for α, and so α has no denotation. This could hap-

pen if either daughter has no denotation or if the denotation of neither daughter

is in the domain of the denotation of the other daughter.

If an expression is not in the domain of the interpretation function, it has

no denotation. In addition, an implicit assumption seems to be that if an expres-

sion α is in the domain of J Ka, then JαKa is in fact defined and so α does have a

denotation, relative to a. Applied to the case of FA, if there is a branching node

α with two daughters, and the two daughters β and γ satisfy the conditions in

order for FA to apply, relative to some assignment a, then α is in the domain of

J Ka, and so it does have a denotation. For this to work, the conditions FA imposes

on β and γ have to guarantee that JβKa(JγKa) is defined. Otherwise, there could

be a case where β and γ satisfy the conditions relative to some assignment a, and

so α is (according to FA) in the domain of J Ka, but JβKa(JγKa) is undefined, and so

α also fails to have a denotation relative to a. To avoid this, the following needs

to hold:

(61) If, for some assignment a,

1. β is in the domain of J Ka,
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2. γ is in the domain of J Ka, and

3. JγKa is in the domain of JβKa,

then JβKa(JγKa) is defined.

For this to be guaranteed, JβKa has to be a total function, defined for everything

in its domain. If it were merely partial, JγKa could be in the domain of JβKa even

if the function JβKa isn’t defined for JγKa. To avoid such cases, all denotations that

are functions have to be total functions:

(62) Totality of Denotations (ToD). All denotations that are functions are total
functions.

If all denoted functions are total, then we may apply them to something in their

domain without having to fear that the function is not defined for it, and so we

have a guarantee that, if FA can be applied to interpret some complex expression

α, α has a denotation.92

Let’s consider how FA and the assumptions about ‘the’, ‘cat’, and situation

variables conspire to deliver an interpretation for the definite description ‘[[the

cat] si]’.93 The definite article ‘the’ combines with the noun ‘cat’, by FA:

(63) Jthe catKg = λs : ∃!xcat(x)(s).ιxcat(x)(s)

The denotation takes a situation s as input to deliver an individual as output. The

denotation of si is g(i), the situation the assignment g assigns to the index i. Since

the denotation of ‘the cat’ is defined only for situations in which there is exactly

one cat, ‘the cat’ and ‘si ’ can combine by FA only if there is exactly one cat at g(i).

If that is indeed the case, the whole definite description denotes the individual

that is a cat at g(i).

(64) J[the cat] siKg = ιxcat(x)(g(i))

92If there were expressions that denote functions but these functions never had to compose by
FA in the process of interpreting the language (e.g. because these expressions are never part of a
more complex expression), then these denotations could be exempt. But it’s questionable whether
there are such expressions.

93See Elbourne 2013, p. 49
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If there is not exactly one cat at g(i), g(i) isn’t in the domain of the function de-

noted by ‘the cat’, and so FA doesn’t apply. Since we have no other composition

rule that we could use to interpret the definite description, the definite descrip-

tion fails to have a denotation in this case.

As a second step, let’s consider how definite descriptions combine with

other expressions to form sentences. For now, I will only look at a very simple

sentence, ‘The cat is hungry’. I will also simplify the discussion, for example by

glossing over the complicated semantics of tense. Important for present purposes

is that on Elbourne’s view, situation variables can be bound or free.94 In (65), the

situation variable is not bound by any variable binder and is therefore free.

(65) [[[The cat] si] is hungry]

The sentence has a denotation, relative to an assignment g, only if ‘the cat si ’ has

a denotation relative to g. If ‘the cat si ’ has no denotation relative to g, then FA

can’t apply, and so the sentence as a whole can’t be interpreted.

(66) Jis hungryKg = λx.λs.hungry(x)(s)

If the definite description does have a denotation, the sentence as a whole is in-

terpreted as (67), assuming the interpretation (66) for ‘is hungry’:

(67) J(65)Kg = λs.hungry(ιxcat(x)(g(i)))(s)

The denotation is a function from situations to truth values. It is true at a sit-

uation s just in case the cat in g(i) is hungry at s, and it is false otherwise. The

proposition denoted is true or false at any situation s, and so has no truth-value

gap. Nonetheless, the sentence (65) has a truth-value gap, since it doesn’t always

denote a proposition. If there is not exactly one cat at g(i), the definite description

in (65) fails to denote and so the sentence as a whole fails to express a proposition.

Conditions under which sentences express propositions are sometimes called ex-

pressive presuppositions.95

94For the following, see Elbourne 2013, pp. 49–51
95See e.g. Soames 2008a, p. 75, citing Strawson 1950 and Strawson 1952.
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The situation where the existence and uniqueness presupposition has to be

satisfied in order for the sentence to be true or false is provided by the assignment

function. The idea seems to be that the assignment relative to which a sentence is

evaluated is somehow determined by the context in which the sentence is used.

Since the situation assigned to the situation variable may be much smaller than

the world the sentence is used to describe, the uniqueness presupposition of the

definite description may be true at that situation even if the world as a whole

contains millions of cats.

Note also that the situation provided by the assignment could in principle

differ from the situation at which the proposition is evaluated for truth. Let’s

call the situation at which a proposition is evaluated the situation of evaluation.

If the situation of evaluation differs from the situation assigned to the definite

description’s situation variable, the situation of evaluation need not be one where

there is exactly one cat, in order for the proposition to be true.96 The proposition

therefore doesn’t entail that there is exactly one cat.

This is different in the case where the situation variable is bound. At least if

it is bound as follows. Elbourne suggests that there is an unpronounced variable

binder ςi . This binder may for example be prefixed to a sentence as in (68),

binding the situation variable contained in the definite description.

(68) [ςi [[The cat si] is hungry]]

An expression prefixed by this binder is evaluated as follows:

(69) JςiαKg = λs.JαKg[s/i](s)
where the assignment g[s/i] is just like g except that it assigns s to i
(see Elbourne 2013, p. 33)

If, for some expression α, there is a situation s such that JαKg[s/i](s) is undefined,

then λs.JαKg[s/i](s) would not be a total function, since the domain of this function

is the set of all situations. This would be in conflict with our requirement that all

96Unless the situation of evaluation is part of the situation assigned to the situation variable.
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denotations that are functions are total functions. If we interpret (68), we run into

exactly this issue. With the help of (69), we arrive at the following interpretation

for (68).97

(70) J(68)Kg = λs.[[λx.λs′.hungry(x)(s′)]([λs′′ : ∃!xcat(x)(s′′).ιxcat(x)(s′′)](s))](s)

This somewhat lengthy denotation is a function from situations to truth values:

a proposition. Note the embedded function λs′′ : ∃!xcat(x)(s′′).ιxcat(x)(s′′) (un-

derlined), which takes a situation s as input and delivers the individual (if any)

denoted by the definite description ‘the cat’ as output. The situation s that it

takes as argument is the situation where the denoted proposition is evaluated.

The embedded function is only defined for situations that contain exactly one

cat, but the denoted proposition has as its domain the set of all situations, which

includes situations with more than one cat. Consequently, the proposition has in

its domain situations for which the embedded function is not defined, and so the

proposition isn’t defined for all situations in its domain: it is not a total fuction,

violating our demand that all denoted functions be total functions.

There are different ways to try to deal with this situation. Elbourne assumes

a special rule for the metalanguage, which he calls λ-Conversion II:

λuτ : f (u) = 1.[...[λvτ : g(v) = 1.M](u)...]

= λuτ : f (u) = 1&g(u) = 1.[...[u/v]M...]

(Elbourne 2013, p. 34)

The rule allows us to delete the domain condition of an embedded function λvτ :

g(v) = 1.M (which takes u as input) and add the condition as domain condition to

the embedding function that provides the argument u. Elbourne (2013, pp. 50–

1) applies this rule in cases such as (70), converting the lengthy denotation (71a)

from (70) into the simpler denotation (71b):

(71) a. λs.[[λx.λs′.hungry(x)(s′)]([λs′′ : ∃!xcat(x)(s′′).ιxcat(x)(s′′)](s))](s)

97Cf. Elbourne 2013, pp. 50–1
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b. λs : ∃!xcat(x)(s).hungry(ιx.cat(x)(s))(s)

The domain restriction of the embedded function λs′′ : ∃!xcat(x)(s′′).ιxcat(x)(s′′)

is deleted and added as domain restriction on the domain of the outermost func-

tion; the resulting expression can then be further simplified, so that we end up

with the interpretation (71b). The final denotation is a function from situations

to truth values, with a domain that is restricted to those situations that contain

exactly one cat.

However, the conversion rule seems dubious to me. Let’s distinguish two

views. On the first view, the λ-terms of the metalanguage only denote total func-

tions if they denote anything at all. On the second view, the λ-terms may also

denote partial functions. Let’s consider the first view first. Assume also that not

all situations contain exactly one cat. In that case, the domain of the function

λs′′ : ∃!xcat(x)(s′′).ιxcat(x)(s′′) is a proper subset of the domain of all situations.

Applied to a situation that contains more than one cat, the function is undefined.

As a result, the whole λ-term (71a) doesn’t denote a total function, and so, by hy-

pothesis, doesn’t denote anything at all. After all, the domain of the whole term

is the domain of all situations, which includes situations for which the embedded

function isn’t defined. By contrast, the λ-term (71b) does denote a total function,

even if there are situations in which there is more than one cat, since its domain

is restricted to those situations in which there is exactly one cat. Therefore, if

the λ-terms only denote total functions, the two terms (71a) and (71b) don’t de-

scribe the same function. But the conversion rules of the lambda calculus, as I

think it makes most sense to understand them, don’t change the denotation of the

terms to which they are applied. They merely allow us to rewrite λ-terms with-

out changing their denotation.98 Similarly, consider the second view, according

to which the λ−terms may denote partial functions. On that view, the term (71a)
98For example, when an expression (i) [λx.P (x)](a) (with P of type 〈e, t〉 and a of type e) has

been converted, using β-conversion, to (ii) P (a), it holds that (i) is true just in case (ii) is. For more
on lambda-calculus and conversion rules, see e.g. Alama and Korbmacher 2018 and Benzmüller
and Andrews 2019.
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does denote a function, namely a partial function with the set of all situations

as its domain. But, again, if there are situations in which there is more than one

cat, the term (71b) doesn’t denote the same function; as before, (71b) denotes a

total function with the set of only those situations in which there is exactly one

cat as its domain. If there are situations with multiple cats, these two functions

are distinct. Therefore, even on the second view, λ-Conversion II allows us to

change a term into another term that denotes a different function, something

that usual conversion rules for λ-terms don’t allow. This is why I’m skeptical

about Elbourne’s rule.99

There are other ways to ensure that expressions with a binder of the form

pςiαq denote total functions. One way would be to try to restrict the domain of

the denotation from the beginning, along the following lines:

(72) JςiαKg = λs : s ∈ dom(JαKg[s/i]).JαKg[s/i](s)100

Here, I use pdom(f )q to denote the domain of a function f . Thus, pςiαq denotes,

relative to an assignment g, a function with a domain that contains only those

situations that are in the domain of the function that α expresses relative to g[s/i].

This would ensure that the function expressed by pςiαq is total.

A different strategy is to model truth-value gaps with a third truth value,

#, in addition to true and false, rather than with the help of explicit domain

restrictions. This is the view that I’ll adopt here. On this view, propositions are

99For a slightly different (but, I think, related) critique of Elbourne’s rule, see Coppock 2014.
Coppock writes more generally that the validity of a conversion rule “should follow from the
semantics of the language in question” (p. 116) and objects that Elbourne simply stipulates his
rule. If I’m right, Elbourne’s rule should in fact be invalid on the intended interpretation. (Since
I’m not sure whether the intended interpretation of the λ-terms is so as to denote partial or total
functions, I distinguish the two views.) Coppock suggests that instead of using domain conditions
(as in Heim and Kratzer 1998), we should adopt a metalanguage with an explicit three-valued
semantics; below, I also adopt this idea. Perhaps an alternative would be to reconceptualize
Elbourne’s rule not as a conversion rule for the metalanguage but rather as a rule of the semantics
of the object language, which allows us to turn one denotation into a different (but related) one,
akin to type-shifting rules. I won’t pursue this idea here.

100Cf. the similar domain restriction in the “pedantic” version of Heim and Kratzer’s rule for
Predicate Abstraction (Heim and Kratzer 1998, p. 125), which (I think) serves the same purpose:
ensuring that the denotation is a total function.
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taken to be total functions from situations to the three values 1 (true), 0 (false),

and # (neither true nor false) rather than partial functions from situations to 1

or 0. These two ways of modelling truth-value gaps are very closely related.101

To model how definite descriptions lead to such truth-value gaps, I assume that

there is an “extraneous object” (Blamey 2002, p. 269), which we may call #e, of

which ‘everything’ is neither true nor false.102 This extraneous object is used in

the interpretation of ι-terms: the term pιxφ(x)q, rather than being undefined if

there is not exactly one x that is φ, is assumed to denote #e. As before, if there is

exactly one x that is φ, pιxφ(x)q denotes that thing.103

Definite descriptions are interpreted as before, except that we no longer

need the domain restriction. The binder ς is interpreted as before, also without

domain restriction.

(73) JtheKg = λf〈e,st〉.λs.ιxf (x)(s)

(74) JςiαKg = λs.JαKg[s/i](s)

On this view, the definite ‘the cat’ always receives the following interpretation,

relative to any assignment function g:

(75) J[the cat] siKg = ιxcat(x)(g(i))

If g assigns to i a situation in which there is more than one cat, then the definite

description ‘the cat’ denotes the extraneous object #e; if the situation contains

exactly one cat, then the definite description denotes that one cat. Accordingly,

the sentence (76a) is now interpreted as in (76b):

(76) a. The cat si is hungry.
b. J(76a)Kg = λs.hungry(ιxcat(x)(g(s)))(s)

Let’s assume that a sentence phungry(t)(s)q is #, that is, neither true nor false, if

the term t denotes the extraneous object #e. Then we predict that if there is not
101See e.g. Blamey 2002 for discussion.
102The ‘everything’ has to be taken with a pinch of salt. The idea is that e.g. any metalanguage

expression pP tq is # (neither true nor false) if P is of type 〈e, t〉 and the term t denotes #e, and so
on, for other expressions of a type that ends in t.

103See Coppock 2014, pp. 117–8, also for further references.
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exactly one cat at the situation g(i), the proposition denoted by (76a) is neither

true nor false at any situation.

This is very similar to, but not entirely the same as Elbourne’s prediction.

Above we saw that Elbourne predicts that if there is not exactly one cat at g(i), the

sentence doesn’t even denote a proposition, since the definite description fails to

have a denotation. On both views, the sentence is neither true or false in such a

case. It’s not clear to me whether the remaining difference between the two views

matters much, and so I won’t dwell on it here.104

If the definite description’s situation variable is bound as in (77), the sen-

tence is now interpreted as in (78):

(77) [ςi [[The cat si] is hungry]]

(78) J(77)Kg = λs.hungry(ιxcat(x)(s))(s)

The denoted proposition is a total function from situations to truth values. The

proposition is neither true nor false (i.e. #) at s just in case there is not exactly one

cat in s, since in this case, the term ‘ιxcat(x)(s)’ denotes the extraneous object #e;

if there is exactly one cat in s, the proposition is true at s just in case the cat in s is

hungry at s, and it is false otherwise. Thus, we arrive at the same prediction that

Elbourne makes for this sentence, but without relying on Elbourne’s λ-conversion

rule.

Whether the situation variable is free or bound, the existence and unique-

ness presupposition of the definite description leads to a truth-value gap. When

the situation variable is free, the presupposition has to be satisfied at a situation

provided by the assignment function. When the situation variable is bound, the

presupposition has to be satisfied at the situation where the proposition is evalu-

ated. Either way, that situation may be smaller then the whole world, and so the

104If one wants to draw a distinction between different kinds of truth-value gaps, expressive
gaps (where no proposition is expressed) and non-expressive gaps (where a proposition is ex-
pressed, albeit one that is not always true or false), the difference between the two views becomes
relevant. But note that on Elbourne’s view, there are gaps of either kind, and so if one were open
to the possibility of expressive gaps but rejected the possibility of non-expressive gaps, Elbourne’s
view would not obviously be preferable.
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presupposition may be true even if the world as a whole contains millions of cats.

This concludes my initial sketch of how one can implement the idea that definite

descriptions are implicitly restricted to a situation. The view follows Elbourne

(2013) in assuming that definite descriptions denote individuals, that they con-

tain an unpronounced situation variable, and come with an existence and unique-

ness presupposition that has to be true at the situation assigned to the situation

variable. It differs from Elbourne’s view in that truth-value gaps are modelled

with a trivalent metalanguage rather than with domain restrictions. By using a

trivalent metalanguage, we can avoid the need for Elbourne’s λ-conversion rule

or a similar mechanism.105

4.2.3 Interlude on the Metalanguage

In this section, I provide a somewhat more comprehensive description of the met-

alanguage that I assume.

The following is based on Beaver and Krahmer (2001, pp. 156–7), with

some modifications. The main differences are (i) the addition of ι-terms, as sug-

gested by Coppock (2014, pp. 117–8), (ii) the addition of what I call a restricted

quantifier, and (iii) that the semantics is based on the so-called weak Kleene logic

rather than the strong Kleene logic. Roughly speaking, in a weak Kleene logic,

truth-value gaps always project: If any sentence embedded in a complex sentence

is neither true nor false, then the whole sentence is neither true nor false.106 In

comparison with unrestricted quantifiers, restricted quantifiers have a restricted

domain throughout which the scope of the quantifier has to be true or false in

order for the quantified statement to be true or false.107

105See Coppock 2014, p. 118
106See Kleene 1952 on the trivalent strong and weak Kleene logics; as Beaver and Krahmer

(2001, p. 155) point out, the weak Kleene connectives could be defined in terms of strong Kleene
connectives.

107A restricted existential quantifier will be used later in the interpretation of an unpronounced
quantifier that is assumed to be part of the object language and which helps remove truth-value
gaps under certain conditions; it is, so to speak, a “presupposition wipe-out device” (Beaver and
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It may be worth noting that Beaver and Krahmer (2001) suggest interpret-

ing English expressions by translating them into the formal language, which is in

turn interpreted. On the view sketched above, English expressions are not trans-

lated into a formal language; they are interpreted directly, and the interpretation

is given in the formal metalanguage.

Types. (see Beaver and Krahmer 2001, p. 156) The expressions of the metalan-

guage have semantic types. The types are defined as follows.

1. e, s, and t are primitive types.

2. If a and b are types, then 〈a,b〉 is a type.

3. Nothing else is a type.

Vocabulary. (see Beaver and Krahmer 2001, p. 156) For every type a, there is a set

Cona of constants of type a and a set Vara of variables of type a.108

Syntax. (see Beaver and Krahmer 2001, p. 156)

1. Ifφ andψ are expressions of type t, then p(φ∧ψ)q and p¬φq are expressions

of type t.

2. If φ is an expression of type t, x is a variable of type e or s, then p∀xφq is an

expression of type t.

3. If α is an expression of type 〈a,b〉 and β is an expression of type a, then

p(αβ)q is an expression of type b.109

Krahmer 2001, p. 167). The theory I suggest is therefore structurally somewhat similar to Beaver
and Krahmer’s Floating A Theory of presupposition projection, which is also based on a weak
Kleene logic and uses a (different) presupposition wipe-out device that allows the removal of
truth-value gaps under certain conditions (Beaver and Krahmer 2001, pp. 166–71).

108As variables of type e, I usually use ‘x’, ‘y’, ‘z’, ‘x1’, etc. As variables of type s, I usually use
‘s’, ‘s1’, etc. The expression ‘hungry’ is a constant of type 〈e,〈s, t〉〉, and so on.

109I sometimes omit brackets or use them differently (e.g. I write ‘hungry(x)(s)’ instead of
‘((hungry x) s)’).
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4. If α is an expression of type b and x is a variable of type a, then pλx.αq is

an expression of type 〈a,b〉.

5. If α and β are of type e, then pα = βq is an expression of type t, and if α and

β are of type s, then pα = βq is an expression of type t.

6. If φ is an expression of type t, and x a variable of type e, then pιxφq is an

expression of type e.

7. Nothing else is an expression.

Semantics. (see Beaver and Krahmer 2001, pp. 156–7; but whereas the semantics

provided there “follows the strong Kleene pattern” (p. 157), the one provided

below follows the weak Kleene pattern; moreover, their language does not have

ι-terms or an extraneous object.)

A model M = 〈D,I〉 consists of a sequence D of domains, with a domain

Da for every type a. The domain De is a non-empty set of individuals, including

an extraneous object #e. The domain Ds is a non-empty set of situations. The

domain Dt of truth values is {1,0,#}. For all types a and b, the domain D〈a,b〉 is

the set of all functions from Da to Db. The interpretation function I assigns to

each constant c of type a an element of Da. The interpretation function has to

ensure that ‘nothing is true or false of #e’. For example, for any constant P of

type 〈e,〈s, t〉〉, and d ∈ Ds, I(P )(#e)(d) = #. More generally, the interpretation of

any constant c of a type which ‘includes’ type e and ‘ends in’ type t, is always #

if #e serves as argument of an e-position: I(c)(#e) = # if c is of type 〈e, t〉; if c is

of type 〈e,〈s,〈s, t〉〉〉, then I(c)(#e)(d1)(d2) = #, for any d1 ∈ Ds and d2 ∈ Ds; and so

on. A variable assignment is a function that assigns to every variable of type a an

element of Da. If g is a variable assignment, x is a variable of type a and d is an

element of Da, then g[d/x] is like g except that it assigns d to x.

The interpretation of an expression α relative to a model M = 〈D,I〉 and

assignment function g, |α|M,g , is then defined as follows:
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1. If α ∈ Cona, |α|M,g = I(α).

2. If α ∈ Vara, |α|M,g = g(α).

3. If α is an expression of type t, |p¬αq|M,g = # iff |α|M,g = #, |p¬αq|M,g = 1 iff

|α|M,g = 0, and |¬α|M,g = 0 iff |α|M,g = 1.

4. If α and β are expressions of type t, |p(α∧β)q|M,g = # iff |αM,g | = # or |β|M,g =

#, |p(α ∧ β)q|M,g = 1 iff |α|M,g = 1 and |β|M,g = 1, and |p(α ∧ β)q|M,g = 0 iff

|α|M,g = 0 or |β|M,g = 0.

5. If α is an expression of type t, and x a variable of a type a (either type e or

type s), |p∀xαq|M,g = # iff |α|M,g[d/x] = # for some d ∈ Da, |p∀xαq|M,g = 1 iff

|α|M,g[d/x] = 1 for all d ∈Da, and |p∀xαq|M,g = 0 otherwise.

6. If α is an expression of some type 〈a,b〉 and β is an expression of type a,

then |p(αβ)q|M,g = |α|M,g(|β|M,g).

7. For any expression α of some type b and variable x of type a, |pλx.αq|M,g =

the function f with domain Da which assigns |α|M,g[d/x] to any d ∈Da.

8. If α and β are expressions of type e, |pα = βq|M,g = # iff |α|M,g = #e or |β|M,g =

#e; if |pα = βq|M,g , #, then |pα = βq|M,g = 1 iff |α|M,g = |β|M,g , and |pα =

βq|M,g = 0 otherwise.

9. If α is an expression of type t and x a variable of type e, |pιxαq|M,g = #e iff

there is not exactly one d ∈De such that |α|M,g[d/x] = 1, and if |pιxαq|M,g , #e,

then |pιxαq|M,g = d iff |α|M,g[d/x] = 1. (see Coppock 2014, p. 118)

Further expressions may be introduced by definition. In particular, for any

expressions α and β of type t, p(α ∨ β)q is defined as p¬(¬α ∧ ¬β)q; p(α → β)q

is defined as p(¬α ∨ β)q. For any expression φ of type t and variable x of type

a, p∃xφq is defined as p¬∀x¬φq. It follows that |p(α ∨ β)q|M,g = # and |p(α →
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β)q|M,g = # iff |α|M,g = # or |β|M,g = #, and that |p∃xαq|M,g = # iff |α|M,g[d/x] = # for

some d ∈Da.

In addition, I will introduce a restricted existential quantifier, since this will

be useful later. For any expressions α and β of type t and variable x of type a, let

p∃x : α.βq be an expression of type t, interpreted as follows: |p∃x : α.βq|M,g = #

iff |β|M,g[d/x] = # for some d ∈ Da such that |α|M,g[d/x] = 1; if |p∃x : α.βq|M,g , #,

then |p∃x : α.βq|M,g = 1 iff |β|M,g[d/x] = 1 for some d ∈ Da such that |α|M,g[d/x] = 1,

and |p∃x : α.βq|M,g = 0 otherwise. For any expressions α and β of type t and

variable x of type a, p∀x : α.βq may be defined as p¬∃x : α.¬βq. It follows that

|p∀x : α.βq|M,g = # iff |β|M,g[d/x] = # for some d ∈Da such that |α|M,g[d/x] = 1.110

This concludes the interlude on the metalanguage.111

4.3 Indefinite-Definite Sequences

4.3.1 Introduction

On the view just sketched, definite descriptions contain an unpronounced situa-

tion variable and trigger an existence and uniqueness presupposition that has to

be true at the situation assigned to this variable. The idea is that the implicit re-

striction to a situation helps explain why in various cases, the presupposition can

be true even though there is more than one individual that satisfies the definite

description’s explicit restriction.

(79) The cat is hungry.

There may be millions of cats in our world, but as long as the situation assigned

110Restricted quantifiers could also be defined in terms of non-restricted quantifiers, for exam-
ple as follows. For any expression α of type t, let |pAαq|M,g = 1 iff |α|M,g = 1, and |pAαq|M,g = 0
otherwise (see Beaver and Krahmer 2001, 152, definition 8), and let |pUαq|M,g = 1 iff |α|M,g = #,
and |pUαq|M,g = 0 otherwise. Moreover, for any expression α of type t, let pδαq also be an ex-
pression of type t, which is true just in case α is true, and is # otherwise (see the presupposition
operator of Beaver and Krahmer 2001, p. 151, see also section 6.2.3 below). Then a restricted
quantifier p∃x : α.βq could be defined as p∃x(Aα ∧Aβ)∧ δ¬∃x(Aα ∧Uα)q.

111Many thanks to James Kirkpatrick for help with this section.
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to the definite description ‘the cat’ contains only one cat, the presupposition of

(79) is nonetheless true, and the sentence is predicted to be true or false. If, on

the other hand, the speaker aims to describe a situation with no cats or more

than one, the presupposition of (79) is false at that situation, and the sentence is

predicted to be neither true nor false, which could explain why such a use of the

sentence is inappropriate.

One challenge the view faces is to provide an account of more complicated

sentences in which definite descriptions are used. This includes so-called donkey

sentences such as the following:

(80) a. Every child who sees a cat runs away from the cat.
b. If a child sees a cat, the child feeds the cat.112

(80a) doesn’t suggest that there is only one cat nor that every child who sees a

a cat sees only one cat; similarly, (80b) doesn’t suggest that if a child sees a cat,

the child sees only one cat. To explain why there is no uniqueness implication

in cases like these, situation semanticists like Elbourne (2013) appeal to minimal

situations. In the case of (80a), for example, the idea is that the sentence involves

not just quantification over individuals but also over minimal situations; roughly,

(80a) is argued to be true just in case every individual x is such that every min-

imal situation s in which x is a child who sees a cat is part of a larger situation

where x runs away from the cat in s. Minimal situations in which a child sees a

cat contain only one cat, and so the presupposition of ‘the cat’ is true at all the

situations quantified over, even if some of these minimal situations are part of

larger situations in which the child sees more than one cat. This explains why

(80a) as a whole does not imply that there is only one cat or that every child sees

at most one cat.113

Here, I don’t want to discuss how successful this strategy for examples like

112For examples like these, involving donkeys, see e.g. Geach 1962, chapter 5.
113For strategies along these lines, see e.g. Heim 1990a; Büring 2004; Elbourne 2005; Elbourne

2013; see also Berman 1987, Percus 2000. For discussion of some complications, see e.g. Zweig
2006.
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(80a) and (80b) is. Instead, I want to consider a different type of example where,

it has been argued, there is also no obvious uniqueness presupposition, namely

indefinite-definite sequences such as (81):

(81) There is a cat. The cat is hungry.114

Here, the definite description ‘the cat’ in the second sentence is an anaphor, with

the indefinite ‘a cat’ in the first sentence as its antecedent. There are good reasons

to think that the sequence as a whole doesn’t entail, let alone presuppose, that

there is exactly one cat, in spite of the definite description in the second sentence.

Instead, the sequence appears to be true more or less just in case there is some

cat that is hungry.115

This is a serious challenge for the situation semantic account of definites.

The view as laid out predicts that the second sentence of (81) has a uniqueness

presupposition. It is unclear why that uniqueness presupposition should dis-

appear in a case like (81) and how the situation semanticist should account for

this. In a donkey sentence such as (80a), the definite description ‘the cat’ is in the

scope of a quantifier (‘every’), and ‘a cat’ is in the restrictor of that same quanti-

fier. This constellation is the basis for the situation semantic explanation of why

the uniqueness presupposition seems to disapppear in such cases. But in the se-

quential case (81), the definite description is not even in the same sentence as

the indefinite ‘a cat’, and so it is not clear how the situation semanticist could

explain how the uniqueness presupposition triggered in the second sentence can

114Geach (1962, pp. 152–54) already discusses a similar sequence (with a pronoun), suggesting
that the definite in that sequence does not refer; arguments in the same direction are made in
Heim 1982, pp. 24–28; I will discuss some more recent literature further below.

115More cautiously, one might say that there are good reasons to think that this sequence has a
reading on which it doesn’t entail that there is exactly one cat. If there is also a reading on which
it entails that there is exactly one cat, a theory of definites should account for both readings. The
semantics sketched above in section 4.2.2 would have no obvious problem predicting a reading
that entails uniqueness. To the contrary, if there were no uniqueness-entailing reading, this could
turn out to be a problem if such a reading is predicted to exist. I put this issue aside, since my
focus here is on the issue of how the view could predict a reading that doesn’t entail or presuppose
uniqueness.
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disappear because of an indefinite in another sentence.116

Compared with anaphora in donkey sentences, anaphora in intersenten-

tial sequences have so far been rather neglected by situation semantic theories

that try to provide an alternative to dynamic semantic accounts such as Heim’s

(1982).117 Portner (1992) discusses intersentential anaphora in a situation se-

mantic framework, but his account of these anaphora is essentially a situation se-

mantic version of Heim’s (1982) theory and thus a dynamic semantic account.118

Barwise and Perry (1983) briefly discuss anaphoric pronouns in conjunctions

such as ‘Joe admires Sarah and she admires him’ (p. 137), which are similar

to intersentential cases, but their account of these conjunctions, to the extent

that I understand it, also seems to me to be a kind of dynamic semantics.119

116The challenge such sequences therefore present for situation semantic accounts of definites
has been highlighted recently by Mandelkern and Rothschild (2020) and K. Lewis (2021). A crit-
ical remark along these lines can also be found in Hawthorne and Manley 2012, 169–70, footnote
44.

117As e.g. K. Lewis (2021) points out. See e.g. Heim 1990a, Büring 2004, Elbourne 2013;
Elbourne (2005) briefly mentions sequences with pronouns (pp. 15, 25) and definite descriptions
(p. 81) but doesn’t discuss them in detail; Heim (1990a, p. 139) provides one sequence of two
sentences as an example (with an indefinite in the first sentence and a pronoun in the second,
both indefinite and pronoun being in the scope of a quantifier), but does not discuss it in detail.

118See Portner 1992, pp. 66–73. On Portner’s view, a conversational context is a set of tuples
of an assignment function and a situation (p. 68). That there are situations in the context set is
a feature that the view I develop shares; but context sets, on my view, do not contain assignment
functions (though see sections 5.5 and 5.6, where I suggest and discuss the use of assignment
functions to model shifts of the topic situation).

119On their view, the denotation of a pronoun is an individual (p. 133), provided by a parameter
that they call the “speaker connections” (p. 127, see also p. 125). The semantics of conjunction
shifts the speaker connections in such a way that expressions in the first conjunct can act as an-
tecedent of a pronoun in the second conjunct (but not the other way around); see pp. 137-38,
315-16. It is not entirely clear to me whether Barwise and Perry 1983 acknowledge fully the
problem intersentential anaphora raise; when discussing the conjunction ‘Jonny owns a dog and
he loves it’ (p. 140), they write: “[...] such NP ’s [as ‘a dog’ in the example, acting as antecedent
for ‘it’] show how hopeless it would be to try in general to divide a statement involving conjoined
sentences apart into two separate statements involving the individual conjuncts. For any utter-
ance of the sentence ‘he loves it’ must have the speaker referring to some particular individual
with ‘it’.” (ibid., formattting changed) Though I agree that there is a sense in which the second
conjunct, as used in the conjunction, can only be understood correctly if one takes into account
the first conjunct, I think that the same is true for the sequence ‘Jonny owns a dog. He loves it.’
Here, too, ‘it’ may be anaphorically related to ‘a dog,’ rather than referring to some particular
individual. Perhaps it’s worth noting that, on pp. 281-84, Barwise and Perry connect anaphoric
relationships to what they call ‘formal individuals’ (also ‘indeterminates’ (p. 72) or ‘roles’ (ibid.)).
These are abstract objects that can be ‘anchored’ to non-abstract objects (see pp. 71-2). Barwise
and Perry write that there may be a connection to Kamp’s discourse representation theory, which
is another kind of dynamic theory. (Perhaps their formal individuals are akin to discourse refer-
ents.) It is not entirely clear to me how these remarks are related to what Barwise and Perry say
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F. Schwarz (2009), in his theory of definites in German, discusses indefinite-

definite sequences in German, and suggests accounting for them by supplement-

ing the situation semantics of definites with a dynamic semantics.120 These ap-

proaches therefore don’t really help those who want to defend static semantics

against dynamic semantics and want to do so by making use of situations. One

of the strengths of dynamic semantics is accounting for discourse phenomena

that reach beyond the limits of the sentence. It is therefore important to explore

how situation semantics could deal with intersentential phenomena, in order to

get a better grasp of whether situation semantics can remain non-dynamic in the

face of such sequences, or whether only a dynamic version of situation semantics

(such as Portner’s) has a chance of success.

In the following sections, I discuss some reasons for thinking that a se-

quence like (81) as a whole does not inherit the presupposition of the definite

description. I also consider some strategies situation semanticists might appeal

to in order to explain (away) this phenomenon and I argue against these strate-

gies. In section 4.4, I turn to the role contexts built out of situations could play to

account for intersentential anaphora.

4.3.2 Presupposition Filtering Across Sentences

Whether uniqueness implications disappear in indefinite-definite sequences has

been a matter of some controversy. I won’t try to provide a comprehensive discus-

sion of the literature, but I want to look at some arguments in order to motivate

the view that an indefinite claim can indeed ‘filter’ a uniqueness presupposition

of a definite description in a subsequent sentence.

As pointed out in section 2.2, one feature of presuppositions is their prag-

about pronouns in conjunctions.
120Roughly, Schwarz suggests that what he calls the strong definite article has an additional

slot for an individual variable that is interpreted like definites are interpreted in dynamic seman-
tics, as picking up a familiar discourse referent that was introduced e.g. by an indefinite (see F.
Schwarz 2009, chapter 6; see also sections 5.6 and 7 further below on discourse referents).
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matic status. Asserting something that presupposes p is often strange if p hasn’t

already been accepted in the conversation. This provides an indicator for what

indefinite-definite sequences (don’t) presuppose. Compare utterances of (82) and

(83):

(82) The cat is hungry.

(83) There is a cat. The cat is hungry.

Suppose that the speaker aims to describe a situation that contains exactly one

cat, but assume that the audience isn’t yet aware that there is exactly one cat in

that situation. In this case, an utterance of (82) is rather odd, but an utterance of

(83) is perfectly fine. That (82) is odd can be explained with the assumption that

presuppositions normally need to be already accepted in a conversation. (82) pre-

supposes that there is exactly one cat, but the audience isn’t yet aware of that, and

so the utterance is infelicitous. If (83) also presupposed that there is exactly or at

most one cat, we would expect the utterance to be infelicitous as well. However,

it isn’t infelicitous. At least one explanation is that (83) simply doesn’t presup-

pose that there is a cat and that there is at most one cat. The first sentence seems

to filter the existence and uniqueness presupposition triggered by the definite

description in the second sentence.121

Sometimes, indefinite-definite sequences do seem to suggest uniqueness.

Consider for example the following dialogue:

121This test is related to the so-called Hey, wait a minute-test for presuppositions (von Fintel
2004). In response to (82), a member of the audience could felicitously respond with something
like: ‘Hey, wait a minute. I didn’t know there was a cat there.’, which would be a strange response
to (83). This is some evidence that (82) presupposes that there is a cat, but (83) doesn’t. What
about the uniqueness presupposition? My impression is that the presence of a uniqueness pre-
supposition is more difficult to test with the Hey, wait a minute-test, perhaps because uniqueness
presuppositions are often more readily accommodated than existence presuppositions. But con-
sider the following example. Imagine that the speaker went to a cat café earlier that day and now
describes the experience to a friend: (a) ‘I went to a cat café today. The cat was really cute.’ or
(b) ‘I went to a cat café today. There was a cat. The cat was really cute.’ It seems to me that in
response to (a), the friend could ask ‘Hey, wait a minute. There was only one cat at the café?’,
whereas to me this reaction seems less felicitous as a response to (b), which would provide some
evidence that (a) does and (b) doesn’t presuppose that there was at most one cat at the cat café.
Since (I assume) there are usually many cats at cat cafés, the presence of a cat isn’t surprising, but
if there had been only one cat at the café, that would be surprising.
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(84) A: Do any of your friends have a cat?
B: John has a cat. The cat has blue eyes.

It is quite natural to take B to imply that John has exactly one cat.122 But B can

quite easily avoid giving this impression, for instance as follows:

(85) A: Do any of your friends have a cat?
B: John has a cat. The cat has blue eyes. John may even have more than
one cat, but I’m not sure.

In this case, B no longer suggests that John has exactly one cat. The implication

that John has only one cat has disappeared, but the use of the definite description

‘the cat’ is still felicitous.

Relatedly, it seems that an indefinite-definite sequence like (86) can be used

to describe a situation in which there is more than one cat.

(86) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

This is suggested by continuations such as the following:

(87) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry. The cat is playing with another cat.123

The continuation is felicitous and it seems that an utterance of the sequence could

be true. But if the sequence describes one situation, that situation has to contain

at least two cats in order for the description to be true. Continuations like this

also suggest that the sequence (86) can truly describe a situation with more than

one cat, in spite of the definite description’s uniqueness presupposition.

Before I move on, I want to say a word about the terminology I used. Above,

122Similar judgements can be found e.g. in Evans (1977, pp. 507–9) and Kadmon (2001, p. 87).
Evans discusses anaphoric pronouns in conjunctions such as ‘Socrates owned a dog and it bit
Socrates’ rather than anaphoric definite descriptions in sequences, but these are very similar.
Heim (1982, pp. 24–8) critically discusses Evan’s view and concludes that there isn’t “any sys-
tematic validity [...] to Evan’s predictions concerning uniqueness implications” (p. 27). Ludlow
(1994, pp. 174–75), who defends an event semantic account of definites, briefly discusses an
indefinite-definite sequence and also agrees with Kadmon’s judgment.

123See this example by Szabó (2000, p. 46): ‘A dog was limping in the park. The dog was limping
because it got in a fight with another dog. They apparently bit each other: the other dog was also
limping in the park.’ See also K. Lewis 2021, section 2.2.1, on continuations of indefinite-definite
sequences: ‘a. A student came to Fred’s office hours. b. She/the student asked some questions
about the upcoming assignment. [...] c. In fact, she/the student was one of many students to
come to Fred’s office hours today with questions about the assignment.’
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I said that in a sequence such as (88), the first sentence ‘filters’ the presupposition

of the second sentence.

(88) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

Presupposition projection and filtering concern how the presuppositions of a

complex expression depend on the presuppositions of its parts.124 If a sentence

that presupposes p is embedded in a more complex sentence, and the complex

sentence also presupposes p, then the presupposition is said to project; if the

complex sentence doesn’t inherit the presupposition of the embedded sentence,

the presupposition is filtered.

(89) a. It was Jane who bought ice cream.
b. If it was Jane who bought ice cream, John should buy biscuits.
c. If someone bought ice cream, it was Jane who bought it.

For example, (89a) presupposes that someone bought ice cream, and this presup-

position projects when (89a) serves as antecedent of a conditional, as in (89b);

the presupposition does not project (or, is filtered) if (89a) is embedded in a con-

ditional whose antecedent entails what is presupposed by the consequent, as in

(89c). This pattern is typical for presuppositions and helps distinguish them from

non-presuppositional implications:

(90) a. Jane bought ice cream.
b. If Jane bought ice cream, John should buy biscuits.
c. If someone bought ice cream, Jane should buy ice cream.

(90a) entails that someone bought ice cream but doesn’t presuppose it. If (90a)

serves as antecedent of the conditional (90b), the conditional as a whole does

not suggest that someone bought ice cream: the non-presuppositional entail-

ment does not project onto the conditional. Providing an account of the peculiar

projection pattern of presuppositions is known as the projection problem for pre-

124For examples of various expressions that trigger presuppositions and a brief overview of
the phenomenon of presupposition projection, see e.g. Potts 2015, pp. 170–73; see also Beaver,
Geurts, and Denlinger 2021 and Heim 2002.
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suppositions, and looking at projection patterns often serves as test for whether

something a sentence implicates is a presupposition or not.

In this connection, projection and filtering are often understood as a sentence-

internal affair. For example, Langendoen and Savin (1971), who coined the term

‘projection problem for presuppositions’, wrote: “We are concerned [...] with the

question of how the presupposition and assertion of a complex sentence are re-

lated to the presuppositions and assertions of the clauses it contains.” (p. 55)

Since a sequence of sentences is not a complex sentence, the issue of what a se-

quence of sentences presupposses falls outside the scope of their investigation.125

And Karttunen (1973), who introduced the notion of a presupposition filter, took

filters to be “predicates which, under certain conditions, cancel some of the pre-

suppositions of the complement” (p. 174). For Karttunen, predicates in this

context include e.g. connectives such as ‘and’, ‘if , then ’, and ‘or’: expres-

sions which have sentential complements.126 In a sequence of two sentences, the

second sentence is not a syntactic complement of the first sentence, and so the

first sentence is not in Karttunen’s sense a filter for presuppositions of the second

sentence.

But the notions of projection and filtering could also be understood more

125Katz and Fodor (1963) introduce the term ‘projection problem’ in connection with the prob-
lem of providing a compositional semantics: “Since a fluent speaker is able to use and under-
stand any sentence drawn from the infinite set of sentences of his language, and since, at any
time, he has only encountered a finite set of sentences, it follows that the speaker’s knowledge of
his language takes the form of rules which project the finite set of sentences he has fortuitously
encountered to the infinite set of sentences of the language. [...] The problem of formulating
these rules we shall refer to as the projection problem. [...] we can expect that a system of rules
which solves the projection problem must reflect the compositional character of the speaker’s lin-
guistic knowledge.” (p. 171-72) They also introduce the notion of ‘projection rules’, as follows:
“[...] rules which take account of semantic relations between morphemes and of the interaction
between meaning and syntactic relations between morphemes and of the interaction between
meaning and syntactic structure in determining the correct semantic interpretation for any of
the infinitely many sentences which the grammar generates [...] (which we shall call ‘projection
rules’) [...]. [...] the doctrine that the meaning of a sentence is a function of the meanings of its
parts. The system of projection rules is just this function.” (p. 183). Projection rules are thus rules
which provide the meaning of a complex expression, given the meanings of its parts. Langendoen
and Savin (1971) mention Katz and Fodor’s paper, and so their use of the term ‘projection’ is plau-
sibly based on Katz and Fodor’s. (For an earlier, very similar use of the term ‘projection’, see also
Fodor 1961.)

126See Karttunen 1973, p. 176
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broadly, so as to include sequences. We can ask under what conditions a se-

quence of sentences inherits a presupposition triggered somewhere in the se-

quence. Somewhat loosely speaking, we could say that in a sequence of sentences,

a sentence that is part of the sequence is a complement of the remainder of the se-

quence: in a sequence S1, ...,Sn−1,Sn,Sn+1, ...,Sm, the sentence Sn is a complement

of the remainder S1, ...,Sn−1, ,Sn+1, ...,Sm. And we could say that a presuppo-

sition p of Sn projects onto the sequence S1, ...,Sn−1,Sn,Sn+1, ...,Sm if the whole

sequence presupposes p, and that S1, ...,Sn−1, ,Sn+1, ...,Sm filters the presupposi-

tion p of Sn if the whole sequence S1, ...,Sn−1,Sn,Sn+1, ...,Sm does not presuppose

p.127 Understood along these lines, we can say that in a case like (91), the pre-

supposition of the second sentence, that there is exactly one cat, does not project

onto the whole sequence.

(91) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

Projection patterns serve as test for presuppositions, but this projection test can-

not easily be extended to the case of sequences. A sequence consisting of more

than one sentence can’t really be embedded in a more complex sentence, and so

it is difficult to use the projection test to determine what a whole sequence does

or doesn’t presuppose. But there are ways to embed sequences in non-assertoric

environments, which provides a useful heuristic. Here is an example:

(92) a. Let’s imagine this: It was Jane who bought ice cream. In that case,
John should buy biscuits.

b. It was Jane who bought ice cream.

It seems to me that (92a), just like (92b), implicates that someone did buy ice

cream, even though as part of (92a), (92b) isn’t asserted. Presuppositions thus

seem to project out of the ‘Let’s imagine this: ’ environment. If this is right, we

could try to use it as test for other sequences:

127To be more precise, we might want to exclude for example cases where the whole sequence
presupposes p however not because Sn presupposes p but because some other sentence in the
sequence presupposes p. In such a case, the presupposition of Sn doesn’t really project.
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(93) a. Let’s imagine this: John has a cat. The cat is hungry.
b. John has a cat. The cat is hungry.

To me it seems that (93a) doesn’t suggest that John does in fact have a cat nor that

John has at most one cat. (And it seems to me that with (93a), we’re not asked to

imagine that John has exactly one cat either.) If that’s right, it is further evidence

that (93b) does not presuppose that John has exactly one cat.

That presuppositions of a sentence can be filtered if the sentence is used

as part of the right sequence is not specific to the presuppositions of definite

descriptions.

(94) a. Saul quit smoking.
b. Saul used to smoke. He quit.
c. Saul wants to take up running. He quit smoking.

(95) a. Let’s imagine this: Saul quit smoking.
b. Let’s imagine this: Saul used to smoke. He quit.
c. Let’s imagine this: Saul wants to take up running. He quit smoking.

Whereas (94a) in isolation presupposes that Saul used to smoke, the sequence

(94b) as a whole doesn’t. When embedded as in (95), (95a) still suggests that Saul

used to smoke, whereas (95b) doesn’t. The first sentence of (94b) entails what the

second sentence presupposes. This is different in the case of (94c); here, the first

sentence does not entail what the second presupposes, and the whole sequence

inherits that presupposition. And when embedded as in (95c), the implication

that Saul used to smoke survives. This is not an isolated case but appears to be

a general pattern for presuppositions: the presupposition of a later sentence is

filtered if an earlier sentence entails the presupposition; otherwise, the presup-

position projects.128

128This is also the projection pattern often reported for conjunctions and for conditionals. For
example, in the case of conditionals, a presupposition of the consequent is filtered just in case it
is entailed by the antecedent. It should be noted that this generalisation is sometimes disputed
in the following respect. On many accounts of presupposition projection, a conditional of the
form If A, Bp (where p is what B presupposes) presupposes the material conditional A→ p. This
is so whether or not A entails p. (If A entails p, then A→ p is necessarily true. If the entailment
is trivial, then If A, Bp only has a trivial presupposition.) But in many cases (e.g. ‘If Saul wants
to take up running, he will quit smoking’) the conditional appears to have an unconditional
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Now consider again the indefinite-definite sequence (96):

(96) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

If this sequence as a whole does indeed not presuppose that there is exactly one

cat, this is prima facie surprising. After all, the first sentence does not entail

that there is exactly one cat; it merely entails that there is a cat, which is com-

patible with there being more than one. Therefore, one crucial challenge for an

account of why the uniqueness presupposition can be filtered in such a sequence

is to explain how this can be so even though the first sentence doesn’t entail the

uniqueness presupposition.129

In this section, we’ve seen some evidence that the presupposition triggered

by a definite description in sequences like (93b) is filtered by the preceding in-

definite statement. In the next sections, I consider some ways to explain (away)

the evidence, and I provide some reasons why I don’t find them convincing.

4.3.3 Against Conversational Implicatures

It’s plausible to think that sometimes conversational implicatures contribute to

the felicity of an utterance that has a presupposition.130 Consider for instance

the following example:

(97) A: Excuse me, do you know where I can get a pint around here this late?
B: There is a pub down the road. It’ll stop serving drinks in half an hour.

B’s utterance is felicitous, even though B’s second sentence presupposes that the

presupposition (in this case, that Saul smokes). Explaining this discrepancy between prediction
and intuition is the so-called proviso problem. Other theories of projection hold that if A doesn’t
entail p, then If A, Bp presupposes p (rather than A→ p); see e.g. Mandelkern 2016; Winter 2019
for some discussion. Similar issues arise for presuppositions in conjunctions and disjunctions.
And in the case of sequences, one might wonder whether they, too, have conditional rather than
unconditional presuppositions. For example, perhaps (94c) doesn’t presuppose that Saul used to
smoke but rather a weaker, conditional presupposition that if Saul wants to take up running, he
used to smoke. I set this issue aside here, since I don’t think that it is crucial for present purposes.

129That the filtering of the uniqueness presupposition is for this reason surprising from a more
general point of view of how presupposition projection seems to work has been pointed out e.g.
by Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020. I return to this point further below.

130The locus classicus on implicatures is Grice 1989.
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pub is serving drinks. Part of what might explain the felicity is that with the

first sentence, B conversationally implicates that the pub is serving drinks. This

implicature may well contribute to the felicity of asserting that the pub will stop

serving drinks soon.

If conversational implicatures sometimes contribute to the felicity of a sub-

sequent assertion that has a presupposition, one might wonder whether the same

is happening in cases such as (98):

(98) There is a cat. The cat is hungry.

The idea would be that by asserting the first sentence, the speaker conversation-

ally implicates that there is only one cat, and that this implicature helps explain

why asserting the second sentence sounds fine as well, in spite of its presuppo-

sition that there is exactly one cat.131 It does seem true that often, a speaker

who asserts that there is a cat thereby implicates that there is only one cat. How-

ever, I don’t think that this observation is enough to explain what is going on in

cases like (98). As was already noted in section 4.3.2, sequences such as (99) are

felicitous, even though the speaker asserts that there is more than one cat:

(99) There is a cat. The cat is hungry. The cat is playing with another cat.

Overall, the speaker does not implicate that there is only one cat in such a case.

Perhaps some might argue that the speaker, when asserting the first sentence,

does implicate that there is only one cat and then cancels this implicature later

on. But consider the following example:

(100) I’m not sure exactly how many cats there are here. But there is a cat. The
cat is hungry.

To me, this sequence sounds fine. But in this case, the speaker first asserts that

they don’t know how many cats there are. It seems implausible to me to hold

that the speaker then goes on to implicate that there is only one cat, when assert-

131Many thanks to Paul Elbourne for discussion of this point.
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ing that there is a cat. I therefore don’t think that this appeal to conversational

implicatures, to explain why the use of the definite ‘the cat’ is felicitous in such

sequences, is promising.132

4.3.4 Against Intentions

Some have suggested that in sequences such as (101), the speaker’s intention

could play an important role. Imagine that the speaker is describing a room in

which there are two cats—let’s call them Lucy and Toby—and imagine that both

of them are hungry.

(101) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

Perhaps the speaker has one of the two cats in mind when uttering (101), let’s say

Lucy, and intends to make a claim about Lucy. Perhaps this somehow explains

why the speaker can use the definite description ‘the cat’ even though there are

two cats.133

This suggestion could be implemented on the basis of the semantics for

definite descriptions that was sketched in section 4.2.2. On that view, the definite

description ‘the cat’ contains a situation variable, and (102) presupposes that

132A similar worry applies, I think, to the suggestion that the audience accommodates that
there is only one cat, when the speaker utters (99). When a speaker makes an utterance that
presupposes some claim p which wasn’t already accepted in the conversation, the audience may
decide to accept the presupposition; this process is known as (presupposition) accommodation.
(The term goes back to D. Lewis 1979.) The audience may indeed sometimes accommodate the
presupposition that there is only one cat if a speaker asserts something like (99), but this seems
implausible to me in cases such as (100). If the speaker asserts that she isn’t sure how many cats
there are, why should the audience then be willing to accommodate that there is only one cat?
Relatedly, I think that, generally, one should presuppose only what one knows. So if the speaker
admits that she doesn’t know how many cats there are and then goes on to presuppose that there
is exactly one, that should generally strike us as odd. Consider e.g. the oddness of ‘I don’t know
whether someone bought ice cream. It was Jane who bought ice cream.’ or ‘I don’t know whether
John used to smoke. John quit smoking last year.’ The sequence (100) doesn’t strike me as odd
in a similar fashion. (The issue may be complicated by the fact that e.g. ‘John quit smoking last
year’ entails that John used to smoke. If one were to argue that ‘The cat is hungry’ presupposes
that there is exactly one cat but doesn’t entail it, and if there were only a knowledge norm on
assertion but not on presupposition, this could perhaps explain why ‘I don’t know whether John
used to smoke. John quit smoking last year.’ is stranger than (100). For reasons of space, I won’t
pursue this issue any further here.) Many thanks to Christian Nimtz for discussion.

133For a view that goes in this direction, see e.g. Stalnaker 1998.
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there is exactly one cat at the situation assigned to this variable.

(102) The cat is hungry.

If the situation variable is free, the variable assignment has to assign a situation

to it. Suppose that what situation is assigned depends on the mental state of the

speaker: if the speaker of (102) has Lucy in mind, then a situation containing just

Lucy is assigned to the variable. Since that situation contains just one cat, the

presupposition of the sentence is true, and the sentence is true at a situation s

just in case Lucy is hungry at s. So if the speaker is describing a situation sr that

contains the room with its inhabitants, including Lucy and Toby, the sentence

(102) is true just in case Lucy is hungry at sr .

K. Lewis (2013) has argued at length against appealing to the speaker’s

mental states to account for indefinite-definite sequences like (101).134 First of

all, Lewis argues that such sequences do not have the kind of readings the in-

tentionalist approach predicts. Suppose that in the above example, only Toby

is hungry, but Lucy isn’t. On the intentionalist approach, the sentence (102), as

uttered by the speaker, would in this case be false, since the sentence was pre-

dicted to be true just in case Lucy is hungry. However, intuitively, the speaker’s

assertion of the sequence (101) would be true rather than false, contrary to the

prediction. There is after all a cat and the cat is hungry, it’s just not the cat the

speaker had in mind.135 Secondly, Lewis argues that even though speakers may

well sometimes have particular individuals in mind when they assert indefinite-

definite sequences, they don’t always do, and having someone in particular in

mind doesn’t seem to be required either. To illustrate this, consider the following

case:

(103) Context. A knows that there are two cats in C’s room, and she knows that
both cats have blue eyes. She doesn’t know anything else about the two

134See also K. Lewis (2021), section 2.1.3
135Lewis doesn’t discuss this very example, but similar examples. See also Geach 1962, p. 154,

for a similar argument against the idea that who the speaker has in mind determines the referent
of the definite in an indefinite-definite sequence.
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cats, she has never met them and she has never been in C’s room. Asked
to describe C’s room, A says: There’s a cat in C’s room. The cat has blue eyes.
In fact, there are two cats in C’s room and both have blue eyes.

It seems to me that A’s assertion is true and felicitous. But it’s implausible to

assume that A has a particular cat in mind when she makes her assertion. She

has no way to distinguish between the two cats, since she has never met them

and she merely knows that they both have blue eyes. Therefore, appealing to

what A has in mind doesn’t help singling out one of the two cats as referent for

the definite description ‘the cat’.136

In short, it is unclear whether the intentionalist strategy makes the right

predictions about those cases where the speaker does have a particular individual

in mind, and it also fails to account for those cases in which speakers don’t have a

particular individual in mind. Therefore, the intentionalist strategy doesn’t seem

promising.

4.3.5 Against Super- and Subvaluations

Consider again the case (103), in which A knows that there are two blue-eyed

cats in C’s room, and on this basis asserts:

(104) There is a cat in C’s room. The cat has blue eyes.

Let’s again call the two cats Lucy and Toby. One idea one might have is that A’s

utterance is felicitous in the scenario at hand because it makes no difference to

136For similar examples, see e.g. K. Lewis (2021), section 2.1.1. Lewis argues that even purely
statistical evidence can be enough for a speaker to assert an indefinite-definite sequence and that
the speaker has no particular individual in mind in such cases. (Some might worry though that
purely statistical evidence doesn’t put the speaker in a position to know the asserted content and
so the speaker would at least violate a knowledge norm of assertion.) Szabó (2000, pp. 46–7) sim-
ilarly argues that indefinite-definite sequences can be asserted “by someone who deduced” the
relevant information “from circumstantial evidence” and has therefore no particular individual
in mind. Even Hawthorne and Manley (2012), who argue that there is no substantial acquaintance
constraint on singular reference or belief, accept that in cases such as the one discussed by Szabó
(2000), the speaker has no way to distinguish between the relevant individuals under consider-
ation and so doesn’t plausibly have a particular one in mind; see Hawthorne and Manley 2012,
p. 169. See also Neale (1990, p. 179), on non-referential uses of definites in indefinite-definite
sequences.
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the truth of the sequence whether ‘the cat’ refers to Lucy or to Toby. Since both

cats are hungry, the second sentence will come out as true either way. This is why

the speaker doesn’t need to make up their mind which candidate referent they

want to refer to, and so no intention to refer to Toby or intention to refer to Lucy

is required—or so the thought might go.

A strategy along such lines has been suggested by Nirit Kadmon. Kadmon

thinks that definites require uniqueness even when used in indefinite-definite

sequences such as (104). But sometimes, the “generality” of the uniqueness im-

plication can be “obscured” (Kadmon 2001, p. 85) by other factors, Kadmon

thinks.137 The idea is that, strictly speaking, the definite description in an indefinite-

definite sequence requires uniqueness, but at least some speakers can use a defi-

nite even when there is more than one individual of the described kind as long as

the “choice” of the individual “doesn’t make a difference to the truth value” of the

sentence under consideration. In that case, “the choice [...] is allowed to remain

undetermined” (ibid.). Applied to (104), the idea would be that, even though the

sequence strictly speaking has a false presupposition, some speakers nonetheless

judge the sequence to be true, since the sequence would be true if we chose one

of the two cats as referent, no matter which one.138

There are different ways in which one could develop this idea. One way

would be to think of it as a supervaluationist strategy. Suppose that the topic

situation st that the speaker of (104) aims to describe contains C’s room with all

its inhabitants, and nothing else. The topic situation thus contains both Lucy and

Toby, and Lucy and Toby both have blue eyes at the topic situation. The situation

st has smaller parts that only include one of the two cats. Let’s call two such parts

s1 and s2. The supervaluationist approach could then hold that even though ‘The

137Kadmon’s main examples in this passage use pronouns rather than definite descriptions but
the discussion is meant to apply to other definite noun phrases as well.

138Kadmon (1987) also invokes this type of strategy to deal with so-called sage-plant sentences
such as ‘Every woman who bought a sage plant here bought eight others along with it’; see Heim
1990b, pp. 159–61, for discussion and criticism of this application; Heim attributes to Mats Rooth
the observation that Kadmon’s approach is “a kind of supervaluation treatment” (p. 160, fn. 11)

94



4.3. Indefinite-Definite Sequences

cat is hungry’ expresses a proposition that is true or false of a situation s only

if there is exactly one cat at s, the sentence ‘The cat is hungry’, used to make a

claim about the topic situation st, is true just in case the proposition expressed is

true at each of the relevant parts of st, in particular: at s1 and at s2. Since s1 and

s2 each contain exactly one cat, they satisfy the uniqueness presupposition of the

sentence; since both cats are hungry, the sentence is true if used to describe st.139

One challenge for the supervaluationist strategy is to spell out more pre-

cisely what the relevant parts of the topic situation are. One idea would be that

we look for the largest parts of the topic situation that satisfy the presupposition

of the sentence. In the case of Lucy and Toby, this would mean that we look for

the largest situations that are part of C’s room and contain one of the two cats

but not the other. By design, those situations satisfy the definite’s presupposition

that there is exactly one cat.

As I see it, there are at least two problems with such a supervaluationist

strategy. The first concerns cases where there are several candidate referents for

a definite but the choice could make a difference to the truth or falsity of the

sentence. Imagine again that A is describing C’s room and knows that there is

at least one cat in it, and perhaps more than one cat, and that at least one cat in

the room has blue eyes. In fact, there are three cats in C’s room, two with blue

and one with green eyes. As before, A has never met the cats and doesn’t know

anything else about them; A asserts:

(105) There is a cat in C’s room. The cat has blue eyes.

It seems to me that the utterance is true and felicitous even though A plausibly

doesn’t have a particular cat in mind. But now there are three candidate referents

139Thanks to Ofra Magidor for suggesting this way of developing the supervaluationist idea.
Here I’m assuming that the situation variable of the definite ‘the cat’ is bound, but we could just
as well assume that it is free and that the sentence ‘The cat is hungry’ is true just in case every
proposition it expresses relative to one available assignment function is true at st , where one
available assignment function assigns s1 to the definite’s situation variable and another available
assignment assigns s2 to the variable.
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for the definite description ‘the cat’. If ‘the cat’ referred to one of the two blue-

eyed cats, the second sentence of (105) would be true, but it would be false if ‘the

cat’ referred to the green-eyed cat. Therefore, the choice of a referent would make

a difference to the truth value, and so the supervaluationist evaluation strategy

would not predict that the sentence, as uttered by A, may be judged true.140

Perhaps there is some way to argue that in this case, the green-eyed cat is

in fact not a candidate referent for ‘the cat’, but I don’t see why it shouldn’t be. A

different response would be to abandon the supervaluationist for a subvaluationist

strategy. Instead of saying that the second sentence of (105) is true at a topic

situation st if the proposition it expresses is true at all relevant parts of st, we

could hold that it is true if the proposition expressed is true at some relevant part

of st. Applied to the case of (105), we would have a better chance of predicting

that the second sentence is true after all, since the topic situation does have parts

in which there is exactly one cat and in which that cat has blue eyes, even though

there are also parts in which there is exactly one cat and in which that cat doesn’t

have blue eyes.141

The subvaluationist approach may be better than its supervaluationist cousin.

However, there is a second worry that applies to both of them equally. The worry

concerns contrasts like the one between the self-standing (106) and the sequence

(107).

(106) The cat has blue eyes.

(107) Mary has a cat. The cat has blue eyes.

Assume that Margaret knows that Mary has exactly two cats, both blue-eyed.

Asked to tell us something about Mary’s pets, Margaret could answer (107). If

instead she just said (106), that would be strange. If we wanted to adopt the

supervaluationist strategy, we would owe an explanation of why (107) sounds

140See K. Lewis 2021, section 2.1.1, fn. 10, for a very similar argument. And for a similar
argument against Kadmon’s related proposal for dealing with sage-plant sentences, see Heim
1990a, pp. 159–61.

141Thanks to Julia Zakkou for discussion.
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much better than the self-standing (106) in such a case. According to the super-

valuationist approach, both (106) and (107) would be counted as true. The first

sentence of (107) is true, and the second sentence of (107) just is (106). According

to the supervaluationist strategy, the second sentence of (107) may be judged true

because both candidates for being the referent of ‘the cat’ have blue eyes. But the

same would apply to Margaret’s assertion of the self-standing (106). It seems that

the first sentence of (107) plays an important role in making the sequence sound

better than the self-standing (106), and the supervaluationist strategy is silent on

why that’s the case. The same goes for the subvaluationist view; this view, too,

doesn’t by itself explain why there is a difference between utterances of e.g. (106)

and (107). There is, therefore, something important left unexplained by these

strategies. This doesn’t show that these strategies couldn’t somehow be amended

to provide a more complete explanation of the data, but it does show that they

are not satisfying as they stand.142

4.4 Sequences and Context Update

In the foregoing sections, I looked at some strategies the situation semanticist

could appeal to to explain why sequences such as (108) can be used to describe

situations in which there is more than one cat, in spite of the uniqueness presup-

position of the definite ‘the cat’. I argued that these strategies are not satisfying.

Now I want to try to develop a better account of what is going on in such se-

142To be clear, I’m not claiming that this last point is a problem for Kadmon’s view; I merely
think that it is a problem for a (static) situation semanticist who tried to adopt Kadmon’s sugges-
tion. Kadmon defends a dynamic semantics for definites on which the indefinite in a sequence
like (107) introduces a discourse referent that the definite can then pick up; since in (106), there
is no indefinite, no discourse referent is introduced, which could explain the contrast. (Kadmon’s
dynamic semantics differs e.g. from the semantics developed in Heim 1982; on Kadmon’s view,
definites also come with a uniqueness requirement, which is absent from Heim’s account, which
is why Kadmon is concerned with explaining away judgements that there is no uniqueness im-
plication in indefinite-definite sequences.) Since the situation semanticist I am considering does
not assume that indefinites introduce discourse referents that are picked up by definites, the sit-
uation semanticist cannot rely on this machinery to explain the contrast between cases like (106)
and (107).
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quences.

(108) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

The minimal situations in which the first sentence of (108) are true are situations

that contain exactly one cat. Based on this observation, one might suggest that

the definite ‘the cat’ in the second sentence is somehow evaluated at minimal

situations at which the first sentence is true.143 This idea seems promising, but

it needs to be spelled out in more detail to see how exactly it might work. This is

the task I want to take up now.

The first issue I want to address is why the minimal situations in which the

first sentence of (108) is true may be the ones where we evaluate the subsequent

definite description ‘the cat’ with its uniqueness presupposition. On the Stal-

nakerian view of assertion and presuppositions, assertions serve to change the

context of the conversation, and the presuppositions of an assertion have to be

already accepted in the old context.144 To figure out whether a presupposition

143Something along these lines is briefly suggested (and argued against) in Mandelkern and
Rothschild 2020, p. 85. I discuss some of their objections further below. K. Lewis (2021) suggests
that, given some appropriate semantics for conjunction, the situation semanticist could perhaps
assume that the sentences in a sequence are all “connected by conjunction”, but Lewis objects
that this would be “tantamount to giving up the static [semantic] game”. Even putting this worry
aside, I think that the view that the sentences in indefinite-definite sequences are always con-
nected by an unpronounced conjunction faces serious challenges. One challenge has to do with
non-declarative sentences. Consider the following examples:

(109) a. John has a cat. The cat has blue eyes.
b. John has a cat. Would you take care of the cat while John is on holiday?
c. John has a cat. Please take care of the cat while John is on holiday!

(110) a. John has a cat and the cat has blue eyes.
b. John has a cat and would you take care of the cat while John is on holiday?
c. John has a cat and please take care of the cat while John is on holiday!

The sequences (109a), (109b) and (109c) are grammatical and felicitous, and so is (110a), but
inserting an overt conjunction in (109b) and (109c), as in (110b) and (110c), makes them very
odd and perhaps ungrammatical. To account for the anaphoric relationship in sequences such
as (109b) and (109c), one would therefore have to assume that the covert conjunction that con-
nects the two sentences is different from the overt conjunction ‘and’. This strikes me as a serious
disadvantage, and so this is not a view I will pursue. The better strategy, I think, is to give an
account of indefinite-definite sequences that does not presuppose a semantics for conjunction,
and then to explain why (some) conjunctions are similar to the sequence of their conjuncts. I turn
to conjunctions further below.

144See section 2.2

98



4.4. Sequences and Context Update

is already accepted in the old context, we check whether the presupposition is

true at all the elements of the old context. In that sense, we have to evaluate the

presupposition at the old context. In the sequence (108), the second sentence pre-

supposes that there is exactly one cat, and this presupposition has to be evaluated

at the old context. If the context were a set of elements (worlds or situations) in

which there is exactly one cat, the presupposition would be satisfied and so the

presupposition would not lead to infelicity. If, on the other hand, the elements

did not contain exactly one cat, the presupposition would not be satisfied and the

presupposition should make asserting the second sentence of the sequence inap-

propriate. The set of minimal situations in which the first sentence of (108) is true

contains only situations in which there is exactly one cat, and so if the context of

an assertion of the second sentence were this set, the context would indeed satisfy

the uniqueness presupposition of the second sentence, which could explain why

the presupposition triggered by the definite description does not make asserting

the sequence inappropriate. In order for this explanation to work, we have to

consider what the context of an assertion of the second sentence in the sequence

(108) looks like.

Without further background assumptions about the conversation, we don’t

know much about the context of an assertion of the second sentence of (108), but

we do know that the speaker has already asserted that there is a cat; we should

therefore explore how this assertion changes the context. On Stalnaker’s view,

the context is a model of what is jointly accepted, or common ground, in the

conversation, which Stalnaker takes to be a matter of the interlocutors’ mental

states.145 One might wonder whether assuming the context to be a model of the

common ground is compatible with the suggestion that presuppositions have to

be already accepted in the context, in light of how presuppositions in sequences

seem to behave. If a speaker utters a sequence of sentences, it is generally felici-

145See Stalnaker 2002
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tous for sentences that come later in the sequence to presuppose what is entailed

by sentences that come before:

(111) Jerry: Someone bought ice cream. It was Jane who bought it.
Jenna: Really? I don’t believe someone actually bought ice cream.

Jerry’s utterance seems okay even though the second sentence Jerry utters presup-

poses that someone bought ice cream. In this case, the presupposition is entailed

by the first sentence Jerry utters. But the utterance seems okay even though Jenna

later rejects Jerry’s utterance. One might therefore doubt that, when Jerry asserts

that it was Jane who bought the ice cream, it is accepted in the conversation that

someone bought ice cream.

There are different ways one could respond to this worry. For example, one

could suggest that when Jerry asserts that it was Jane who bought the ice cream,

Jerry at least believes or assumes or pretends that it is accepted in the conver-

sation that someone bought ice cream, and that this is enough to make Jerry’s

second assertion felicitous.146 But it’s not obvious that this response works.

Jerry’s utterance would remain felicitous even if Jerry explicitly acknowledged

that Jenna won’t believe him:

(112) Jerry: I know you won’t believe me, but someone bought ice cream. It was
Jane who bought it.
Jenna: You’re right, I don’t believe you.

In this case, it doesn’t seem very plausible that Jerry believes or assumes or pre-

tends that, at the time of his second assertion, it is jointly accepted in the conver-

sation that someone bought ice cream.147

146As Stalnaker (1999) makes clear, “a speaker may act as if certain propositions are part of the
common background when he knows that they are not” (p. 51), presupposing something while
knowing that it isn’t common ground. Perhaps this “pretense” (ibid.) is enough to make the
speaker’s utterance appropriate. (Cf. one of the notions of a sentence presupposition suggested,
but not endorsed, by Stalnaker: “One might say that a sentence x presupposes that Q just in case
the use of x to make a statement is appropriate [...] only in contexts where Q is presupposed by
the speaker” (Stalnaker 1999, p. 50). The suggestion seems to be that the appropriateness of the
utterance depends on what the speaker presupposes; whether it is appropriate for the speaker to
presuppose whatever it is she presupposes could perhaps be treated as a separate issue.)

147For similar but more elaborate arguments that go in the same direction, see Harris 2020. See
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This, however, doesn’t show that presuppositions of an assertion don’t have

to be, in some sense, old news in order for the assertion to be appropriate. If

it were not already accepted between Jerry and Jenna that someone bought ice

cream, Jerry’s utterance would be odd if he merely asserted (113a), without first

saying that someone bought ice cream.

(113) a. It was Jane who bought ice cream.
b. Someone bought ice cream. It was Jane who bought it.

If Jerry asserts (113b) instead, Jenna can’t similarly complain that it’s news to her

that someone bought ice cream, even if she doesn’t believe what Jerry says. She

can merely complain that what Jerry said was wrong or perhaps that he doesn’t

know what he’s talking about.

This does raise the question of what exactly counts as old news. Being part

of the common ground may be one way of being old news, but examples such as

(112) suggest that it at least isn’t the only way. There are different ways one could

try to make the notion of being old news more precise, but I won’t try to settle this

issue here.148 What is important for present purposes is that we can use contexts

to model what is old news at some point during a conversation even if we reject

the view that something is old news in a conversation just in case it is part of

the common ground. When Jerry asserts that someone bought ice cream, the

claim that someone bought ice cream becomes old news. We can model this by

also Schlenker 2010a, pp. 117–20, on conjunction and whether local contexts represent what is
common belief; see Stalnaker 2014, pp. 97–102, for a response to Schlenker.

148There are various options to consider. What is old news could for example be a matter of
what the speakers have committed themselves to for the purposes of the conversation, where this
might differ from what they have jointly accepted. (See e.g. Geurts 2019 for an approach that puts
commitments on centre stage in the pragmatics.) Another, perhaps related suggestion, could be
that what is old news, for an utterance of a speaker, is determined by what the speaker has already
proposed to add to the context (without having retracted the proposal), even if the proposal was
not accepted by the speakers’ interlocutors. (Or consider Schlenker 2010a, p. 120, suggesting that
context sets should be taken to represent “what follows from the speaker’s utterance given the global
context”.) As D. Lewis (1979, pp. 345–46) discusses, the “conversational score” (p. 345) [roughly,
the state of a conversation, which Lewis likens to the score of a game at a particular moment]
could be a matter of the interlocutors’ mental attitudes (like Stalnaker’s common ground), but
it could also be a matter of the rules of conversations (and which rules hold could be to some
extent independent of the interlocutors’ mental states). Exploring different views on this matter
in detail would go beyond the scope of this thesis.
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assuming that a context, representing what is old news, is updated with the claim

that someone bought ice cream. Consequently, the presupposition that someone

bought ice cream is accepted in this context and Jerry can go on and assert that

it was Jane who bought ice cream. What matters is that if a speaker makes a

series of assertions, what they assert earlier enters into the context that serves as

background for what they assert later, and presuppositions of later assertions are

required to be satisfied by this context.

Let’s return to the indefinite-definite sequence (114). What would the con-

text look like after it has been updated by an assertion of the first sentence, that

is, after it has been updated with the proposition the first sentence expresses?

(114) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

What the context would look like depends on what we take contexts to be. In

chapters 2 and 3, we already encountered different conceptions of the context.

On some of them, contexts are sets of possible worlds; on others, contexts are

sets of situations. Let’s consider what these different conceptions would mean

for (114).

On the Stalnakerian view, a context is the set of all possible worlds that are

compatible with what has been accepted. Let’s assume, for the sake of simplicity,

that we start with the empty context. On the Stalnakerian view, the empty context

is the set of all possible worlds, and we update a context c with a proposition p by

excluding from c all worlds in which p isn’t true. If we update the empty context

with the claim that there is a cat, we arrive at the set of all possible worlds in

which there is a cat.149 Let’s call this set c′. This set includes worlds in which

there are several cats, since there being more than one cat is compatible with

there being a cat. Not all worlds in the context are therefore worlds in which

there is exactly one cat. Accordingly, the context doesn’t satisfy the uniqueness

149What proposition is expressed by ‘There’s a cat’? For now, I make the simplifying assumption
that it is λs.∃xcat(x)(s). I will say more about the semantics of indefinites in section 6.2.3.
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presupposition triggered by ‘the cat’ in the second sentence. We therefore can’t

update c′ with (115b), the proposition expressed by (115a), if we assume the

principle that presuppositions have to be satisfied by the context in order for

it to be possible to update the context.150

(115) a. ςi The cat si is hungry.
b. λs.hungry(ιxcat(x)(s))(s)

Like Stalnaker, Schwarz assumes that a context is a set of possible worlds. Un-

like Stalnaker, Schwarz assumes that a proposition is asserted of a topic situation

that may be smaller than a whole world. A context is updated by excluding each

world w from the context where the asserted proposition is not true at w’s coun-

terpart of the topic situation. Presuppositions have to be true not at all worlds

in the context but at all counterparts of the topic situation that are part of some

world of the context.151 Suppose that we have made no assumptions yet about

how many cats there are at the topic situation. Then the context contains worlds

where the counterpart of the topic situation contains no cats, worlds where the

counterpart contains exactly one cat as well as worlds where there are several cats

at the counterpart. When we update with the claim that there is a cat, we exclude

those worlds where the counterpart of the topic situation contains no cat; but we

don’t exclude worlds where the counterpart contains more than one cat. Con-

sequently, the context contains situations where (115b) is neither true nor false.

150See section 4.2.2 for the semantics. Since I assume that possible worlds are situations, there
is not in principle a problem about updating a set of worlds with a proposition that is true or false
at situations. What if we assume that the situation variable is free rather than bound as in (115a)?
In that case, the presupposition would be that there is exactly one cat in the situation assigned to
si . Now the question is what situation is assigned to si . If the speaker doesn’t have a particular
cat in mind, the speaker’s mental state arguably doesn’t help determine one (see section 4.3.4).
If the situation assigned were the topic situation, than the presupposition would be that there is
exactly one cat at the topic situation. But then it’s unclear how we could explain that sequences
such as (114) can be used to describe situations in which there is more than one cat (see section
4.3.2). For these reasons, I don’t see that with the assumption that the situation variable is free,
we are in a better position to explain what is going on. Prima facie, the bound reading is in a
better position to explain how an indefinite-definite sequence such as (114) need not be about a
particular cat, since, on the bound reading, the definite description doesn’t denote a particular
cat.

151See section 2.4.
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The presupposition of the second sentence of (114) is not satisfied by the con-

text, and so the context can’t be updated with the second sentence. It therefore

seems that the Schwarzian context update procedure has no clear advantage over

Stalnaker’s when it comes to sequences such as (114).

Next, let’s turn to those conceptions of the context according to which a

context is a set of situations rather than a set of worlds. In chapter 3, I discussed

different ways of thinking about such sets, which are equipped with different

rules for updating the context and different assumptions about the conditions

under which a context is accurate. For now, I focus on definite contexts, which

have topic situations that the contexts aim to describe.152 For present purposes,

the important distinction is between what I called non-minimal and minimal con-

texts. Non-minimal contexts contain candidates for being the topic situation. By

contrast, minimal contexts contain candidates for being part of the topic situation,

which means that the topic situation may be bigger than any situation in the con-

text. The minimal contexts are called ‘minimal’ because, roughly speaking, the

situations in them are just big enough so that everything accepted about the topic

situation is true at them, but not bigger.153

Non-minimal contexts are in the same boat as Stalnakerian and Schwarzian

contexts when it comes to indefinite-definite sequences such as (116):

(116) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

The empty non-minimal context is the set of all situations. Update proceeds by

intersection, and so if we update the empty context with the claim that there is a

cat, we arrive at a new context that contains all those situations in which there is

a cat. Any situation in which there is a cat counts as candidate for being the topic

152Definite contexts are more similar to Schwarzian contexts than what I call indefinite con-
texts, but the following points apply very similarly to indefinite contexts.

153Why only roughly? Because if there are non-persistent propositions among the propositions
accepted, those may fail to be true at the situations in the context, depending on what has been
accepted later on; they are merely guaranteed to be true at some part of the situations in the
context. See section 3.1.3 for discussion.
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situation. This includes situations in which there is more than one cat, and so

the context does not satisfy the presupposition that there is exactly one cat. The

context cannot be updated with the proposition expressed by the second sentence

of (116).

Minimal contexts, however, look more promising. The empty minimal con-

text is the set of all the smallest situations, which do not contain more than one

cat.154 To update a minimal context with some claim, we expand the situations

in the context so that the claim is true at the expanded situation but no further

than that. If we update the empty context with the claim that there is a cat, the

new context will therefore contain only situations in which there is exactly one

cat. After all, any situation with two cats would have a smaller situation as part

in which the claim that there is a cat is already true, and so such a situation

would be too big to be included in the new context.155 Since the context contains

only situations with exactly one cat, the context does satisfy the presupposition

that there is exactly one cat, and so the context can be updated with the proposi-

tion expressed by the second sentence of (116). Nevertheless, that there are only

situations with exactly one cat in the context does not mean that the context is

accurate only if the topic situation contains exactly one cat. This is so because

the situations in the context are candidates for being part of the topic situation,

and a situation that contains exactly one cat may well be part of a larger situation

in which there is more than one cat.156 Therefore, that the context contains only

154As discussed in section 3.1.4, it’s not entirely clear what these smallest situations would look
like, but any situation in which there are two cats, we may assume, contains a smaller situation
with only one cat, and so no situation with more than one cat would be among the smallest
situations.

155If we assume instead that the empty minimal context is the set of all situations, and update
the empty context with the claim that there is a cat, we plausibly also arrive at a set of situations
that each only contain one cat. The updated context would be the set of all the smallest of those
situations that expand some situation in such a way that there is a cat at them. The set of all
situations that expand some situation in such a way that there is a cat at the expanded situation
is simply the set of all situations in which there is a cat. And the smallest of these situations are
the minimal situations in which there is a cat, which each contain exactly one cat.

156A minimal context with topic situation st is accurate just in case the context contains a situ-
ation that is part of st ; see section 3.1.2.
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situations with one cat doesn’t mean that the speaker is committed to the claim

that the topic situation contains only one cat. This fits well with the impression

that a sequence such as (116) may be used to describe a situation in which there

is more than one cat.

How does the minimal context change when it is then updated with the

second claim of (116)? Each situation of the context contains exactly one cat,

and to update the context with (117), we have to expand each situation s of the

context in such a way that the cat in the expanded situation is hungry, but no

further.

(117) λs.hungry(ιxcat(x)(s))(s)

Consequently, the new context still only contains situations in which there is

exactly one cat, but now the cat in each situation is hungry. If some situation s of

the old context cannot be expanded in that way, the new context will not contain

a situation of which s is a part. This happens for a situation s of the old context if

the cat in s is not hungry in any expansion of s.157

Of the various conceptions of the context that I have considered, minimal

contexts therefore seem to be the most promising for dealing with indefinite-

definite sequences. The situations in minimal contexts grow over the course of

a conversation. At the beginning, when nothing or very little has been accepted

about the topic situation, the situations in the context are very small. When a new

claim is accepted, the situations grow just enough so that what has been accepted

becomes true at them. Because the situations in minimal contexts are always kept

as small as possible, the minimal contexts provide a basis for explaining why

in a sequence such as (118), the context for an assertion of the second sentence

satisfies the uniqueness presupposition triggered by the definite ‘the cat’.158

157If s has an expansion s′ in which some other cat, not the cat in s, is hungry, s′ would not be
included in the new context, since s′ contains two cats, and so (117) would be neither true nor
false at s′ .

158Using the terminology of section 3.1.3, the reason why minimal and non-minimal contexts
make different predictions when it comes to a proposition such as (117) is that this proposition
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(118) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

And since the situations in minimal contexts are not candidates for being the

topic situation but for being part of the topic situation, a context may satisfy

a uniqueness presupposition without committing the interlocutors to the claim

that the topic situation also satisfies that presupposition. This helps explain why

a speaker may assert (118) without committing herself to the claim that the topic

situation contains only one cat. This is, I think, a promising start for an account

of indefinite-definite sequences, but many challenges remain. I will sketch some

of them in the next section, before trying to respond to some of them in the fol-

lowing chapters.

4.5 Some Open Questions

In this chapter, I turned to definite descriptions. Following Elbourne (2013), I

sketched one way to implement the idea that definite descriptions presuppose

existence and uniqueness at some situation, assuming that definite descriptions

contain an unpronounced situation variable. Against this background, I looked

at simple indefinite-definite sequences such as (119). These sequences are chal-

lenging for the situation semantic account.

(119) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

Following K. Lewis (2021) and others, I argued that the uniqueness presuppo-

sition of the second sentence of (119) is not inherited by the entire sequence,

and that the sequence as a whole can be used to describe, truly, a situation in

which there is more than one cat, in spite of the uniqueness presupposition of

the definite description ‘the cat’. I briefly considered various strategies a situa-

tion semanticist might appeal to in order to explain this (invoking conversational

is not T-or-F-persistent: it is true or false at situations that are part of larger situations where it is
neither true nor false; see (35).
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implicatures, the speaker’s intentions, or super- and subvaluationist interpreta-

tion strategies), and I argued that these strategies are not fully convincing. I

then turned to the idea that the presupposition triggered by the definite descrip-

tions in the second sentence of (119) has to be satisfied by the conversational

context, which is determined at least in part by the first sentence (or rather, by

the speaker’s assertion of the first sentence). In chapters 2 and 3, we already en-

countered different conceptions of the context, some based on possible worlds

(such as Stalnaker’s) and others based on possible situations. Since the first sen-

tence of (119) does not entail that there is at most one cat, possible worlds and

possible situations at which the first sentence is true include worlds and situa-

tions in which there is more than one cat. As a consequence, Stalnaker’s contexts

and non-minimal contexts don’t help when it comes to (119): after update with

the claim that there is a cat, they don’t satisfy the uniqueness presupposition that

there is at most one cat (unless it was already established in the context that there

is at most one cat in the whole world or in the topic situation). Minimal contexts,

by contrast, seem more promising in this respect: the empty minimal context,

updated with the claim that there is a cat, contains only situations in which there

is exactly one cat, satisfying the uniqueness presupposition of ‘the cat’. Minimal

contexts contain candidates for being part of the situation the speaker aims to

describe, and so a context that contains only situations with one cat may accu-

rately describe a situation in which there are multiple cats. However, this appeal

to minimal contexts leaves a range of questions open that I haven’t addressed so

far, including the following:

(1) There are various kinds of sequences that are prima facie problematic

for the account as developed so far. Here are four kinds of sequences that are

particularly tricky:

(a) sage-plant sequences. So-called sage-plant sentences such as ‘If someone

buys a sage plant here, she (always) buys eight others along with it’ (Heim
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1990a, p. 147) are a well-known challenge for theories according to which

definite descriptions require uniqueness. These sentences have sequential

analogues, such as ‘John bought a sage plant. He bought eight others along

with it/the sage plant.’ Such sage-plant sequences are challenging for the

semantics as sketched above, which I discuss in section 5.1.

(b) bishop sequences. So-called bishop sentences such as ‘If a bishop meets a

bishop, she/the bishop greets her/the bishop’ (see Heim 1990a, p. 148) are

another well-known challenge for accounts on which definite descriptions

require uniqueness. Bishop sentences also have sequential analogues, such

as ‘A bishop met a bishop. The bishop greeted the bishop.’ Arguably, such

bishop sequences are felicitous, and it is not clear how the approach as

sketched so far could account for this, since a minimal context, updated

with the claim that a bishop met a bishop, only contains situations in which

there are two bishops. Prima facie, such a minimal context does not satisfy

the uniqueness presupposition of ‘the bishop’ in the second sentence.

(c) sequences with too much information. Sometimes, the definite description

‘the cat’ can be used even though it has been explicitly asserted that there

is more than one cat, as in ‘There are three cats. There’s a cat on the mat.

The cat is hungry.’ If we update a minimal context with the claim that

there are three cats, the situations in the context contain three cats, and so

they don’t satisfy the uniqueness presupposition of the third sentence in

the sequence. Even minimal contexts therefore don’t seem to satisfy the

uniqueness presupposition.

(d) sequences with intentional identity. Definites can be embedded under atti-

tude verbs and be anaphoric on indefinites that are embedded under an-

other attitude verb in another sentence, as ‘the man’ in ‘Mark wants to meet

a man. He wants the man to be interesting.’ (Mandelkern and Rothschild
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2020, p. 101) There are various ways of making these sequences even more

complicated, as in Geach’s famous Hob-Nob example: ‘Hob thinks a witch

has blighted Bob’s mare, and Nob wonders whether she (the same witch)

killed Cob’s sow.’ (Geach 1967, p. 628) Here, two different people are said

to hold two different kinds of attitudes, and nonetheless ‘the same witch’

embedded in the second sentence seems to be anaphoric on ‘a witch’, em-

bedded in the first sentence.159

In the next chapter, I discuss sage-plant sequences and sequences with too much

information. I do not look at bishop sequences in this thesis in any detail. They

are a serious problem, but I don’t have much to add to the existing literature on

bishop sentences. I think that whatever one wants to say about bishop sentences

can similarly be adopted in the case of bishop sequences. I therefore leave a

closer examination of these sequences for another time.160 I also don’t examine

sequences with intentional identity here.161

(2) On the present account of context update, the situations in the context

are expanded minimally in such a way that the asserted proposition is true at the

expanded situations. This raises concerns about the interpretation of negated

sentences such as ‘It’s not the case that there’s a cat’ and quantificational sen-

tences such as ‘Every cat is hungry.’ For example, interpreting ‘It’s not the case

that there’s a cat’ as expressing the proposition λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s) would have im-

plausible consequences, as updating a context with that proposition doesn’t en-

sure that the situations in the updated context can’t be expanded even further, to

159This example by Geach is a conjunction, but it would be equally felicitous if it turned into a
sequence of two sentences.

160For some discussion of bishop sentences, see e.g. Ludlow 1994; Elbourne 2005; Elbourne
2016.

161There is a substantive literature on what is going on in such cases, which I cannot revisit
here. For some recent discussion, see e.g. Lanier 2014; Sandgren 2018. Other tricky sequences
that I don’t discuss include cases of so-called telescoping, such as ‘Each degree candidate walked
to the stage. He took his diploma from the Dean and returned to his seat.’ (Roberts 1989, p. 717,
attributed to Barbara Partee); the conditions under which such sequences are felicitous appear to
be rather complicated; for some discussion, see e.g. Roberts 1989, pp. 717–18, and Ludlow 1994,
pp. 178–80.
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even larger situations that do contain cats. In section 6.2.3, I address this chal-

lenge.

(3) The sequence ‘There’s a cat. The cat is hungry’ is very similar to the

conjunction ‘There’s a cat and the cat is hungry.’ This raises the question of how

the account suggested here for sequences is related to the behaviour of presup-

positions within single sentences. Chapter 6 approaches that question.
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Chapter 5

From Context to Discourse

5.1 From Contexts to Truth-Conditions

5.1.1 Sage-Plant Sequences

One problem for the view sketched in the previous chapter arises from examples

such as the following, which I will call sage-plant sequences:

(120) Someone bought a sage plant. Along with the sage plant, she bought eight
other sage plants.162

(121) A dog was in the park. The dog got into a fight with another dog.163

(122) There’s a cat. The cat is playing with another cat.164

Consider the third sequence, (122). The definite description ‘the cat’ triggers a

uniqueness presupposition that there is only one cat, but in order for the second

sentence to be true, there must be at least two cats. The uniqueness presuppo-

sition can’t be required to be true at the same situation where there have to be

two cats, on pain of contradiction. This means that we can’t interpret the second

sentence along the same lines as was suggested above for (123a):

162Cf. Heim 1990b, p. 147: ‘If someone buys a sage plant here, she (always) buys eight others
along with it.’ Hence the name.

163See Szabó 2000, p. 46
164See also Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020, p. 94 for other examples of what they call ‘gener-

alized sage plant sentences’.
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(123) a. ςi The cat si is hungry.
b. λs.hungry(ιxcat(x)(s))(s)

Here, the uniqueness presupposition has to be true at the same situation at which

the cat has to be hungry, in order for the proposition to be true. If, analogously,

the uniqueness presupposition had to be true at the same situation at which there

would have to be a second cat, in order for the sentence to be true, the sentence

and its uniqueness presupposition could not both be true. One strategy to avoid

this result is to disentangle somehow the situation where the presupposition has

to be true and the situation of evaluation, where there needs to be a second cat.

Now I want to sketch one way to achieve this.165

As a first step, let’s assume that the context may serve as one of the param-

eters on which the interpretation of expressions may depend, in addition to the

assignment function: J K is, from now on, a function from contexts and assign-

ment functions to semantic values, and JαKc,g is the semantic value of α relative

to a context c and assignment function g.166 Secondly, let’s assume that there is

what we could call a situation abstractor:167

(124) JδiαKc,g = λs.JαKc,g[s/i]

If, for example, α is an expression of type 〈s, t〉, then δiα is an expression of type

〈s, st〉. If there is a free variable with index i in α, that variable is bound to the

first argument of the resulting function. With this abstractor, we can bind the

165Such a strategy is sometimes also used for donkey sentences; see e.g. Elbourne 2013, pp. 121–
23, on ‘Every man who owns a donkey beats the donkey’. Roughly, Elbourne predicts this sen-
tence to be true just in case every individual x is such that every minimal situation s where x is
a man who owns a donkey can be extended to a situation s′ such that x beats in s′ the donkey of
s. The definite description ‘the donkey’ is evaluated at s rather than at the extended situation s′ ,
and so the uniqueness presupposition has to be true at s but not at s′ ; s′ could contain more than
one donkey. (Elbourne doesn’t explicitly discuss sage-plant sentences in this passage, but see his
discussion of a similar case in Elbourne 2013, pp. 129–32.)

166See Klinedinst and Rothschild 2012 for treating local contexts as semantic parameters, who
mention van Benthem 1989 as early predecessor.

167This is a variable abstractor for situation variables, which works just like variable abstraction
for individual variables; see e.g. Heim and Kratzer 1998, p. 96, Elbourne 2013, p. 33 on Predicate
Abstraction (for individual variables), and Percus 2000, pp. 180, 186, on variable abstractors for
both individual and situation variables.
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situation variable of a definite description as follows:

(125) a. δi [The cat si is hungry]
b. J(125a)Kc,g = λs.λs′.hungry(ιxcat(x)(s))(s′)

The semantic value of (125a) is a function of type 〈s, st〉. Applied to a situation

s and a situation s′, the value of this function is # (neither true nor false) just in

case there is not exactly one cat at s; and if the value isn’t #, the value is 1 (true)

just in case the cat at s is hungry at s′. Crucially, the situation where there has to

be exactly one cat (namely, s) is now disentangled from the situation where the

cat has to be hungry (namely, s′).168

However, we are not finished yet. The semantic value in (125b) is not a

proposition, and so it can’t be what a speaker asserts with the second sentence of

(127), at least not if we hold that the content of an assertion is always a proposi-

tion.

(127) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

The idea I began with was that the definite description in the second sentence of

(127) is evaluated at the situations in the context of (an assertion of) the second

sentence; all situations in that context contain exactly one cat, and in order for

the second sentence to be true, the cat of some situation in the context has to be

168Elbourne (2013) does not have a situation abstractor like δ, but the same effect could be
achieved with a close variant of Elbourne’s semantics, as follows:

(126) a. JQPKc,g = λp〈s,t〉.λs.λs′ .p(s′) (see QAFIC , Elbourne 2013, p. 72)

b. JΣiαKc,g = λs.λs′ .JαKc,g[s/i](s)(s′) (see Situation Binding II, Elbourne 2013, p. 33)
c. Σi[QP [The cat si is hungry]]
d. J(126c)Kc,g = λs.λs′ .hungry(ιxcat(x)(s))(s′)

The resulting interpretation in (126d) is the same as in (125b). The only difference to Elbourne’s
system is that withQP and Σ, the situation variable is bound to the first argument of the resulting
function, whereas with Elbourne’s QAFIC and Situation Binding II, the variable would be bound
to the second argument. I find it more convenient if presuppositions have to be true at the first
argument rather than the second, but this difference is not substantial, as far as I can tell. I find
the situation abstractor δ elegant, but it could be replaced by Elbourne’s machinery. As long as
there are no differing conditions on where δ or the combination of Σ and QP may appear, the two
are interchangeable. My use of δ therefore doesn’t add anything substantial over and above what
is already assumed by Elbourne (2013).
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hungry. One way to predict such truth-conditions is by assuming that there is an

unpronounced existential quantifier, �, in the second sentence:169

(128) J�Kc,g = λp〈s,st〉.λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s∧ p(s′)(s)

(129) a. � [δi[The cat si is hungry]]
b. J(129a)Kc,g = λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s∧hungry(ιxcat(x)(s′))(s)

The existential quantifier is restricted to the situations of the context; it only

quantifies over the situations in the context, and so any truth-value gaps at situ-

ations outside of the context are ignored. Accordingly, the proposition expressed

by (129a) is neither true nor false at any situation s just in case not every situation

s′ that is in the context c contains exactly one cat. Thus, the proposition (129b) is

either true or false at every situation or neither true nor false at every situation,

depending on what the context c is like.170 If the proposition is true or false, it

is true at s just in case s expands some situation s′ of the context c in such a way

that the cat in s′ is hungry at s. The definite description ‘the cat’ is evaluated at

the situations of the context rather than at the situation of evaluation, and so the

uniqueness presupposition has to be true only at the situations of the context but

not at the situation the proposition is evaluated at. This helps solve the problem

raised by sage-plant sequences. After all, the reason they were a problem for the

earlier approach was that the definite description was evaluated at the situation

of evaluation and so its uniqueness presupposition had to be true at the situation

of evaluation.

(130) There’s a cat. The cat is playing with another cat.

In sage-plant sequences such as this, the situation where the second sentence is

evaluated needs to contain two cats, in order for the second sentence to be true,

and so the uniqueness presuposition cannot also be true there. This clash no
169Unpronounced existential quantifiers over situations are not alien to situation semantics; see

e.g. Elbourne’s morpheme Q (Elbourne 2013, p. 28), Büring’s morpheme ≤ (Büring 2004, p. 38),
and Heim’s subscripted situation variables (Heim 1990a, p. 156); they are in some ways similar
to �, but are e.g. not restricted to situations of a context.

170In order for p∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.φ(s′)q to be true or false, φ needs to be true or false at every situation
s′ in c; see section 4.2.3 on the metalanguage.
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longer arises on the new view, according to which the definite description is not

evaluated at the situation of evaluation but rather at the situations of the context.

The situations of the context may contain exactly one cat even if the situation of

evaluation contains two or more.171

5.1.2 The Remaining Uniqueness Presupposition

Earlier, I argued that the indefinite-definite sequence (131) as a whole does not

presuppose that there is exactly one cat. Now I want to reconsider briefly whether

this verdict and the proposed view are really in agreement.

(131) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

(132) a. The cat is hungry.
b. λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s∧hungry(ιxcat(x)(s′))(s)

The view says that, relative to a context c, (132a) expresses the proposition (132b).

(132b) is neither true nor false just in case c contains situations in which there is

not exactly one cat. If the context has previously been updated with the first

claim of the sequence (131), all situations in the context contain at least one cat,

and so the existence presupposition of ‘the cat’ is guaranteed to be satisfied by

the context, no matter what the context was previously like. Thus, the existence

presupposition triggered by ‘the cat’ is not imposed on the previous context. The

sequence as a whole does not presuppose that there is a cat.

The prediction regarding the uniqueness presupposition is more nuanced.

A context can only be updated with the sequence (131) (that is, updated sequen-

tially with the propositions expressed by the first and the second sentence) if it

contains no situation with more than one cat. If the context did contain situa-

tions with more than one cat, the context could not be updated with (132b), even

171We could now for example take ‘The cat is playing with another cat’ to express, rela-
tive to a context c, the proposition λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s ∧ ∃x(cat(x)(s) ∧ x , ιycat(y)(s′) ∧
playing-with(x)(ιycat(y)(s′))(s)). A proposition like this does not impose contradictory demands
on the situation of evaluation. (That ‘another’ triggers a presupposition is, however, not ac-
counted for by this proposition.)
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if it were first updated with the claim that there is a cat. The sequence (131) as

a whole therefore still has a uniqueness presupposition. However, the unique-

ness presupposition does not have to be satisfied by the topic situation; it does

not have to be true at those situations that are treated as candidates for being the

topic situation. It merely has to be true at the situations of the context, which are

candidates for being part of the topic situation, because the context is a minimal

context. I think that this is a reasonable result. On the one hand, it explains why

(131) can be used to describe a topic situation in which there is more than one

cat. On the other hand, the remaining uniqueness presupposition helps explain

why sequences such as the following tend to be rather odd:

(133) There are three cats. The cat is hungry.

(134) There’s a cat and another cat. The cat is hungry.

(135) There’s a brown cat. There’s also a black cat. The cat is hungry.

If a minimal context is updated with the first claim of (133) or (134) or the first

two claims of (135), the situations in the context don’t contain exactly one cat,

and so they can’t be updated with the final claim. As I discuss below in sec-

tion 5.2, sequences like (135) are sometimes okay, and it is not straightfoward to

explain why this is so, given the view that there is a remaining uniqueness pre-

supposition. But in general, such sequences are quite bad, and the uniqueness

presupposition can help explain why.

5.1.3 Asserting Relations

One of the reasons for assuming the existence of the unpronounced existential

quantifier � was so that we could turn (136b), the semantic value of (136a), into

a proposition—a content that is assertable.

(136) a. δi[The cat si is hungry]
b. λs.λs′.hungry(ιxcat(x)(s))(s′)

It may be worth mentioning that we could try to avoid the use of an existential
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quantifier (or a similar device) and instead pursue a different strategy, namely to

assume that the content of an assertion does not have to be of propositional type

〈s, t〉 but can also be of a more complex type, such as 〈s, st〉. On this view, (136b)

could be the content of an assertion.

To make this strategy more plausible, we would have to explain what a

speaker does by asserting a content of type 〈s, st〉. If by asserting a content, a

speaker proposes to update the context, we would have to explain how contexts

are updated with contents of type 〈s, st〉. One way to think of a function f of type

〈s, st〉 is as a relation between two situations: the relation holds between s and s′

just in case f applied to s and s′ is 1. Minimal contexts are updated by expanding

the situations of the old context in the right way. The content has to tell us what

the right way is. In the propositional case, a situation s of the context has to be

expanded to a situation s′ where the proposition is true:

(137) c[p〈s,t〉] =↓ {s : ∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s∧ p(s))}

Since the update is supposed to be minimal, we only include the smallest ex-

pansions in the new context. A relational content could similarly tells us what

the expanded situations have to be like. A natural suggestion would be that the

relation has to hold between a situation of the old context s′ and the expanded

situation s; only if it does hold, may the expanded situation be included in the

new context:

(138) c[p〈s,st〉] =↓ {s : ∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s∧ p(s′)(s))}

For instance, to update a context c with (136b), each situation s′ in c has to be

expanded to a situation s in such a way that the cat in s′ is hungry at the expanded

situation s. Since our updates are supposed to be minimal, we only include the

smallest expansions in the new context, as in the propositional case.172

172The Presuppositional Bridge that connects truth-value gaps and context update (see (34)
in section 3.1.3) could also be adapted to contents of type 〈s, st〉. In the case of (136b), the first
argument of the function is the one where the definite description’s presupposition has to be true.
This fits well with the update rule (138), since the first argument for the function, s′ , is provided
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The idea that the content of an assertion is not (always) a function from

situations to truth values but rather (at least sometimes) a relation between situ-

ations may seem outlandish, but I don’t think that this by itself is reason enough

to dismiss the idea. However, since the unpronounced existential quantifier will

prove to be helpful later on as well, I won’t pursue the idea here any further.173

Let’s take stock. In section 5.1.1, we have seen that sage-plant sequences

such as (139) are a challenge for the semantics that was suggested in the foregoing

chapter.

(139) There’s a cat. The cat is playing with another cat.

In order for the second sentence to be true at a situation, there have to be two

cats; but on the view defended here, the definite description ‘the cat’ presupposes

that there is exactly one cat, and so the presupposition cannot be true at the

same situation where the two cats have to play in order for the sentence to be

true. In response to this challenge, I sketched how the semantics could keep the

situation where the definite description’s presupposition has to be true separate

from the situation where the proposition expressed by the sentence is evaluated,

by introducing a situation abstractor and an unpronounced existential quantifier

into the semantics. On the resulting view, the presupposition has to be true at the

situations of the context but not at the situation of evaluation, and so the situation

of evaluation may contain multiple cats even if the situations in the context are

by the old context. Assuming that presuppositions always only constrain what the old context is
like, that is, constrain what the first argument of the relational content is like, the bridge principle
could be spelled out as follows: If p is of type 〈s, st〉, and for any situations s and s′ , p is true or
false at s and s′ only if q is true at s, then c[p] is defined only if ∀s(s ∈ c→ q(s) = 1).

173It may be worth pointing out that there are other accounts on which declarative sentences
don’t denote propositions but relations; apart from dynamic semantic theories that take con-
tents to be relations between contexts (functions from contexts to contexts), there is, for example,
also the view of Jacobson (2000). According to Jacobson, a sentence such as “He left” (ibid., p.
112) denotes a relation between individuals and propositions. Jacobson suggests that “to extract
propositional information from such a sentence, the listenener must apply this function to some
contextually salient individual” (ibid.), but Jacobson argues that this is not a problem, and not
very different from views on which e.g. a sentence denotes a proposition only relative to an as-
signment function; see Elbourne 2005, pp. 34–39, for some discussion of Jacobson’s view. Many
thanks to Paul Elbourne for pointing out this parallel.
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required to contain only one cat.

Let’s call the view just proposed the Minimal Context Account of definite

descriptions. The Minimal Context Account has several components:

1. a situation semantics of definite descriptions according to which definite

descriptions come with an unpronounced situation variable and an exis-

tence and uniqueness presupposition (section 4.2.2),

2. a view of contexts according to which contexts are sets of situations that are

just big enough to make true what has been accepted (section 3.2.2),

3. the idea that the situation variable of a definite description can be bound by

an unpronounced existential quantifier that is restricted to the situations of

the context, and

4. the suggestion that this is what happens when a definite description has

an anaphoric reading in indefinite-definite sequences such as ‘There’s a cat.

The cat is hungry.’

In the sections that follow, I will concentrate on various challenges that the Min-

imal Context Account faces, in order to showcase both strengths and weaknesses

of the view.

5.2 The Challenge From Longer Sequences

So far, the sequences I focused on were very short, consisting mostly of two sen-

tences. An important challenge to the Minimal Context Account arises once we

turn to longer sequences. In this section, I will lay out the problem, before turn-

ing to potential solutions in the following sections.

To see why some longer sequences may be problematic for the Minimal

Context Account, compare the following two sequences discussed by Mandelkern

and Rothschild:
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(140) a. Several couples came in today. There was one, a woman and a man.
The man was being so annoying.

b. Several couples came in today. The man was being so annoying.
(Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020, p. 85)

The second sequence is significantly worse than the first sequence. The only

difference between the two sequences is the second sentence of (140a), which is

missing in (140b). The challenge is to explain why the first sequence sounds fine,

whereas the second sequence is odd. Mandelkern and Rothschild briefly consider

the suggestion that “we generally interpret a definite like ‘the man’ relative to a

minimal situation which makes the preceding sentences true” (Mandelkern and

Rothschild 2020, p. 85). Mandelkern and Rothschild, however, object that this

suggestion “does not distinguish (140a) from (140b), since minimal situations

which make the preceding sentences true will be just those minimal situations in

which several couples came in” (ibid., numbering changed).

The suggestion Mandelkern and Rothschild object to here is similar to the

Minimal Context Account. As a consequence, the objection also applies to the

Minimal Context Account. According to the Minimal Context Account, the defi-

nite ‘the man’ is evaluated at the situations of the minimal context, and the min-

imal context is determined, to a significant extent, by the preceding sentences.

Simplifying the issue somewhat, the minimal context of a sentence preceded by

sentences S1, ..., Sn is the set of all minimal situations in which S1, ..., Sn are true,

if the preceding sentences are the only source of information that contributes to

the context.174 If Mandelkern and Rothschild are right in claiming that the min-

174Why does this simplify the issue? First of all, it assumes that the propositions expressed by
S1, ...Sn are persistent. If they are not persistent, some propositions expressed may not be true at
the situations in the minimal context even though they would be true at the minimal situations
in which all the sentences are true. Secondly, it does not take into account that context update
may fail if the preceding sentences have presuppositions, in which case there may be no (non-
empty) minimal context even if there are minimal situations in which all preceding sentences
are true; see section 3.1.3. Finally, consider that the empty context c◦ updated (minimally) with
some proposition p expressed by a preceding sentence has to be the set of all minimal situations
in which p is true, in order for the (simplified) correspondence between minimal contexts and
minimal situations to hold. Whether this is indeed the case depends on what the situations in the
empty context are like, which is not entirely clear; see section 3.1.4. It seems to me that at least
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imal situations in which the first sentence of (140b) is true are the same as the

minimal situations in which the first two sentences of (140a) are true, the same

would hold for the relevant minimal contexts: the minimal context updated with

the proposition expressed by the first sentence of (140b) would be the same as

the minimal context updated by the propositions expressed by the first two sen-

tences of (140a). If that were indeed so, it would be puzzling, from the point of

view of the Minimal Context Account, that the two sequences are not equally ac-

ceptable. If the two contexts are the same, the use of ‘the man’ should be equally

appropriate in the two sequences.

It is not clear that situation semanticists should agree with Mandelkern and

Rothschild that the minimal situations in which the first two sentences of (140a)

are both true really are the same as the minimal situations in which only the

first sentence is true. Situation semanticists usually assume that situations are

individuated in a very fine-grained way, and so they might argue that minimal

situations in which several couples came in are so small that they don’t settle

the question of what the gender of the people involved is; it is not true at such

a situation that they contain an individual who is a man at that situation (even

though they may well contain an individual who is a man at a somewhat larger

situation). The minimal situations in which several couples came in would there-

fore be distinct from minimal situations in which several couples came in and

one couple consisted of a man and a woman. Only a situation of the latter type

contains an individual that is a man at that situation. This could explain why

the sequence (140b) is worse than the sequence (140a), the situation semanticist

could argue.175

On this view, after we’ve accepted the first sentence of (140a), the situations

for the purpose of comparing (140b) and (140a), these assumptions may be granted.
175There is another issue with the example that I will bracket. It is unclear to me how many

couples there are in a minimal situation in which several couples came in. Two couples? Three?
To avoid this question, one could change the sentence e.g. to ‘Exactly three couples came in
today.’ The contrast that Mandelkern and Rothschild point out would remain. (But this issue
does indicate a challenge for those who appeal to minimal situations.)
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in the context contain several couples, but their gender is not determined at the

situations of the context. When we then go on to accept that one couple consisted

of a woman and a man, we have to enlarge the situations in the context in such a

way that one of the couples consists of a man and a woman. In each situation of

the resulting context, there are several couples, and of all the people who make

up these couples, exactly one is a man and exactly one is a woman. Since there is

exactly one man in each situation of the context, the definite description ‘the man’

in the third sentence of (140a) is easily interpreted. When the second sentence is

missing, as in (140b), the context for the final sentence contains only situations in

which the gender of the people is not determined. This could explain why (140b)

is more difficult to process than (140a).

One might worry that this response overstates the significance of the fact

that in the sequence that sounds better, information about gender is made ex-

plicit. In other cases, we readily accommodate assumptions about gender that

were not made explicit, as the following variant of the example illustrates:

(141) A couple came in today. The man was being so annoying.
(Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020, p. 84)

This sequence can be interpreted fairly easily. If minimal situations in which a

couple came in don’t determine the gender of those who make up the couple, it

seems that we have to add tacitly the assumption that only one of the two was

a man. So why does (141) sound okay, whereas (140b) does not? Perhaps we

assume that it is less likely that there is exactly one man among the members of

several couples than that there is exactly one man among the members of one

couple. Perhaps this is part of the reason why we find (140b) more difficult to

process than (141).

Be that as it may, there are good reasons to think that this can’t be the whole

story. For compare the following variants:

(142) a. Several couples came in today. The man was being so annoying.
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b. Several couples came in today. There was one, a woman and a man.
The man was being so annoying.

c. Several couples came in today. There was one couple. The man was
being so annoying.

Not just (142b) sounds better than (142a). The sequence (142c), too, seems signif-

icantly better than (142a), in spite of the fact that the second sentence of (142c)

does not state that the couple consisted of a man and a woman. In this case,

we seem to accommodate that only one man was part of that couple, just like

we do in (141). But in the case of (142c), it is much less clear that the minimal

situations in which the first two sentences are true are different from the mini-

mal situations in which only the first sentence is true, and so Mandelkern and

Rothschild’s worry resurfaces. The second sentence of (142c) adds no new in-

formation about the gender of the people involved and so the strategy suggested

above for explaining the difference between (142a) and (142b) does not carry over

straightforwardly to the case of (142c).

In the case of (142c), accommodation of gender information is needed to

interpret the sequence, but this kind of accommodation isn’t an essential feature

of the problem at hand. The same worry also arises for examples in which no

such accommodation is necessary:

(143) a. Three men came in today. There was one man. The man was being so
annoying.

b. Three men came in today. The man was being so annoying.

The second sequence seems worse than the first sequence. The minimal situa-

tions in which the first sentence of each sequence is true contain three men who

came in today. Prima facie, the second sentence of (143a) doesn’t seem to add

any information to that. The second sentence is already true at all the minimal

situations at which the first sentence is true, it seems. If, after the first sentence

has been accepted, the context consists of the minimal situations in which the

first sentence is true, and we then go on to accept the second sentence of (143a),
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it seems that we don’t have to change the minimal context at all: the second sen-

tence is already true at the situations of the old context. And so the explanation

that was offered above for why (140a) differs from (140b) doesn’t seem to help in

the case of (143a) and (143b).

In some similar cases, one might suggest that the linguistic environment

helps interpret the definite description:

(144) There were three cats. One cat was miaowing. The cat was hungry.

Note that each minimal situation in which the first two sentences are true con-

tains three cats, but only of the three cats is miaowing at that situation. If there

is a mechanism that allows us to interpret ‘the cat’ in the third sentence in the

same way in which we would interpret ‘the cat that was miaowing’, then that

could explain how the uniqueness presupposition of ‘the cat’ is satisfied in this

case, even though the situations of the minimal context contain three cats. But in

the case of (145), there is at least no similarly salient descriptive material that we

could use to enrich ‘the man’ in the third sentence and which would guarantee

uniqueness:

(145) Three men came in today. There was one man. The man was being so
annoying.

For instance, ‘man who came in today’ or ‘man who was there’ are not uniquely

satisfied in the minimal situations in which the first two sentences of (145) are

true, just like the simpler description ‘man’. If there is a mechanism that ensures

uniqueness in this case, it has to be a more sophisticated one, it seems.

In this section, we have seen a serious challenge to the proposal that definite

descriptions in indefinite-definite sequences are evaluated at situations of the

minimal context. In the following two sections, I look at two potential solutions

to this challenge.
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5.3 On the Structure of Propositions

The challenge that the Minimal Context Account faces is to explain what the sec-

ond sentence in the sequence (146) does, so that the uniqueness presupposition

triggered by the definite ‘the man’ in the third sentence is somehow satisfied,

even though there are three undistinguished men in every minimal situation in

which the first sentence of (146) is true.

(146) Three men came in today. There was one man. The man was being so
annoying.

The first idea I want to discuss denies that the minimal situations in which the

first two sentences of (146) are true are the same as the minimal situations in

which the first sentence is true, contrary to what one might think. On this view,

the situations in the context really do change if, after already having accepted the

claim that three men came in today, we then go on to accept that there was one

man. But what could that change be?

If the second sentence of (146) were already true at the minimal situations

at which the first sentence is true, the minimal situations in which both sentences

are true would be the same as those in which the first sentence is true. So in order

to hold that the minimal situations in which both sentences are true are distinct

from the minimal situations in which the first sentence is true, one would have

to argue that the second sentence is not already true at the minimal situations at

which the first sentence is true.

So far, this idea may well sound rather mysterious. Whether or not the min-

imal situations in which the first sentence of (146) is true are already situations

in which the second sentence of (146) is also true can only be decided once we

have figured out what exactly the semantics of these claims is. A detailed dis-

cussion of this would go beyond the scope of this thesis. To make the suggestion

nonetheless perhaps a little less mysterious, let me briefly sketch one avenue one

could try to pursue.
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Suppose we follow Link (1998) and assume a mereological approach to the

semantics of plurals on which, in addition to atomic individuals, there are plural

individuals. For any two atomic individuals a and b, there is a plural individual

a ⊕ b, the sum or fusion of a and b. Like situations, individuals are ordered by

a parthood-relation, which Link calls individual part relation or i-part relation,

which may be defined in terms of fusion: an individual a is an i-part of b (a ≤i b)

just in case the sum of a and b is b (a⊕ b = b).176 The i-part relation ≤i is distinct

from the parthood relation ≤ over individuals and situations. One may make

different assumptions about how the two relations are related. We could assume

that any i-part x of an individual y is part of any situation s of which y is a part:

(147) Crossrelational Transitivity. ∀x∀y∀s(x ≤i y ∧ y ≤ s→ x ≤ s)

This would mean that if some plural individual a is part of a situation s, any

atomic individual that is an i-part of a is also part of s. But this assumption could

also be rejected. We could adopt the view that a plural individual a can be part

of a situation s even when its atoms are not part of s.

Plural individuals are used to interpret plural expressions. Whereas singu-

lar (count) nouns (such as ‘table’ or ‘man’) have in their extensions only atomic

individuals, plural nouns (such as ‘tables’ or ‘men’) apply to singular or plural

individuals (in the case of ‘men’, to atomic men as well as to sums of atomic

men).177 For any metalanguage predicate P of type 〈e, st〉, let ∗P apply at any sit-

uation s to any fusion of individuals to which P applies at s.178 (For example, if

P applies, at s, to a, b, and c, then ∗P applies, at s, to a, b, c, a⊕ b, a⊕ c, b⊕ c, and

a⊕ b⊕ c.) The nouns ‘man’ and ‘men’ are then interpreted as follows:

(148) JmanK = λx.λs.man(x)(s)

(149) JmenK = λx.λs.*man(x)(s)

176See e.g. Champollion and Krifka 2016, pp. 374–5, Link 1998, p. 17.
177This is what Champollion and Krifka call the inclusive view; see Champollion and Krifka

2016, p. 381.
178See Link 1998, p. 16; ∗P applies to anything P applies to, given that a⊕ a = a.
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With this approach to plurality in the background, let’s return to the sequence

(146), repeated below as (150):

(150) Three men came in today. There was one man. The man was being so
annoying.

For any individual x, let atoms(x) be the number of atomic individuals that are i-

parts of x.179 Abstracting away from the past tense for the sake of simplicity, the

situation semanticist could suggest that the first two sentences are interpreted

along the following lines:180

(151) a. Three men came in today.
b. λs.∃x(∗man(x)(s)∧ atoms(x) ≥ 3∧∗ come-in-today(x)(s))

(152) a. There was one man.
b. λs.∃xman(x)(s)

The proposition (151b) is true at a situation s just in case there is an individual x

such that x is s, x has at least three atomic individuals as parts, and x comes in at

s. Since x needs to have at least three atomic individuals as parts, it needs to be

a proper plural individual. (152b) is true at a situation s just in case there is an

atomic man at s. Crucially, in order for (151b) to be true at a situation, there need

not be any atomic man at that situation, at least not if we reject (147), Crossre-

lational Transitivity. Minimal situations at which (151b) is true therefore don’t

contain any atomic men, they merely contain a plural individual of three men. By

contrast, a situation at which (152b) is true has to contain an atomic man. And

so (152b) is after all not true at the minimal situations at which (151b) is true.

Therefore, minimal situations where (151b) and (152b) are both true are distinct

from the minimal situations where (151b) is true. Accordingly, if we start with

the empty minimal context and update it first with (151b), (152b) is not already

true at the situations of the context, and so the context has to be changed again

if further updated with (152b). Before the update with (152b), the situations in

179Champollion and Krifka 2016, p. 383
180Cf. Link 1998, p. 70
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the context each contain a plural individual consisting of three atomic men, but

the situations contain no atomic man which could serve as referent of ‘the man’

in the third sentence of (150). Once the context is updated with (152b), each sit-

uation of the context contains exactly one atomic man, and so the existence and

uniqueness presupposition of ‘the man’ is true at every situation of the context,

even though each situation also contains a plural individual of three men. Or so

the situation semanticists could try to argue in order to explain why the second

sentence of (150) makes a difference to the felicity of the sequence.

A potential benefit of this approach is that it may also help explain why

sequences such as the following sound fine:

(153) A man met three men. The man greeted them.

This sequence is prima facie problematic for the Minimal Context Account. After

all, one might think that minimal situations in which the first sentence of (153)

is true contain four atomic men. If that were so, the uniqueness presupposition

of ‘the man’ in the second sentence would not be true at minimal situations in

which the first sentence is true. However, if the minimal situations in which the

first sentence is true only contain one atomic man and one plural individual of

three men, rather than four atomic men, there would be exactly one atomic man

at these minimal situations, and so the uniqueness presupposition of ‘the man’

would be true at them.181

On the other hand, the above is still just a sketch, and many details would

have to be worked out to make the approach more convincing. One might, for ex-

ample, wonder whether there is any independent reason to reject Crossrelational

Transitivity. One might also worry that intuitive inferences cannot be accounted

181Note that the explanation does not extend straightforwardly to bishop sequences such as
‘A bishop met another bishop. The bishop/He greeted the bishop/him.’ Minimal situations in
which the first sentence is true plausibly do contain two atomic bishops. As I said before, these
sequences are a serious problem, but I have nothing new to say about them here. The same
general approach I have pursued in this section, looking for and trying to exploit differences in
the fine structure of minimal situations at which various propositions are true, is also used by
Elbourne in his account of bishop sentences (Elbourne 2005, chapter 4, Elbourne 2016).
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for on the view at hand. Intuitively, one can infer from the claim that three men

came in today that there was one man. But on the suggested view, not every sit-

uation in which the former claim is true is also a situation in which latter claim

is true. It is therefore not clear how to explain the intuitive inference, or so the

objection might go. In response, one could point out that every situation in which

three men came in today is guaranteed to be part of a larger situation in which

there was one man. This may suffice to explain why we’re prepared to make the

inference.

Yet another worry might be that there are sequences that are very similar to

(150) but not accounted for by the proposed view. Consider the contrast between

the following two sequences:

(154) a. A man, a woman, and another man came in today. There was one
man. The man was being very annoying.

b. A man, a woman, and another man came in today. The man was being
very annoying.

The first sequence may not sound brilliant, but it seems to me that it neverthe-

less sounds better than the second sequence. But one might worry that minimal

situations in which the first sentence of each sequence is true do not just contain

a plural individual, but also two atomic men, due to the singular indefinites ‘a

man’ and ‘another man’.182 But if that’s right, it seems less plausible in this case

that the minimal situations in which the first sentence of (154a) is true are not

already also situations in which the second sentence of (154a) is also true. Con-

sequently, it is less clear what the second sentence of (154a) contributes to the

context, over and above what the first sentence has already contributed.

I won’t try to argue here that, once the details are worked out, the approach

discussed in this section will or won’t work. This is a task for another time. In-

182Also based on Link’s mereological approach to plurality, Elbourne (2005, pp. 155–6) suggests
a semantics for sentences like this according to which this is indeed the case. On his view, the
minimal situations in which ‘A bishop and a bishop meet’ is true contain minimal situations in
which there is an (atomic) bishop.
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stead, I want to consider a potential alternative strategy to deal with the problem

at hand, shifting the focus from the propositions expressed to the structure of

discourse.

5.4 On Discourse Structure

The second strategy I want to discuss is based on the observation that over the

course of a conversation, the topic often shifts. On the Austinian view, each as-

sertion describes a particular topic situation, some more or less small part of the

world. When a speaker makes more than one assertion, the topic situation could

be the same for each assertion, but it could also shift, so that different assertions

describe different topic situations. Consider the following dialogue:

(155) A: What did you do yesterday?
B: I went to the beach.
A: And what did you do the day before that?
B: I went to the city.

It’s plausible that B describes a different topic situation with each assertion.183

Now consider again sequences such as (156a) and (156b), which are problematic

for the Minimal Context Account.

(156) a. Three men came in today. There was one man. The man was being so
annoying.

b. Three men came in today. The man was being so annoying.

An idea one might have is that perhaps the topic situation shifts over the course

of these sequences. These shifts would not be as marked as the shift in (155),

but some shifts of the topic situation may well be more subtle than others. Per-

haps what happens in (156a) is that when the second sentence is asserted, there

is a small shift in the topic situation that makes ‘the man’ in the third sentence

183It’s an interesting question how the topic situation of an assertion is related to the question
the assertion addresses (the so-called question under discussion). I won’t address this issue here;
for some discussion, see F. Schwarz 2009, pp. 136–143.
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interpretable; and since that second sentence is missing in (156b), nothing indi-

cates that the topic situation is changing, and the definite description is uninter-

pretable as a result.

The use of the second sentence in (156a) is puzzling. Once we know that

three men came in today, we readily conclude that there was a man. If the speaker

stopped after the first two sentences and merely said (157), the assertion of the

second sentence would seem strange.

(157) Three men came in today. There was one man.

(158) Three men came in today. There was one man. The man was being so
annoying.

Nonetheless, the use of the second sentence doesn’t feel pointless as part of the

longer sequence (158). One explanation could be that the second sentence serves

to indicate a shift to a new topic situation. If the speaker then doesn’t go on

to say something about the new topic situation, as in (157), indicating a shift

seems pointless in retrospect. By contrast, in (158), the speaker continues to

assert something about the new topic situation, and so the second sentence has

served a purpose.

To make this a bit more concrete, we could imagine that with the first sen-

tence, the speaker aims to describe a topic situation st1 that encompasses what

happened at a particular place—perhaps an office or a shop—over the course of

a few hours earlier today. With the second sentence, the speaker then indicates

that she is now describing some other topic situation st2. This new topic situation

may be a smaller part of the bigger topic situation st1. At that point, we’ve been

told that there are three men in the big situation st1, and that there is one man in

st2.184 Minimal situations where what we have been told about st2 is true contain

184We’re not explicitly told that this one man is one of the three men, but it seems to me that
we’re likely to make this assumption; this may be a conversational implicature, perhaps because
the speaker chooses not to say ‘There was another man’; the effect may be due to the maxim that
speakers should prefer among alternative sentences those with stronger presuppositions (Maxi-
mize Presupposition); on this maxim, which goes back to Irene Heim, and on implicatures due to
differences in presuppositions, see e.g. Leahy 2016. Thank you to Felix Frühauf for discussion.
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only one man, not three. These situations satisfy the existence and uniqueness

presupposition of the definite description ‘the man’ in the third sentence. In

the case of (156b), by contrast, the second sentence is missing, and so when the

speaker uses the definite ‘the man’, we may be assuming that the speaker is still

describing the same topic situation as before, namely the big situation st1. But

the minimal situations where what we’ve been told about st1 is true contain three

men, and so these situations don’t satisfy the uniqueness presupposition of ‘the

man’, and so the use of ‘the man’ seems inappropriate.

Just like the approach from the foregoing section, the proposal sketched

here needs to be worked out in more detail. One question it faces is why the

second sentence in (156a) serves to indicate a shift in the topic situation: Why

is it easily interpreted as addressing a topic situation different from the one the

previous sentence aims to describe? One reason could be that the second sentence

is not very informative if understood as addressing the same topic situation as the

first sentence. After all, the first sentence already tells us that there were three

men. If instead we take the assertion of the second sentence to address a new

topic situation, the assertion is informative, since it is the first claim about the

new topic situation.185

One might also wonder why, when faced with the shorter sequence (156b),

we cannot simply assume that the speaker is now describing a smaller topic situ-

ation, and accommodate that this smaller situation contains a man. It should be

noted, however, that many accounts of presuppositions invoke accommodation,

and spelling out the limits of accommodation is a challenge for all of them. It is

therefore not clear that the approach at hand faces more problems than its main

competitors.186

Another question concerns how we should model the conversational con-

185See e.g. Stalnaker’s constraints on appropriate assertions mentioned at the beginning of
section 2.1

186For some general discussion of accommodation, see e.g. von Fintel 2008, Beaver, Geurts, and
Denlinger 2021, section 5
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text if the topic situation shifts. So far, I have assumed that the context is simply

a set of situations, and the situations in this set are candidates for being part of

the topic situation. If more than one topic situation has been under discussion,

this simple model won’t work. In the next section, I consider what a model of the

context could look like if it takes into account that more than one topic situation

may be under discussion in a conversation.

Yet another question is whether the approach at hand can handle all cases

that the approach discussed in the foregoing section promised to deal with. Con-

sider for instance sequence (153), repeated below as (159):

(159) A man met three men. The man greeted them.

This sequence is a challenge for the Minimal Context Account, since (at least at

first sight) even minimal situations at which the first sentence is true contain

four men and therefore don’t satisfy the uniqueness presupposition of ‘the man’

in the second sentence. The idea that the topic situation sometimes shifts over the

course of a sequence is not of any obvious help in explaining why the sequence

nonetheless sounds fine. This may not be a problem. After all, different cases

may be explained differently. But the fact remains that some other explanation

for cases like (159) is needed.

There is one more question I want to raise briefly before moving on. It con-

cerns the difference between a sequence of two sentences and their conjunction.

Compare the following two sequences:

(160) a. Three men came in today. There was one man. The man was being so
annoying.

b. Three men came in today and there was one man. The man was being
so annoying.

It seems to me that the sequence with the conjunction (160b) sounds worse than

the sequence without conjunction (160a). If this impression is correct, one expla-

nation could be that shifts of the topic situation are impossible or at least more
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difficult in the middle of a conjunction than between different sentences.187 It is

not clear how the approach sketched in the foregoing section would explain the

contrast.

In this and the previous section, I have sketched two different approaches to

deal with problematic sequences such as (160a). I have pointed out some ques-

tions that would have to be addressed to make each of these two approaches

more precise. As I have argued, there seem to be cases that one approach can

explain whereas the other one can’t, and vice versa. It is therefore worth high-

lighting that the two approaches don’t exclude one another. One could appeal to

both approaches to explain the data. Moreover, this need not indicate a lack of

theoretical parsimony, since the two approaches have at least some independent

motivation. The mereological approach to plurals has been defended for reasons

unrelated to anaphora. And if each assertion aims to describe a topic situation,

then it is to be expected that the topic situation sometimes shifts over the course

of a sequence of assertions, whether or not this helps explain anaphora. Looking

at both approaches in more detail therefore seems to me to be a promising area

for future research.

5.5 Multiple Topic Situations

In this section, I want to sketch one way to combine the idea that more than one

topic situation may be under discussion with the view of contexts developed in

chapter 3, with a focus on minimal contexts.188 On that view, a definite minimal

context is a set of situations, and each situation in the set is a candidate for being

part of the topic situation. As already pointed out in section 5.4, this simple

model doesn’t work if there is more than one topic situation.

187Note that the conditional ‘If three men came in today and there was one man, the man was
being annoying’ is also rather strange.

188The following could also be adapted to non-minimal contexts, but this won’t be necessary
for my purposes.
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Here is one way to model a context with multiple topic situations. Suppose

that t = 〈s1, ..., sn〉 is the sequence of all topic situations that are under discussion

in some conversation. (I don’t mean that all the situations in t are under discus-

sion at every point during the conversation but rather that all these topic situa-

tions have been discussed at some point during the conversation.) Let a discourse

context for t be a set of partial assignment functions that assign to any index m,

for 1 ≤ m ≤ n, a situation (and are undefined for any other index). The idea is

that any situation assigned to an index i by some assignment in the discourse

context d is a candidate for being part of the topic situation si . Accordingly, we

may define the context for the topic situation si as follows:

(161) The context for si . Let d be a discourse context for t, and let si be some
situation of t. Then cdi is the context for si that is determined by d, defined
as follows:

cdi = {s : ∃g(g ∈ d ∧ g(i) = s)}

That is, cdi is the set of all those situations that are assigned to i by some assign-

ment in d. In other words, cdi is the set of all those situations that d counts as

candidates for being part of si . The context for a topic situation si corresponds

to the minimal context of the simpler model. For each topic situation under dis-

cussion, the discourse context determines a context for that topic situation. A

discourse context d for t is accurate just in case the contexts for the topic situa-

tions in t are accurate.189

Next, we can spell out how a discourse context changes if a proposition

is accepted about some topic situation. I assume that when a speaker aims to

describe a situation si with an assertion, si is already part of the sequence t of

topic situations under discussion.190 The discourse context needs to change in

189See chapter 3 for the conditions under which contexts are accurate; in particular, see (42) on
the accuracy of definite minimal contexts.

190If si isn’t already part of the sequence, I assume that si is tacitly added to the sequence.
There may be speech acts whose point is to propose to introduce a new topic situation into the
discussion. Perhaps this is what happens when a speaker says ‘Let’s talk about what happened
yesterday’. I think this would be an interesting issue to pursue further, but this will have to wait
for another time.

136



5.5. Multiple Topic Situations

such a way that the context for si changes in the same way it would change if the

context were directly updated according to our earlier context update rules. For

minimal contexts, the update rule is this:

(162) Minimal Update. c[p] =↓ {s : ∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s)∧ p(s)}191

As pointed out above, discourse contexts determine for each topic situation under

discussion a context. If the discourse context is updated with a proposition p that

is supposed to describe a topic situation si , then d should change in such a way

that the context it determines for si changes in line with Minimal Update. If

d is the old discourse context, and we want to update d with a proposition p,

to describe a topic situation si , then the context for si determined by the new

discourse context has to be the same as the old context for si updated with p. To

describe a discourse update rule that achieves this, let me first introduce some

notation. For any assignment g, index i in the domain of g, and set of situations

c, let h be a c-i-variant of g (in short, g |ich) just in case h is like g except that h

assigns some situation of c to i. With this piece of notation, we can now describe

the update of a discourse context d with a proposition p, used to describe the

topic situation si , as follows:

(163) Minimal Discourse Update. d[p]si = {g : ∃h(h ∈ d ∧ h|i
cdi [p]

g)}

The updated discourse context d[p]si is the set of all those assignment functions

g that are just like some assignment h of the old discourse context d, except that

g assigns to the index i (which stands in for the topic situation si) some situation

of cdi [p]. The context cdi [p] is cdi updated with p, where cdi is the old context for

si , and the update proceeds via the familiar context update rule (162). The old

context for si , that is, cdi , is determined by the old discourse context d, as specified

above in (161). This discourse update rule ensures that any situation assigned to

i is a member of cdi [p], and it ensures that any member of cdi [p] is assigned to i by

191See section 3.2.2
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some assignment in the new discourse context.

If a speaker asserts a proposition p in a discourse context d to describe a

topic situation si , the speaker proposes that d be changed to d[p]si . If the topic

situations that are under discussion are related (for example because they are

assumed to overlap), then an update that aims to describe one topic situation si

may also have effects on what is assumed about the other topic situations. Such

effects are not built into the discourse update rule, since the update rule only

changes the situations assigned to i. The discourse context may change in other

ways as well, but I assume that these other changes are not directly part of the

proposed update.

In section 5.1, I suggested that there is an unpronounced existential quan-

tifier over situations, restricted to the situations of the context, here repeated as

(164):

(164) J�Kc,g = λp〈s,st〉.λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s∧ p(s′)(s)

If there are multiple topic situations, there are also multiple contexts, and so

the semantics of the quantifier has to specify which context is the relevant one.

Suppose that the discourse context replaces the context as parameter for the in-

terpretation. Then the following quantifier could replace (164):

(165) J�iKd,g = λp〈s,st〉.λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ cdi .s
′ ≤ s∧ p(s′)(s)

The quantifier � now has an index i that stands for one of the topic situations that

are under discussion, namely the situation si . The quantifier is then restricted to

the situations in the context for si that is determined by the discourse context d,

that is, to the situations in cdi . This modified quantifier works just like the earlier

version (164). The only difference is that now there may be more than one topic

situation under discussion and the quantifier may be restricted to the context for

any of the topic situations.

That the semantics can pick up information from various different previous
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contexts may come in handy for longer sequences such as the following, which is

another variant of (140a):

(166) There were three cats in the park. There was one cat. The cat was playing
with a friend of the three cats.

This sequence seems felicitous to me. Note that there are two definite descrip-

tions in the third sentence: ‘the cat’, which presupposes that there is exactly one

man, and ‘the three cats’, which arguably presupposes that there are exactly three

cats. Both presuppositions cannot be satisfied by the same context. But suppose

that the context has shifted between the first and the second sentence of (166), as

suggested in section 5.4, and so there are two different contexts available in the

discourse context. In the minimal context that was updated with the first sen-

tence, there are three cats (and there may well be exactly three cats), and in the

minimal context that was updated with the second sentence, there is a cat (and

there may well be exactly one cat). Accordingly, if the two definites of the third

sentence are evaluated at these two different contexts, their presuppositions may

well both be satisfied.192

5.6 Topic Situations and Discourse Referents

On the view just suggested, a discourse context is a set of assignment functions.

Each index represents a topic situation under discussion, and the situations as-

signed to each index are candidates for being part of that topic situation. Up-

date of the discourse context changes which situations are treated as candidates.

Structurally, this is similar to dynamic semantic views on which contexts also

include assignment functions. These assignment functions are used to model

192In this case, the situation variables inside the two definite descriptions of the third sentence
would have to be distinct, and there would have to be two unpronounced existential quantifiers
�i and �j in the third sentence, one for each definite description, and each indexed to a different
context. The third sentence may be used to update either one of these two contexts or yet another
context.
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so-called discourse referents.193 Because of the structural similarity, it may be

interesting to consider briefly how discourse referents and topic situations com-

pare with one another.

There are many different dynamic semantic views, employing different con-

ceptions of contexts. For the sake of concreteness, consider the following view.194

Let’s say that a dynamic context is a set of pairs 〈w,g〉 of a world w and a partial

assignment function g from indices to individuals, with the constraint that the

assignments in a dynamic context are all defined for the same indices. The in-

dices for which the assignment functions of a dynamic context are defined are

the discourse referents of the context. Consider the following dynamic context:

(167) cd = {〈w,g〉 : g(1) is a cat at w and g(1) is hungry at w}

This would be a context with the index 1 as its only discourse referent; it’s the

set of all world-assignment pairs 〈w,g〉 where the assignment g assigns to 1 some

individual who is a cat at w and is hungry at w. A dynamic context is accurate

at a world w just in case there is some assignment g such that 〈w,g〉 is part of the

context. Accordingly, the context cd is accurate at a world w just in case there is

some assignment that assigns to 1 an individual who is a cat at w and hungry at

w. There is such an assignment just in case some individual is a cat at w and is

hungry at w.195

As this example illustrates, a discourse referent does not have to stand for

a particular individual. The discourse referent 1 does not stand for a particular

hungry cat. It is associated with any hungry cat by some assignment function

in the context.196 Moreover, there is no particular individual such that all the

193The notion of a discourse referent goes back to Karttunen (1969). Heim (1982) uses se-
quences of individuals rather than assignment functions, but this difference is not substantial for
current purposes.

194For the following view, see Heim (2002), who, however, uses total instead of partial assign-
ment functions; partial functions are used in Heim 1983; see also Kadmon (2001), ch. 2, for an
overview, in particular pp. 66-7.

195The context cd could be the empty context updated with the claim that some cat is hungry.
196A discourse referent can stand for a particular individual, in the following sense: consider

e.g. {〈w,g〉 : g(1) = Sally and g(1) is hungry at w}. In this case, all assignments in the context
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hungry cats associated with 1 are candidates for being that individual. Things

are different in the case of the indices in a discourse context. Each index in a

discourse context stands for a particular topic situation, and the situations as-

signed to the index are candidates for being (part of) that topic situation. This is

a significant difference between topic situations and discourse referents. A topic

situation is a particular actual situation, whereas a discourse referent stands in

for any individual that satisfies certain conditions, and these conditions are not in

general satisfied only by one individual. They are therefore conceptually rather

different creatures, even if both are represented by assignment indices.

However, one might wonder whether the view that each index in a dis-

course context stands for a particular topic situation can ultimately be upheld.

Consider again the following sequence.

(168) Three men came in today. There was one man. The man was being so
annoying.

Suppose that (168) is asserted by someone who knows that three men came in

today and that at least one of the three men was being very annoying but does

not know when exactly this man came in and does not have a particular man in

mind. Perhaps the speaker wasn’t there and has merely been told about what

happened today at the relevant place. In section 5.4, it was suggested that with

the second and third sentence of (168), the speaker aims to describe a different,

smaller topic situation than with the first sentence. Now there may well be a

particular topic situation that the speaker aims to describe with the first sentence:

perhaps a situation that encompasses everything that happened at a particular

place on the day of the utterance. But is there a particular topic situation that

the speaker aims to describe with the second and third sentence? Not obviously.

Suppose that in fact, two of the three men who came in were very annoying. The

speaker does not have any one of the two in mind. But if that’s the case, then it

assign to 1 the same individual, namely Sally. But this is not generally so, as we’ve seen in the
case of (167).
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seems also plausible that the speaker does not have a particular topic situation in

mind when asserting the second and third sentence. The situation described is

some situation that is part of the larger situation that the first sentence was used

to describe. But which part is unclear, and it’s not clear that the speaker needs

to have settled on a particular one. If this is so, it suggests that there need not

always be a particular topic situation that an assertion aims to describe, as long

as there is some (relevant) situation that is as described.197

If there are such cases, we can still use discourse contexts to model the in-

formation captured in the conversation, but we arguably have to assume that the

contexts determined by the discourse context are not definite contexts but indef-

inite contexts. As spelled out in chapter 3, indefinite contexts do not capture

information about a particular situation: an indefinite (minimal) context is ac-

curate just in case it contains some situation that is actual. (For comparison, a

definite minimal context is accurate just in case it contains some situation that is

part of the topic situation. The definite context thus describes a particular topic

situation.) The comparison with discourse referents suggests that if we have to

switch from definite contexts to indefinite contexts, we move still closer to dy-

namic semantics and their conception of the context.198

197Kratzer (2019) suggests briefly that assertions may have multiple topic situations rather than
just one, but for different reasons. The issue also reminds one of the dispute between referential
and non-referential views about tense. Partee (1973, pp. 602–2) argued that when a speaker says
“I didn’t turn off the stove” (ibid., p. 602), the speaker refers to a particular time in the past and
says about that time that she didn’t turn off the stove then; whereas in other cases, the past tense
appears to be “nonspecific” (ibid., p. 603), as in “John went to a private school” (ibid.), where the
speaker does not seem to refer to a particular time in the past and say about that time that John
went to a private school then. Cases where the speaker has no specific topic situation in mind
may be similar to these nonspecific uses of the past tense; see also fn. 198 below.

198As mentioned in fn. 55 in chapter 3, some dynamic semantic accounts of tense phenomena
make use of “discourse events” (Partee 1984, p. 243), which are discourse referents for events and
accordingly don’t have to stand for particular events, just like discourse referents for individuals
that are used to interpret definites and indefinites. Indefinite minimal contexts would be sim-
ilar to such discourse events, in that they, too, don’t stand for particular situations. (Note that
events are similar to minimal situations; see e.g. Kratzer 2019, section 9.) One of the intended
applications of discourse events is for the interpretation of “temporal anaphora” to “indefinite
antecedents” (ibid., p. 267), for which Partee provides the following example: “Mary woke up
sometime during the night. She turned on the light” (ibid.); simplifying drastically, the idea is
that the first sentence introduces a discourse event of Mary waking up, and the second sentence
describes another event happening after the first one. The temporal antecedent for the second
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sentence is supposed to be indefinite because no particular time is specified. (Partee’s account is
a version of Discourse Representation Theory, building on work by Hinrichs; see e.g. Hinrichs
1986). In chapter 7, I will return to the question of how the Minimal Context Account relates to
dynamic semantics.
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Chapter 6

Uniqueness and Local Contexts

6.1 Introduction

So far, the focus has been on sequences of sentences and on how updating the

context with one sentence provides the background for updating the context with

another sentence that has a uniqueness presupposition, triggered by a definite

description. In this chapter, the focus will shift towards single sentences and the

behaviour of presuppositions therein.

A sequence of two sentences is very similar to their conjunction, and so

many cross-sentential phenomena appear analogously in the case of conjunc-

tions.

(169) a. There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.
b. There’s a cat and the cat is hungry.

The conditions under which a speaker may assert (169a) truly and felicitously

are plausibly very similar to, if not identical with, the conditions under which a

speaker may assert (169b) truly and felicitously. If the sequence (169a) can be

used truly to describe a situation in which there is more than one cat, then so can

(169b). And if (169a) doesn’t presuppose that there is exactly one cat, then (169b)

doesn’t either. We therefore need not just an account of why the sequence (169a)
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doesn’t presuppose that there is exactly one cat at the topic situation. We also

need an account of why the same holds for the conjunction (169b). We need an

account of why (169b) doesn’t presuppose or entail that there is exactly one cat,

even though its second conjunct does presuppose it.

That the left conjunct of a conjunction can filter presuppositions of the right

conjunct is a familiar observation from the literature on presuppositions:

(170) Jane stopped smoking.

(171) Jane used to smoke cigars and she stopped smoking.

Whereas (170) presupposes that Jane used to smoke, (171) doesn’t: the presuppo-

sition of the right conjunct in (171) is filtered by the left conjunct. Note that the

left conjunct entails that Jane used to smoke. If the left conjunct doesn’t entail

the presupposition of the right conjunct, the presupposition projects:

(172) Jane used to drink whisky and she stopped smoking.

This conjunction does presuppose that Jane used to smoke. The generalisation

that emerges from this and similar examples is that the presuppositions of the

right conjunct of a conjunction is filtered just in case the presupposition is en-

tailed by the left conjunct.199

Prima facie, this generalisation is at odds with what we see in the case of

definite descriptions. The first conjunct of (169b) entails that there is a cat, but

it doesn’t entail that there is at most one cat. That the conjunction as a whole

nonetheless doesn’t presuppose that there is at most one cat is therefore surpris-

ing if this generalisation were correct. This point has been highlighted recently

by Mandelkern and Rothschild (2020). They also argue that this observation

generalises from simple indefinite-definite sequences and conjunctions to other

199See e.g. Karttunen 1973, p. 179. Many theories of presupposition projection predict that
(172) presupposes that if Jane used to drink whisky, she used to smoke. The discrepancy between
this predictions and the intuitive, stronger presupposition that Jane used to smoke is an instance
of the so-called proviso problem; see also fn. 128. This is a serious problem, but I won’t discuss it
here.
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linguistic environments, such as disjunctions and sequential attitude reports.200

Mandelkern and Rothschild also point out that uniqueness presuppositions that

are triggered not by definites but in some other way are not filtered by indefinites:

(173) There’s a cat and John is aware that there is exactly one cat.

(174) Every farmer who owns a donkey is aware that she has only one don-
key.201

Unembedded, ‘John is aware that there is exactly one cat’ presupposes that there

is exactly one cat.202 (173) may not presuppose that there is a cat, but it still seems

to carry a non-trivial presupposition that there is at most one cat. Similarly, pis

aware that x has only one donkeyq triggers a presupposition that x has exactly

one donkey, and this presupposition doesn’t seem to disappear in (174), even

though for example (175), a donkey sentence with a definite description, does

not suggest that every farmer who owns a donkey owns only one donkey.203

(175) Every farmer who owns a donkey cherishes the donkey.

If one wants to hold that definite descriptions trigger a uniqueness presuppo-

sition, one should explain why the uniqueness presupposition of definites is

filtered in environments where a uniqueness presupposition triggered in some

other way isn’t, as in (173) and (174).

The situation semantic account of definite descriptions should explain how

the behaviour of the uniqueness presupposition of definite descriptions fits into

a more general theory of presupposition projection. The ideal would be a unified

account of presupposition projection that also accounts for the way the presup-

positions of definites project. There is a multitude of theories of presupposition

projection, and my aim in this chapter is neither to provide an overview nor to

argue for a specific theory. Instead, I want to look at one view of projection that
200See Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020, pp. 86–95; I’ll say more about disjunctions below.
201Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020, p. 100, attributed to an anonymous referee.
202As evidenced e.g. by its projection behaviour, for example in conditionals: ‘If John is aware

that there is exactly one cat, he will be happy’ suggests that there is exactly one cat.
203Donkey sentences such as this one have received much attention from situation semantic

accounts of definites; see e.g. Elbourne 2005; Elbourne 2013.
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relies heavily on the notion of context and explore whether combining it with the

view of contexts as sets of situations might be fruitful. More specifically, I want

to consider an approach to presupposition projection that employs so-called local

contexts. I will suggest that these local contexts are also minimal contexts, along

the lines discussed in chapter 3, and I will explore whether the resulting view can

deal with the uniqueness presuppositions of definite descriptions. First, I focus

on sentential connectives such as conjunction; at the end of the chapter, I also

consider quantifiers.

6.2 Local Contexts as Minimal Contexts

6.2.1 Conjunction

So far, we’ve only encountered global contexts: contexts that capture what has

already been accepted in the conversation. To a first approximation, the idea of

local contexts is that something may be old news at some point of an utterance

even if it isn’t accepted in the conversation. Consider the following conditional:

(176) If Hilary likes ice cream, an ice cream machine would be a nice gift.

If a speaker asserts this, she doesn’t suggest that the interlocutors accept that Hi-

lary likes ice cream. But in some sense, that Hilary likes ice cream is old news by

the time we hear the consequent; adding this information again to the consequent

would seem redundant:204

(177) If Hilary likes ice cream, Hilary likes ice cream and an ice cream machine
would be a nice gift.

The idea is that effects like this may be described in terms of local contexts: the

local context of the consequent of (177) already entails that Hilary likes ice cream,
204That local contexts and redundancy are closely related is an idea for example developed in

more detail by Schlenker (2009), see in particular pp. 34-5 and the examples provided there,
which are very similar to the ones I provide. I come back to Schlenker’s theory of contexts in
section 6.3 below. The idea that contexts and redundancy are related goes back to Stalnaker
(1978, p. 325).
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and so adding this claim to the consequent is redundant. This approach can also

be extended to other cases where sentences are embedded, such as conjunctions:

(178) Hilary likes ice cream and an ice cream machine would be a nice gift.

(179) Hilary likes ice cream and an ice cream machine would be a nice gift and
Hilary likes ice cream.

Adding that Hilary likes ice cream to the right conjunct seems redundant. Due

to the left conjunct, the local context of the right conjunct already entails that

Hilary likes ice cream.

In the case of sequences, the idea pursued earlier was that presuppositions

of a sentence project onto the entire sequence just in case the presupposition is

not satisfied by the context of that sentence. And I assumed that the context of a

sentence in a sequence includes information contributed by sentences that come

earlier in the sequence. Theories of projection based on local contexts assume

that this idea can be extended to the innersentential case, by using local contexts:

The presuppositions of a sentence S that is embedded in a more complex sentence

project just in case the presuppositions are not satisfied by the local context of S.

And, accordingly, the presuppositions of a sentence S that is embedded in a more

complex sentence are filtered just in case the presuppositions are satisfied by the

local context of S.205

This general idea has been implemented in different ways. In the situa-

tion semantics suggested in chapters (4) and (5), the presuppositions of definite

descriptions are modelled as truth-value gaps.

(180) There’s a cat. [� [δi [The cat si is hungry]]].

To achieve the result that the sequence as a whole doesn’t presupposes that there

is only one cat, I assumed that the situation variable si is bound by a situation

abstractor δ, and that there is an unpronounced existential quantifier, �, quan-

205See Karttunen 1974, p. 187, where the notion of a local context is also introduced. This sort of
account of projection is also adopted by dynamic semantic theories of presupposition projection;
see in particular Heim 1990b.
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tifying over the situations of the context relative to which the sentence is in-

terpreted. If the context is c, the second sentence of (180) then expresses the

following proposition:

(181) λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.(s′ ≤ s∧hungry(ιxcat(x)(s′))(s))

This proposition is true or false at s just in case the situations in c contain exactly

one cat; if true or false, it is true at s just in case the cat of some situation in c is

hungry at s′. Since the context c is a minimal context, already updated with the

first claim of (180), every situation c does indeed contain exactly one cat (unless

it has been claimed before that there is more than one cat). This approach can be

extended to the conjunction (182) if we assume that the unpronounced quantifier

may quantify over the situations in the local context of the second conjunct:

(182) There’s a cat and the cat is hungry.

First, let’s assume that every conjunct of a conjunction is interpreted relative to

its own local context:206

(183) Jφ and ψKc,g = λs.JφKcl ,g(s)∧ JψKcr ,g(s)

Secondly, let’s assume that the situation pronoun of ‘the cat’ in (182) is bound as

in the sequence (180):

(184) There’s a cat and [� [δi [the cat si is hungry]]].

Let’s also assume that the first conjunct of (184) is interpreted as follows:

(185) λs.∃xcat(x)(s)

With these assumptions, the conjunction (184) as a whole, relative to a context c,

expresses the following proposition:

(186) λs.∃xcat(x)(s)∧∃s′ : s′ ∈ cr .(s′ ≤ s∧hungry(ιcat(x)(s′))(s))

206See Klinedinst and Rothschild 2012, pp. 149–50, for this way of treating local contexts as
parameters for the interpretation, including of conjunctions and disjunctions, to account for pre-
supposition projection along very similar lines as suggested here; see also Portner 1992, p. 59, for
such a semantics for conjunction in a situation semantic setting.
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As discussed in 4.2.3, I assume that a conjunction pφ ∧ ψq is neither true nor

false just in case at least one conjunct is neither true nor false. Accordingly, (186)

is neither true nor false at any situation s just in case not every situation s′ in

the local context cr contains exactly one cat. If (186) is true or false, it is true

at s just in case there is some cat at s and the cat in some situation s′ of cr is

hungry at s. So far, I haven’t said what situations cr contains, but if cr contains the

same situations as the context of the second sentence in the sequence (180), the

sequence as a whole is true or false under the same conditions as the conjunction

(184).

In the case of the sequence (180), I assumed that the context of the sec-

ond sentence is a minimal context, updated with the claim expressed by the first

sentence. If the initial context is c, the context for the second sentence would

therefore be c updated with the proposition (185). Suppose that in the case of the

conjunction (184), the initial, global context is also c. Moreover, suppose that the

local context of the right conjunct of a conjunction pφ∧ψq is c updated with the

proposition expressed by the left conjunct:

cr = c[JφKcl ,g]

Given these assumptions, the local context of the right conjunct is indeed the

same as the context of the second sentence of the sequence, since the proposition

expressed by the left conjunct is also (185).

If the initial context is the empty minimal context, the local context for the

right conjunct is the set of all minimal situations in which there is a cat, and

the conjunction (184) is true at a situation s just in case there is a cat at s, some

minimal situation s′ in which there is a cat is part of s, and the cat in s′ is hungry

at s. A situation s satisfies these conditions just in case there is some cat in s that

is hungry at s.

150



6.2. Local Contexts as Minimal Contexts

Presupposition projection is generally assumed to be asymmetric in con-

junctions:207

(187) a. Jane used to smoke cigars and she stopped smoking.
b. Jane stopped smoking and she used to smoke cigars.

Whereas (187a) doesn’t presuppose that Jane used to smoke, (187b) does.208 Re-

versing the order of the conjuncts of a conjunction such as (188a) seems to have

the same effect:

(188) a. There’s a brown cat and the cat is hungry.
b. The cat is hungry and there’s a brown cat.

Whereas (188a) doesn’t presuppose that there is exactly one cat, (188b) does. In

the present framework, this effect can be accounted for by assuming that the

local context of the first conjunct of a conjunction does not take into account the

second conjunct: the local context of the first conjunct is simply the same as the

global context of the conjunction (rather than the global context updated with

the proposition expressed by the right conjunct):

(189) Jφ and ψKc,g = λs.JφKc,g(s)∧ JψKcr ,g(s)

As a result, the reversed conjunction (188b) is only true or false if the global

context already contains only situations in which there is exactly one cat.

This approach to projection raises a number of questions. One question is

how to extend it to other connectives, such as disjunction, and to the presupposi-

tions of quantificational sentences. I will turn to disjunctions in the next section,

and to quantifiers in section 6.4. Another question is how the local contexts are

determined. Is there some general procedure for determining what the local con-

text of an embedded sentence is? I will turn to this question in section 6.3. But

first, I want to compare the present approach very briefly with a situation seman-

tics for conjunction suggested by Mandelkern and Rothschild (2020).

207See e.g. Karttunen 1973, pp. 178–9
208For discussion of and experimental data on the asymmetry of projection in conjunctions, see

e.g. Mandelkern, Zehr, et al. 2020.
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Mandelkern and Rothschild (2020) explore how what they call e-type the-

ories can account for the ways in which the presuppositions of definites project.

On their view, an e-type theory assumes that indefinites are existential quanti-

fiers and that definites trigger existence and uniqueness presuppositions that are

evaluated at situations, like on the view developed here. Mandelkern and Roth-

schild highlight that e-type theories have to account for the way definites project

in sequences, conjunctions, disjunctions, and so. And they make a suggestion for

what a situation semantics for conjunction could look like.209 Here is the seman-

tics for definite descriptions and for conjunction that Mandelkern and Rothschild

suggest e-type theories could adopt:

(190) J[The F]i GKg,s

a. presupposes there is a unique F in g(i);
b. where the presupposition is satisfied, is true iff the unique F in g(i) is
G in s. (Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020, p. 97)

(191) Jp and qKg,s = 1 iff JpKg,s = 1 and for some minimal situation s′ ≤ s s.t.
JpKg,s

′
= 1, JqKg[s′→r],s = 1. (Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020, p. 98)

This conjunction has a built-in existential quantifier over minimal situations at

which the first conjunct is true. If there is a definite description in the second

conjunct, its situation index may be bound by this existential quantifier.

(192) There’s a cat and the cati is hungry.

With this kind of semantics, the conjunction (192) would then be predicted to be

true at a situation s just in case there’s a cat at s and there is, in s, some minimal

situation s′ in which there is a cat such that the cat of s′ is hungry at s, and so

the presupposition of the definite description would be satisfied, according to

Mandelkern and Rothschild.210

However, Mandelkern and Rothschild (2020, pp. 99–101) argue that this

way of accounting for the projection and filtering of the presuppositions of def-

209They also make suggestions for other cases, such as disjunction, but to keep the discussion
simpler, I focus on conjunction.

210See Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020, pp. 98–9
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inites is problematic. They raise different worries for this type of semantics, of

which I want to mention two. Their first worry is one that we have already en-

countered before, namely, that the mechanism invoked here to deal with pre-

supposition filtering in conjunction will not generalise to indefinite-definite se-

quences, since in a sequence of several sentences, there is no operator (such as a

quantifier or perhaps a conjunction) under which the different sentences are all

embedded. Mandelkern and Rothschild’s second worry is that if e-type theories

adopt this kind of semantics for conjunction to explain how the presuppositions

of definites are filtered, their overall account of presupposition projection will

not be unified: The semantics (191) may account for the filtering of presupposi-

tions of definite descriptions, but it won’t account for presupposition projection

in general, and so a different mechanism will be needed for other presupposi-

tions: The semantics (191) only deals with the presuppositions of definites; on

the other hand, a general mechanism for presupposition projection won’t account

for the filtering of the presuppositions of definites, since indefinite claims do not

in general filter uniqueness presuppositions if they are not triggered by definites

but in some other way, for example by ‘is aware that there is exactly one cat’.211

At least briefly, I want to discuss how I think these worries relate to the se-

mantics of conjunction that I have suggested above. I agree with the first worry,

which is why I suggested appealing to minimal contexts in order to account for

indefinite-definite sequences.212 Once minimal contexts are part of the overall

theory, I take it to be natural to also try to use them to deal with conjunctions

and other connectives. On the view that I suggested, the mechanism that filters

presuppositions by binding the situation variables of definite descriptions (via a

variable abstractor and the quantifier �) may be kept separate from the semantics

211As discussed in section 6.1, illustrated by examples such as (173) (‘There’s a cat and John is
aware that there is exactly one cat’).

212As discussed in chapter 4. Mandelkern and Rothschild (2020, p. 103), in turn, agree that
e-type theories will need some pragmatic mechanism to account for sequences; they suggest that
indefinites and definites in different sentences could be co-indexed, with assignment functions
shifting between sentences, but they don’t discuss in more detail what this would look like.
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of conjunction (and other connectives), which keeps the semantics of the connec-

tives simple. Moreover, the use of local contexts connects the account of how the

presuppositions are filtered to a general theory of presupposition projection. The

presuppositions of definite descriptions, just like other presuppositions, project

just in case they are not satisfied by the local context. The mechanism that filters

the uniqueness presuppositions, on my view, is therefore not separate from the

more general theory of how presuppositions project. At least in that way, I think,

my account is preferable to a semantics for conjunction (and other connectives)

along the lines of (191). There remains the worry that uniqueness presupposi-

tions that are not triggered by definite descriptions behave differently from those

triggered by definite descriptions. I will address this worry below in section 6.2.5,

and I will also briefly return to it in the concluding chapter 7.

6.2.2 Disjunction

How presuppositions project in disjunctions is a tricky issue.213 It generally

seems that the first disjunct of a disjunction can filter the presuppositions of the

second disjunct—not by entailing the presuppositions but rather by excluding

them.214

(193) Jane used to drink whisky or she stopped smoking.

(194) Jane never smoked or she stopped smoking.

Whereas (193) presupposes that Jane used to smoke, (194) doesn’t. In the case of

(194), the left disjunct doesn’t entail that Jane used to smoke; rather, its negation

does: If it’s not the case Jane never smoked, then Jane used to smoke. Similarly, it

has been argued that the presuppositions of definites can be filtered by negated

indefinites in disjunctions such as these:

213See e.g. Soames 1979 for some discussion.
214See e.g. Karttunen 1973, p. 180; whether the reverse is also true is more controversial; see

e.g. Schlenker 2009, pp. 38–40 for discussion.
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(195) a. Either there’s no bathroom in this house or it’s in a funny place. (Roberts
1989, p. 702, attributed to Barbara Partee)

b. Either there’s no bathroom in this house or the bathroom is in a funny
place.

(196) a. Either John does not own a donkey, or he keeps it very quiet. (Evans
1977, p. 530)

b. Either John does not own a donkey, or he keeps the donkey very quiet.

(197) Either there isn’t a cat or the cat is hungry.

Consider the disjunction (197). This disjunction doesn’t seem to presuppose that

there is exactly one cat. In this case, the first disjunct doesn’t entail that there is

a cat; rather, the first disjunct is false just in case there is a cat.

It may not be obvious whether or not disjunctions like these presuppose

uniqueness. Perhaps we find these disjunctions felicitous because we are happy to

accommodate a uniqueness assumption. For example, perhaps we accommodate

that there is at most one bathroom in the house under consideration, in the case

of (195b), or that there is at most one cat, in the case of (197). But consider for

instance the following variant of (197):

(198) Either there isn’t a cat or the cat is playing with another cat.

This disjunction seems felicitous, but it seems unlikely that this is because we

accommodate that there is at most one cat. After all, the second disjunct would

be false if there was only one cat, and it doesn’t seem that we take the speaker

to be committed to the truth of the first disjunct. This is some evidence that the

uniqueness presupposition really is filtered in such disjunctions.215

Since the first disjunct of a disjunction can filter the presuppositions of the

second disjunct, the local context of the second disjunct has to take the first dis-

junct into account. In disjunctions such as (198), the first disjunct is a negated

indefinite. So far, I have said little about the semantics of indefinites, and even

215This point is from Mandelkern and Rothschild 2020, p. 94, example (31). For some more
discussion of anaphora in disjunctions, see e.g. Simons 1996 and Mandelkern and Rothschild
2020, pp. 91–2. Elbourne (2013, pp. 66–7) only very briefly discusses presupposition projection
in disjunctions and gives an example with ‘exactly one’ rather than ‘a’ (“Either there is not exactly
one knave at the Palace or the knave stole the tarts”, p. 66).
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less about the semantics of negation. In the next section, we will see that indefi-

nites and negation raise some tricky questions for the Minimal Context Account.

6.2.3 Negation and Indefinites

A Challenge

So far, I assumed that indefinites are essentially existential quantifiers; I assumed

that an indefinite claim such as (199a) expresses a proposition such as (199b):

(199) a. There is a cat.
b. λs.∃xcat(x)(s)

So far, this assumption seemed good enough for my purposes. However, the issue

becomes more complicated as soon as we also consider the semantics of negation.

Suppose that sentential negation is interpreted as follows:

(200) JnotK = λp.λs.¬p(s)

Then the negation (201a) of (199a) expresses the proposition (201b):

(201) a. There isn’t a cat.
b. λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s)

If a speaker asserts (201a) to describe a topic situation st, the speaker excludes

that there are any cats in st. However, if we update a minimal context with the

proposition (201b), the update doesn’t ensure that the resulting context accu-

rately describes st only if st doesn’t contain any cats. If we update a context c

with (201b), we have to expand every situation c in such a way that (201b) is true

at the expanded situation, and only the smallest expansions make it into the up-

dated context. If there is a situation s in c that doesn’t contain any cats, (201b) is

already true at s, and so s will remain in the context when we update it. However,

s is only a candidate for being part of st, rather than for being st, since the context

is a minimal context. The situation s could still be part of a larger situation in

which there are cats. Therefore, the update does not ensure that the only remain-
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ing candidates for being st contain no cats. Relatedly, we would fail to predict

that describing one and the same topic situation with the following sequence is

incoherent.

(202) There isn’t a cat. There is a cat.

After update with (201b), the situations in the context may be part of larger situ-

ations in which there is a cat. Therefore, a subsequent update with (199b) is not

guaranteed to reduce the context to the empty set. If (201a) were interpreted as

(201b), this would lead to an implausible context update, given the framework of

minimal contexts.

The problem has three potential sources: the account of minimal context

update, the interpretation of negation, and the interpretation of indefinites. Since

my aim is to explore the use of minimal contexts, my focus will be on the other

two sources. First, I will look at negation; then I consider modifying the semantics

for indefinites.

Generic Negation

Kratzer (1989, pp. 643–44) makes an observation about negation that is closely

connected to the problem just raised. Kratzer argues that if English negation

is interpreted as in (203), some negated sentences will express non-persistent

propositions.

(203) Jnot αKg is true in a situation s ∈ S if and only if JαKg is not true in s.
(Kratzer 1989, p. 643)

(204) There isn’t a paper lying on a table. (Kratzer 1989, p. 644)

In particular, Kratzer argues that the proposition expressed by (204) would not be

persistent. There are parts of this world that don’t contain a paper, and in those

parts, the proposition expressed by (204) would be true, even though it would

not be true at the world as a whole, since there are papers lying on tables.216

216Kratzer seems to assume here an interpretation for indefinites similar to the one I have been
assuming above; see also Kratzer 1989, p. 620.
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Note that the same failure of persistence underlies the problem we’ve seen in the

foregoing section. There, the problem was also that the proposition expressed by

‘There isn’t a cat’ could be true at a situation s that is in the context without being

true at expansions of s.

Since Kratzer assumes that all propositions expressed by English sentences

are persistent, she proposes to adopt a different semantics for negation. Kratzer

makes two suggestions, but I will only discuss one of them here, which Kratzer

calls “generic” (1989, p. 644) negation.217 Adapted to the present framework, the

proposal would be the following:

(205) JnotKg = λp.λs.∀s′(s ≤ s′→¬p(s′)) (see Kratzer 1989, p. 644)

With this semantics, (206a) would express (206b):

(206) a. There isn’t a cat.
b. λs.∀s′(s ≤ s′→¬∃xcat(x)(s′))

This proposition is true at a situation s just in case no expansion of s contains a

cat. It is persistent, since it is only true at a situation s if it also true at all expan-

sions of s. As a consequence, the problem of the foregoing section is avoided: If

we update a minimal context with (206b), the situations in the new context are

not part of bigger situations in which there are cats.

Unfortunately, this comes at a price. If negation is interpreted as in (207),

double negation is valid; pnot not αq is true at s just in case α is true at s.

(207) JnotK = λp.λs.¬p(s)

However, with a semantics for negation such as (205), double negation becomes

invalid; if α expresses the proposition p, then pnot not αq expresses (208):

(208) λs.∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧ p(s′))

The negation of ‘There isn’t a cat’ would accordingly express (209) rather than

217For the second suggestion, see Kratzer 1989, pp. 645–47; it assumes that negated claims are
only true at situations in which a range of alternatives are true, which may depend on the focus;
it would go beyond the limits of this chapter to discuss this proposal in sufficient detail.
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(210):

(209) λs.∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))

(210) λs.∃xcat(x)(s)

Whereas update of a minimal context with (210) ensures that every situation in

the updated context contains a cat, update with (209) merely ensures that every

situation in the updated context is part of a situation that contains a cat.

The failure of double negation is problematic, as double negation is an in-

tuitively plausible principle. Its failure is not just in general worrying, it also

has troubling consequences when it comes to indefinite-definite sequences, since

doubly negated indefinites have been argued to serve as antecedents for definites:

(211) John didn’t remember not to bring an umbrella, although we had no room
for it. (Krahmer and Muskens 1994, p. 197)

(212) It is not true that John didn’t bring an umbrella. It was purple and it stood
in the hallway. (ibid.)

(213) It’s not the case that there isn’t a cat. The cat is hungry.

If, for example, update with the first sentence of (213) doesn’t ensure that every

situation in the updated context contains a cat, it becomes more difficult to ex-

plain why ‘the cat’ may be used in the subsequent sentence. The problem also

shows up in the case of disjunctions. Consider again (214):

(214) Either there isn’t a cat or the cat is playing with another cat.

In section 6.2.2, it was suggested that the definite in the second disjunct is ap-

propriate because the first disjunct is false just in case there is a cat. But (206b)

is false at a situation s just in case s is part of a situation in which there is a cat,

which may be true even if s itself doesn’t contain a cat.218

One might try to appeal to some pragmatic process such as accommodation

218See Krahmer and Muskens (1994), who discuss a very similar problem for dynamic seman-
tic theories on which double negation also fails; they also point out the connection between the
problem with cases such as (211) and with disjunctions such as (214). In Heim’s (1982) dynamic
semantics, negation introduces universal quantification over assignment functions, and so the
failure of double negation has a source that is structurally parallel to the failure of double nega-
tion in the case of Kratzer’s generic negation. See also Mandelkern (forthcoming) for discussion.
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to deal with the failure of double negation in these cases. Perhaps when we have

updated a context with the claim that every situation can be extended in a certain

way (e.g. in such a way that the extended situation contains a cat), we may then

tacitly adjust the context and extend every situation of the context in that way,

even though this isn’t strictly what the original update demanded. I don’t have

a knock-down argument against this suggestion. One thing to note, however, is

that standard versions of dynamic semantics have a very similar problem with

double negation, which is also not valid on these views.219 One may have hoped

that situation semantics has an advantage here over these dynamic semantic the-

ories. But if negation has to be understood as generic, along the lines of (205), this

hope is disappointed. What is more, situation semantics may even be at a disad-

vantage compared to some non-standard varieties of dynamic semantics which

do validate double negation.220 It is therefore at least worth considering whether

there is a way to avoid Kratzer’s generic negation. This is what I turn to next.

Witness Conditions

As pointed out, the problem under consideration has (at least) two potential

sources: the semantics of negation and the semantics of indefinites. Now I want

to consider whether the problem could be solved by changing the semantics of

indefinites, without abandoning (215).

(215) JnotK = λp.λs.¬p(s)

So far, I assumed that (216) expresses (217):

(216) There’s a cat.

(217) λs.∃xcat(x)(s)

The negation (218) is non-persistent, because it can be true at a situation s even

if s is part of a larger situation in which there is a cat.

219See fn. 218 above.
220See e.g. Mandelkern (forthcoming).
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(218) λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s)

One way to avoid this is to assume that (216) is neither true nor false at a situa-

tion s if there is no cat at s but s is part of a larger situation in which there is a

cat. Put slightly differently, the assumption is that (216) is true or false at s only

if the following holds: if s is part of a situation in which there is a cat, then s

itself contains a cat.221 This is essentially a situation semantic version of an idea

developed by Mandelkern (forthcoming), also in order to validate double nega-

tion, but in a different semantic framework. Following Mandelkern, I will call

this condition of indefinites a witness condition.222

So far, the only truth-value gaps that I appealed to came from definite de-

scriptions (and the ι-terms used to interpret them). In order to implement other

truth-value gaps, let’s assume that the metalanguage contains a presupposition

operator δ, adopted from Beaver and Krahmer (2001, p. 151): If α is an expres-

sion of type t, let pδαq also be an expression of type t, interpreted as follows:223

(219) |pδαq|M,g = # iff |α|M,g = 0 or |α|M,g = #,
|pδαq|M,g = 1 iff |α|M,g = 1

This presupposition operator can be used to implement truth-value gaps. If α

and β are formula of type t, then pα ∧ δβq is also a formula of type t, and this

conjunction is neither true nor false if β is not true. That way, we can also imple-

ment the witness presupposition:

(220) λs.∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s)))

This proposition is true or false at a situation s if and only if either there is a cat

221¬(¬∃xcat(x)(s) ∧ ∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧ ∃xcat(x)(s′))) and ∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧ ∃xcat(x)(s′)) → ∃xcat(x)(s) are
equivalent.

222The semantics of Mandelkern (forthcoming) is motivated by some of the same data regarding
double negation and disjunction that I looked at here. Mandelkern suggests that “indefinites
with the form pSomex F is Fq have a witness bound [...]. The witness bound requires, at a point [of
evaluation] 〈g,w〉, that, if anything is F andG inw, then g(x) is”, where g is an assignment function
and w a world. It would be interesting to compare the present system with Mandelkern’s in more
detail, but I leave this for another time.

223This δ in the metalanguage should not be confused with the object language situation ab-
stractor δi that was introduced in section 5.1.
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at s or s is not part of a situation in which there is a cat. If true or false, it is true

just in case there is a cat at s. Let’s assume that this is the proposition expressed

by (221):

(221) There’s a cat.

Then the negation (222a) expresses the proposition (222b):

(222) a. There isn’t a cat.
b. λs.¬(∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s))))

Truth-value gaps project through negation; α and p¬αq are neither true nor false

under the same conditions. Accordingly, (222b) is equivalent to the following

proposition:224

(223) λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s)))

Due to the δ-condition, this proposition is again true or false at s just in case

either there is a cat at s or s is not part of a situation in which there is a cat.

Because of its first conjunct, the proposition is true at s only if there is no cat at

s. Altogether, the proposition is true at s just in case there is no cat at s and s is

not part of a situation in which there is a cat. This means that (223) is persistent:

if it is true at s, s is not part of any situation in which there is a cat, and so (223)

is also true at any situation of which s is a part. It also means that if we update

a minimal context with (223), the situations in the updated context don’t contain

any cat and are not part of larger situations in which there is a cat. Accordingly,

we now do predict that updating a context with the following sequence reduces

the context to the empty set.

(224) There isn’t a cat. There is a cat.

This solves the problem of negated indefinites, without adopting a quantifica-

tional semantics for negation that invalidates double negation, such as Kratzer’s

generic negation.

224In general, p¬(α ∧ δβ)q is equivalent to p¬α ∧ δβq.
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Before moving on, I want to address one worry for the view that (225a)

expresses (225b):

(225) a. There isn’t a cat.
b. λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s)))

As discussed above, (225b) is not true at any situation that is part of another

situation in which there is a cat. One might worry that this condition is too strong.

If we update a minimal context with (225b), the only situations that remain in

the context are not part of any situation in which there is a cat. The context is

accurate only if at least one of the situations in it are part of the topic situation.

Assuming that the topic situation is an actual situation, it follows that the context

is accurate only if at least one situation in it is actual. But the situations in the

context are not part of any situation in which there is a cat, and so if any of

them is actual, the entire actual world doesn’t contain any cats. (After all, any

actual situation is part of the actual world.) But plausibly, not every speaker who

uses (225a) to make an assertion is committed to the claim that there are no cats

anywhere in the entire world.

One way to avoid this result is to assume that the witness condition is re-

stricted to counterparts of the topic situation. That way, the speaker would only

be committed to the claim that there is no cat anywhere in the topic situation.

Suppose that st is the topic situation of an utterance of (225a); a restricted inter-

pretation could look as follows:

(226) λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧ s′ ≤ γst ,ws ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s)))

This proposition is undefined at a situation s just in case there is no cat at s,

but s is part of a situation s′ that (i) contains a cat, and (ii) is part of γst ,ws , the

counterpart of the topic situation st at the world of s (that is, at ws). As long as

these two conditions are not both satisfied, (226) is true or false at s even if the

counterpart of the topic situation is itself part of a bigger situation in which there

is a cat. If the counterpart of the topic situation is smaller than the world ws to
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which it belongs, (226) may be true at s even if there are cats at ws. Accordingly,

if one updates a context with (226), the situations that remain in the context may

also be part of worlds in which there are cats, as long as they are not part of a

counterpart of the topic situation in which there are cats.

Restricting the witness condition along these lines seems plausible to me.

But even though I think that some such restriction is ultimately necessary, I will

bracket this complication in what follows. As far as I can tell, this simplification

doesn’t affect the core of what I’m going to say.

Witness Conditions and Homogeneity

One question is whether the witness condition has the same pragmatic status as

other presuppositions, which have to be satisfied by the old context, at least ac-

cording to the Stalnakerian view. As Mandelkern (forthcoming) points out, the

witness condition is usually not true at all elements of the old context. There-

fore, if the witness condition were a presupposition, update of a context with an

indefinite claim would usually be undefined, given the Stalnakerian view. For ex-

ample, the situations in the empty minimal context do not all satisfy the witness

condition of an indefinite claim such as ‘There’s a cat’, and so the empty context

could not be updated with this claim. They don’t all already contain a cat or are

not part a situation in which there is a cat.225

One might therefore wonder whether the witness condition really is a pre-

supposition. As Soames (2008a, pp. 105–11) has argued, Stalnaker’s arguments

for the view that all truth-value gaps impose constraints on the context are not

entirely convincing. Perhaps some truth-value gaps impose constraints on the

context and others don’t.226 But if the witness condition isn’t a presupposition,

225Some situations in the empty context are part of situations in which there are cats, and if the
situations of the empty context don’t contain any individuals, they don’t contain any cats either.
(See section 3.1.4 for discussion of what the empty minimal context is like.) As mentioned in fn.
222, the witness condition is a constraint on assignment functions, and so has a different shape
in Mandelkern’s theory, but this point carries over to the witness condition that I use.

226See also the suggestion of an anonymous reviewer in a fn. of Mandelkern (forthcoming).
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what kind of condition is it?

Let’s consider again how the addition of the witness condition changes the

interpretation of (227a) from (227b) to (227c) and the interpretation of (228a)

from (228b) to (228c):

(227) a. There’s a cat.
b. λs.∃xcat(x)(s)
c. λs.∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s)))

(228) a. There isn’t a cat.
b. λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s)
c. λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s)))

As we’ve already seen, the addition of the witness condition affects whether

(228a) is persistent: (228b) is not persistent, whereas (228c) is persistent. But

this is not so in the case of (227a): (227b) and (227c) are both persistent. In-

stead, what the witness condition does is turn the proposition into an upwards

homogeneous proposition.

So-called homogeneity effects arise when certain predicates, homogeneous

predicates, are applied to pluralities.227 Imagine that there are several lights,

exactly half of them are turned off, and someone says:

(229) The lights are turned off.

(230) The lights aren’t turned off.

There is something odd about utterances such as these. It has been suggested that

neither utterance seems to be clearly true or clearly false, even though one is the

negation of the other.228 Moreover, it would often be more natural to respond to

them with ‘Well, some of them are’ than with a simple ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. By contrast,

227See Križ 2019 for a good overview.
228As Križ (2019, pp. 13–14) makes clear, truth-value judgments about such utterances vary,

depending on the circumstances. For example, (230) may be more easily judged true if what is
at stake is whether any lights are turned on (e.g. when one is leaving the house for the holidays
and all the lights need to be turned off). How to explain such variations is a matter of ongoing
dispute. I take it that assuming that such utterances really are neither true nor false is at least
as controversial as assuming that sentences with false presuppositions are neither true nor false,
but as in the case of presuppositions, I will not discuss objections to truth-value gaps here (see
also fn. 24 in section 2.2).
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an utterance of (231) would be straightfowardly false:

(231) The lights are all turned off.

The uttterances of (229) and (230) are so-called homogeneity violations. In the

case of (229), the violation is the result of applying the predicate ‘are turned off’

to a plurality of lights that isn’t homogeneous in the relevant respect: some of the

lights are turned off but some of them aren’t. The effect remains if the sentence

is negated, as in (230).229

Križ (2019) assumes that utterances suffering from homogeneity violations

are neither true nor false, but he argues that homogeneity constraints differ from

ordinary presuppositions. In particular, it seems that homogeneity constraints

don’t already have to be common ground in the conversation. It is fine to assert

(229) even if it’s not yet part of the common ground that either all lights are

turned off or none of them are.230

Križ argues that predicates are the source of homogeneity violations. Some

predicates, homogeneous predicates, require that the things to which they are

applied are homogeneous in certain ways. And if a homogeneous predicate is

applied to an object that isn’t homogeneous in the relevant way, homogeneity

is violated, resulting in a truth-value gap. Križ suggests the following general

characterization of predicates that require homogeneity:

(232) A homogeneous predicate that is not true of a plurality a is undefined of
a if it is true of some plurality b that overlaps (i.e., has parts in common)
with a. (Križ 2019, p. 5)

229See e.g. Križ 2019, pp. 1–3.
230As Spector (2013) points out, wait a minute-responses that question homogeneity assump-

tions are rather strange, whereas these responses are generally okay if they target presuppositions.
For example, it seems okay to respond to ‘Mary quit smoking’ with ‘Wait a minute! I didn’t know
Mary used to smoke’; but it is rather strange to respond to ‘The lights are turned off’ with ‘Wait
a minute! I didn’t know the lights are either all turned off or all turned on.’ (see also Križ 2019,
pp. 3–4). The felicity of a wait a minute-response has been taken to be one indicator for presup-
positions (see von Fintel 2004). Spector and Križ also argue that homogeneity constraints and
presuppositions project differently. For example, whereas ‘Not all of John’s ten children stopped
smoking’ suggests that all of John’s ten children used to smoke, ‘Not all of John’s ten children read
the books’ doesn’t suggest “that none of the children read only some of the books” (Križ 2019,
p. 4; see also Spector 2013)
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Consider again (229). It’s not true of the lights that they are turned off, but it

is true of some of them that they are turned off; assuming that ‘are turned off’

is a homogeneous predicate, it is therefore not defined for the lights, according

to (232). In this example, the lights that are turned off are a part of the lights

under consideration, which is why they overlap. Since there are different ways

for things to overlap, one can distinguish between different types of homogeneity.

In particular, one can distinguish between what Križ (2019) calls downwards and

upwards homogeneity:

(233) a. A downwards homogeneous predicate that is not true of a plurality a
is undefined of a if it is true of some plurality b that is a proper part
of a.

b. An upwards homogeneous predicate that is not true of a plurality a is
undefined of a if it is true of some plurality b of which a is a proper
part.
(see Križ 2019, p. 5)

A sentence is not a predicate, but the proposition expressed by a sentence is ap-

plied to situations, similar to how a predicate is applied to individuals. Since

situations have parts, considerations about homogeneity can therefore also be

brought to bear on propositions.231 In particular, following (233b), we may say

that a proposition p is upwards homogeneous just in case the following holds:

(234) ∀s′(p(s′) , 1→ (∃s(s′ < s∧ p(s) = 1)→ p(s′) = #))

(234) is equivalent to:

(235) ∀s(p(s) = 1→∀s′(s′ < s→ p(s′) , 0))

231Reformulating (233a) for propositions, we get that a proposition p is downwards homoge-
neous just in case the following holds: (i) ∀s′(p(s′) , 1→ (∃s(s < s′ ∧ p(s) = 1)→ p(s′) = #)). This
is equivalent to: (ii) ∀s(p(s) = 1 → ∀s′(s < s′ → p(s′) , 0)). Compare this to what it takes for a
proposition p to be persistent: (iii) ∀s(p(s) = 1→ ∀s′(s ≤ s′ → p(s′) = 1)). If a proposition p satis-
fies (iii), it also satisfies (ii): if p is true at every expansion s′ of any situation s at which p is true,
then p is never false at any expansion s′ of s. In that sense, persistent propositions are downwards
homogeneous. On the other hand, a proposition may satisfy (ii) without satisfying (iii), namely
if the proposition is undefined (rather than true) at some expansion s′ of a situation s at which
the proposition is true. Violations of downwards homogeneity occur if the proposition is applied
to such an expansion. Persistent propositions don’t have truth-value gaps at any such expansions
and therefore don’t give rise to these homogeneity violations.
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That is, p is upwards homogeneous just in case, if p is true at some situation s,

then p isn’t false at any part s′ of s.

With this notion in the background, let’s reconsider the indefinite claim

(236a) and its interpretation. (236b) is already persistent, and so is (236c). How-

ever, (236b) is not upwards homogeneous: A situation in which there is a cat can

have a part in which there is no cat, and so the proposition (236b) does not satisfy

the upwards homogeneity condition (235).

(236) a. There’s a cat.
b. λs.∃xcat(x)(s)
c. λs.∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s)))

When the witness condition is added, the proposition becomes upwards homoge-

neous: if s is a situation in which there is a cat, and s′ is a part of s in which there

is no cat, then (236c) is neither true nor false at s′, rather than false. Therefore

(236c) satisfies the upwards homogeneity constraint (235).

If (236c) is applied to a situation s in which there is no cat but s is part of a

situation s′ in which there is a cat, we’re dealing with an upwards homogeneity

violation. (236c) is not true at s, but it is true at s′, of which s is a proper part. This

violation is structurally analogous to other violations of upwards homogeneity, as

in the following example:

(237) The boys are performing Hamlet. (Križ 2019, p. 5)

Križ (2019, pp. 5–6) suggests that, due to upwards homogeneity, (237) is neither

true nor false if the boys are part of larger group of students who, together, are

playing Hamlet: The predicate ‘are performing Hamlet’ is true if applied to the

whole group of students, but it is not true if applied to the boys, and so it is

neither true nor false if applied to the boys.

If this structural parallel points in the right direction, it could help explain

what kind of constraint the witness condition of indefinites is: not a presupposi-

tion but a homogeneity condition. The truth-value gaps of (236a) would accord-
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ingly be homogeneity violations rather than instances of a false presupposition.

As pointed out, it seems that homogeneity conditions have a different pragmatic

status compared to presuppositions: it seems that they don’t already have to be

accepted in the conversation. This also seems to be the case for the witness con-

dition, as pointed out earlier.232 I think it would be interesting to explore this in

more detail, but instead I want to return now to the question that prompted the

excursion to the semantics of negation and indefinites: the question of how the

presuppositions of definite descriptions project in disjunctions.

6.2.4 Back to Disjunction

With the semantics for indefinites and negation proposed in the foregoing section

in the background, let’s reconsider disjunctions such as (238):

(238) There isn’t a cat or the cat is hungry.

Earlier, we’ve seen that there is reason to think that this disjunction doesn’t pre-

suppose that there is exactly one cat, in spite of the definite description ‘the cat’ in

the second disjunct. As in the case of conjunction, let’s assume that the disjuncts

of a disjunction have their own local context:

(239) Jφ or ψKc,g = λs.JφKcl ,g(s)∨ JψKcr ,g(s)

We’ve also seen that presuppositions of the second disjunct seem to be filtered

based on what the first disjunct excludes (rather than based on what it entails,

as in the case of the conjuncts of a conjunction). Let’s therefore assume that the

context of the second disjunct is the global context updated with the negation of

the left disjunct:

(240) cr = c[Jnot φKcl ,g]

232As mentioned in fn. 230, it has been argued that homogeneity conditions project differently
from presuppositions. It is not obvious to me whether this applies to the witness condition, too.
I leave this issue open here.
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Now suppose that the left disjunct is (241a), interpreted as (241b), as suggested

above:233

(241) a. There isn’t a cat.
b. λs.¬∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s))

In that case, the context of the second disjunct is c updated with (242):

(242) λs.∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s))

This is the same proposition as the one expressed by ‘There’s a cat’. Accordingly,

if c is, for example, the empty minimal context, the local context of the second

disjunct is a set of situations that each contain exactly one cat. This local context

satisfies the existence and uniqueness presupposition triggered by ‘the cat’ in the

second disjunct of (238). Now suppose that the situation pronoun of ‘the cat’ is

bound as in (243):

(243) There isn’t a cat or [� [δi[ the cat si is hungry]]].

Then we predict that (243), relative to a context c, expresses the following propo-

sition:

(244) λs.(¬∃xcat(x)(s)∧ δ(∃s′(s ≤ s′ ∧∃xcat(x)(s′))→∃xcat(x)(s)))∨
∃s′ : s′ ∈ cr .(s′ ≤ s∧hungry(ιcat(x)(s′))(s))

A disjunction pφ ∨ ψq is neither true nor false if any of its disjuncts is, and so

(244) is neither true nor false at a situation s if either of the following holds:

1. s contains no cat but s is part of a situation in which there is a cat;

2. there is not exactly one cat in every situation of cr .

If true or false at s, (244) is true at s just in case there is no cat at s or the cat of

some situation in cr is hungry at s. The first condition in order for (244) to be true
233According to (240), the local context cr may depend on cl , the local context of the first dis-

junct. Since the interpretation of (241a) doesn’t depend on the context, we can ignore this here.
It’s not entirely clear what the local context of the first disjunct of a disjunction is. If presuppo-
sition projection in disjunctions is asymmetric, as in conjunctions, the local context of the first
disjunct is the same as the global context; if, as some have argued, projection in disjunctions is
symmetric, and the second disjunct can serve to filter presuppositions of the first disjunct, the
issue is more complicated; see e.g. Schlenker 2009, pp. 38–40 for some discussion.
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comes from the witness condition of the first disjunct. As discussed above, it’s

not plausibly a presupposition and so doesn’t impose a constraint on the global

context c. The second condition for (244) to be true or false comes from the

definite description in the second disjunct. As long as the global context c doesn’t

already contain situations in which there are two or more cats, the situations in

cr contain exactly one cat, and so the second condition holds. This constraint on

c is the same as in the case of ‘There’s a cat and the cat is hungry.’

If we update a context c with (244), we extend the situations in c in such a

way that (244) is true; the smallest of these extended situations are the situations

of the new context. The smallest such situations make either the first disjunct

of (244) true or the second disjunct. If they make the first disjunct true, they

contain no cat and are not part of a situation that contains a cat. If they make the

second disjunct true, they contain exactly one hungry cat. Therefore, the only

situations that remain candidates for being the topic situation, after update with

the disjunction either contain no cat or they contain at least one hungry cat.234

This seems like a plausible result.

6.2.5 A Difference Between ‘the’ and ‘exactly one’

One of the challenges mentioned at the beginning of this chapter was the obser-

vation by Mandelkern and Rothschild (2020) that, whereas indefinites seem to

filter the uniqueness presupposition of definite descriptions, they clearly don’t

filter other uniqueness presuppositions, as in the following example:

(245) There is a cat. John is aware that there is exactly one cat.

Sentences of the form ‘S is aware that p’ presuppose that p; accordingly, ‘John is

234Recall that the situations in a minimal context are candidates for being part of the topic
situation. The context is accurate only if some situation it contains is actual. If one of the situ-
ations that contains no cat is actual, the topic situation as a whole can’t contain any cats, since
the situation with no cats is not part of a larger situation in which there is a cat (because of the
witness condition). If one of the situations that contains exactly one hungry cat is actual, the topic
situation contains this situation, and so contains at least one hungry cat (and possibly more).
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aware that there is exactly one cat’ presupposes that there is exactly one cat.235

This presupposition is not entirely filtered by the preceding indefinite claim that

there is a cat; the sequence (245) as a whole still seems to presuppose that there

is at most one cat. This contrasts with a sequence such as (246), which does

not seem to presuppose that there is at most one cat, in spite of the uniqueness

presupposition triggered by ‘the cat’.

(246) There is a cat. The cat is hungry.

Now I briefly want to discuss how I think this difference could be accounted for

on the present view. As pointed out in section 5.1.2, the view suggested here pre-

dicts that (246) doesn’t require that there is at most one cat at the topic situation,

but it does require that there is at most one cat at the situations in the context. In

a sense, the uniqueness presupposition triggered by ‘the cat’ isn’t really filtered,

but it’s not required to be true at the (candidates for being the) topic situation. By

contrast, it seems to me that a uniqueness claim such as (247) concerns the topic

situation as a whole.

(247) There is exactly one cat.

It seems that (247) is persistent in a way that (248) need not be.

(248) The cat is hungry.

Compare for example the following two sequences:

(249) There is a cat. The cat is playing with another cat.

(250) There is exactly one cat. The cat is playing with another cat.

Whereas (249) sounds fine, (250) is rather odd. One explanation for this contrast

is that (247) requires that that there is exactly one cat at the topic situation, and

so if we accept the first sentence of (250), we’re committed to the claim that the

topic situation contains exactly one cat. But the second claim of (250) requires

235Embedded under negation (‘S isn’t aware that p’), in the antecedent of a conditional (‘If S
isn’t aware that p, q’), or turned into a question (‘Is S aware that p?’), the implication that p tends
to remain. This projection pattern is typical of presuppositions.
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that there are at least two cats, and so it cannot also be true at the same topic

situation. But if (247) requires that there is exactly one cat at the topic situation,

it may well require the same when embedded in (251):

(251) John is aware that there is exactly one cat.

If that’s right, (251) presupposes that there is exactly one cat at the topic situ-

ation, whereas (252) in (253) merely presupposes that there is exactly one cat

at the situations of the context (which are candidates for being part of the topic

situation).

(252) The cat is hungry.

(253) There is a cat. The cat is hungry.

More would have to be done to spell out this suggestion in detail. I haven’t pro-

vided a semantics for ‘exactly one’ and for ‘aware’ that delivers the right verdict.

Nonetheless, it seems plausible to me that ‘exactly one’ (and also ‘only one’) and

‘the’ differ with respect to how persistent they are, and that this is part of the

explanation of why uniqueness presuppositions triggered with the help of ‘the’

differ from those triggered with the help of ‘exactly one’ (or ‘only one’).236

236Kratzer suggests a persistent semantics for ‘exactly two’ (Kratzer 1989, p. 622) that could
be adapted to the case of ‘exactly one’; as discussed above in connection with the witness condi-
tion, persistence is very demanding and should presumably be restricted to (counterparts of)
the topic situation. A semantics for ‘exactly one’ similar to Kratzer’s semantics (for ‘exactly
two’), but restricted to counterparts of the topic situation, could look as follows: Jexactly oneK =
λP〈e,st〉.Q〈e,st〉.λs.∃x(P (x)(s)∧Q(x)(s)∧∀y((P (y)(γst ,ws )∧Q(y)(γst ,ws ))→ y = x)). (One may also have
to require that s has to be part of γst ,ws , the counterpart of the topic situation st at the world of s;
see the discussion of the restrictions of definite contexts in section 3.2.2.) However, this seman-
tics arguably does not go well together with the view that ‘not’ is interpreted as λp〈s,t〉.λs.¬p(s)
(as suggested earlier), since e.g. ‘Not exactly one cat is hungry’ could then be true at a situation s
that is part of the topic situation st even if st contains exactly one hungry cat (namely if there is
no hungry cat at s). A different approach would be to assume that there is a condition similar to
the witness condition: Jexactly oneK = λP〈e,st〉.Q〈e,st〉.λs.∃!x(P (x)(s)∧Q(x)(s))∧ δ∀x((P (x)(γst ,ws )∧
Q(x)(γst ,ws )) → (P (x)(s) ∧ Q(x)(s))). A sentence pExactly one P is Qq would be neither true nor
false at a situation s if s doesn’t contain all those individuals that are P and Q at γst ,ws . This
condition would remain if the sentence is negated. (This is somewhat similar to Kratzer’s “Acci-
dental Universal Quantification” (Kratzer 1989, p. 621), according to which, roughly, a sentence
pEvery P is Qq is true at a situation s only if s contains everything that is P at the world to which
s belongs.)
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6.3 On the Determination of Local Contexts

All accounts that make use of local contexts face the challenge of explaining why

the local contexts are the way they are.237 For example, I assumed above that

the local context of the second conjunct in a conjunction pφ and ψq is the global

context updated with the proposition expressed by the first conjunct, and that

the local context of the second disjunct of a disjunction pφ or ψq is the global

context updated with the negation of the first disjunct. It seems very unlikely

that this is a stipulation in the lexicon for which there is no further explanation.

Presuppositions in languages other than English seem to project in the same way

in conjunctions, disjunctions, and other connectives, which would be quite a co-

incidence if there were no deeper explanation.238

Schlenker (2009) suggests that the local context of an expression that is em-

bedded in a more complex expression (e.g. a sentence φ embedded in a con-

junction pφ and ψq) is determined by a general procedure, on the basis of a

classical (bivalent) semantics.239 The idea is that “once the semantic behavior

of an operator [such as ‘and’] with respect to non-presuppositional (and non-

anaphoric) data is specified, its presuppositional behavior is thereby predicted as

well” (Schlenker 2009, p. 9). If the general procedure is not language-specific,

then cross-linguistic similarities of projection are to be expected: if e.g. English

‘and’ and the German conjunction ‘und’ have the same classical semantics, the

local contexts for the conjuncts would be determined in the same way, leading to

the same presupposition projection pattern in conjunctions.

In what follows, I want to sketch briefly Schlenker’s approach to construct-

ing local contexts and explore whether it could also be applied to minimal con-

texts. Schlenker’s approach is based on Stalnaker’s account of contexts and con-

237This challenge has been raised for dynamic semantics by Soames 2008b, first published in
1989; see also e.g. Schlenker 2009, pp. 2–9 and Stokke 2013 for further discussion.

238See e.g. Schlenker 2010b, p. 380
239See also Schlenker 2010b, Schlenker 2010a
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text update. Minimal contexts are updated differently, which has consequences

for how local contexts may be determined.240

Schlenker (2009) assumes that a context is a set of possible worlds, that a

(declarative) sentence denotes a function from worlds to truth values, and that

a context is updated with a claim by excluding from the context the worlds

where the claim is false. Schlenker suggests that when one interprets a sentence,

one tries to figure out which worlds of the context would remain in the context

and which worlds would be excluded if one updated the context with that sen-

tence.241 To this end, the interpreter doesn’t always need to determine the truth

value of the sentence at all possible worlds. For example, for any (unembedded)

sentence S, the interpreter only needs to determine the truth value of S at the

worlds of the context; the truth value of S at worlds outside of the context is ir-

relevant for the task. Schlenker suggests that the local context is the smallest set

of worlds that the interpreter needs to consider. If a sentence S is embedded in a

more complex sentence, the interpreter can also restrict their attention to certain

worlds when interpreting S. Which worlds depends not only on the context but

also on the rest of the sentence. Consider a sentence S embedded in a conjunc-

tion pR and Sq. Suppose that the interpreter interprets the conjunction step by

step, beginning with the first conjunct, R, and then moving on to the second, S.

When the interpreter arrives at the second conjunct, she has already interpreted

the first conjunct. The second conjunct can make a difference to the truth value

of the entire conjunction only at those worlds where the first conjunct is true:

If the first conjunct is false, the entire conjunction is false, whether the second

conjunct is true or false. Therefore, the interpreter does not have to consider the

240I focus on the view in Schlenker 2009 and Schlenker 2010b; the account in Schlenker 2010a
differs slightly. I won’t discuss potential problems for Schlenker’s view or alternative approaches;
for some discussion, see e.g. Schlenker 2008, Mandelkern and Romoli 2017, Mackay 2019. One
problem, as Schlenker (2009, pp. 25–6) discusses, is that his account inherits the so-called proviso
problem (see fn. 128 in section 4.3.2), and my account does so, too.

241In this section, I sometimes say (somewhat sloppily) that a context is updated with a sentence
instead of saying that the context is updated with the proposition expressed by the sentence.
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truth value of S at all worlds of the context but merely at all those worlds of the

context at which R is true. Accordingly, the local context for S in pR and Sq is the

set of those worlds of the global context at which R is true. Note that the local

context for S does not take into account what S is. After all, the idea is that the

interpreter can determine the local context of S before she interprets S, in order

to make her life easier when interpreting S. By contrast, when the interpreter in-

terprets the first conjunct, R, she hasn’t interpreted the second conjunct yet, and

so she doesn’t take into account what S is. Accordingly, she has to determine the

truth value of R at all worlds of the global context, in order to determine which

worlds from the global context should be excluded. Thus, the local context of R

is the same as the global context.242

Schlenker suggests that this procedure to determine local contexts can be

divided into two steps. The first is to define the notion of an “innocuous restric-

tion” (Schlenker 2010b, p. 382). In a second step, local contexts are then defined

in terms of innocuous restrictions.243 Roughly, an innocuous restriction for a sen-

tence S that is embedded in a sentence Q is a proposition that we could add to S

without affecting the true value of Q at the worlds of the context, no matter what

S is, and no matter what comes after S. For Schlenker, adding a proposition p to

a sentence S means replacing S with a conjunction pP and Sq, where P denotes p.

The conjunction pP and Sq is true only if P is true, and so adding p ‘restricts’ S to

those worlds where p is true. The local context of S is then the strongest innocu-

ous restriction, that is, the innocuous restriction that entails all other innocuous

restrictions. (Or, if we take contexts to be sets of worlds, the local context is the

242See Schlenker 2009, pp. 9–13, Schlenker 2010b, pp. 381–83. Schlenker suggests that sen-
tences are usually interpreted “from left to right” (Schlenker 2010b, p. 382), which explains why
presupposition projection is asymmetric in conjunction. It’s not entirely clear how one should
understand this left-to-right bias; for discussion, see Mandelkern and Romoli 2017. (In any case,
the label ‘left-to-right’ is adequate only for languages that are written from left to right.) Note
also that Schlenker suggests that the asymmetric bias can be overridden in some cases, and he
also discusses how local contexts can be derived for those cases (see Schlenker 2010b, pp. 388–
89, Schlenker 2009, pp. 38–40).

243See e.g. Schlenker 2010b, pp. 382–83, 385, Schlenker 2009, pp. 16–17.
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set of all worlds where the strongest innocuous restriction is true.)244

To illustrate this two-step procedure, consider again the case of a conjunc-

tion pR and Sq, and suppose that the global context is c and that R expresses the

proposition r. Let P be a sentence that denotes the following proposition:

(254) λw.w ∈ c∧ r(w)

This proposition is true at all those worlds of the context at which R, the first

conjunct, is true, and false at every other world. Then pR and Sq is true at any

world w of c just in case pR and [P and S]q is true at w, no matter what S is. Ac-

cordingly, (254) is an innocuous restriction for S, relative to the context c. It is,

moreover, the strongest innocuous restriction, and therefore it is the local con-

text. (If P denoted a stronger proposition p, which entails (254) but is false at

some world w at which (254) is true, pR and Sq could be true at a world w of c

while pR and [P and S]q is false at w, namely if S were true at w. P would there-

fore not be innocuous.) This is the same result as before, as it should be.245

Innocuous restrictions are restrictions that don’t affect how the context is

updated. With Stalnaker’s conception of contexts and context update, restric-

tions added to a sentence don’t affect the update of a context with that sentence

(or rather, with the proposition expressed by the sentence) just in case the re-

striction doesn’t affect the truth value of the sentence at the worlds of the context

244As Schlenker describes it, if d is a sentence embedded in the syntactic environment a_b, then
one restricts d with a proposition p by replacing the sentence adb with a sentence a(c and d)b,
where c denotes p. Schlenker defines local contexts as follows: “The local context of an expression
d of propositional or predicative type which occurs in a syntactic environment a_b in a context C
is the strongest proposition or property x which guarantees that for any expression d′ of the same
type as d, for all strings b′ for which ad′b′ is a well-formed sentence, C |=c′→x a(c′ and d′)b′↔ ad′b′

(If no strongest proposition or property x with the desired characteristics exists, the local context
of d does not exist.)” (Schlenker 2010b, p. 385), where “C |=c′→x F indicates that each world in C
satisfies F when c′ denotes x” (Schlenker 2010b, p. 384). Note that this definition also provides
local contexts for predicates, which is arguably needed to account for presupposition projection
in quantificational statements such as ‘No student quit smoking’. This will become relevant in
section 6.4. Note that on Schlenker’s view, adding a proposition p to a sentence S is understood
in syntactic terms (as conjoining S with an appropriate expression). As Schlenker (2010b, p. 382)
notes, he is not committed to such a “syntactic implementation of the procedure”, and “semantic
variants could be found”. I think that a semantic implementation may be preferable, but for the
purposes of this thesis, I will roughly follow Schlenker’s syntactic implementation.

245See Schlenker 2009, pp. 15–16.
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set. After all, how a Stalnakerian context is updated with a sentence depends

just on the truth value of the sentence at the worlds of the context. The idea that

the local context of a sentence S embedded in a sentence Q is a restriction that

doesn’t affect the update with Q can also be adapted to other conceptions of the

context. But given a different context update procedure, as in the case of minimal

contexts, the conditions under which a restriction is innocuous may turn out to

be different.

Let’s examine whether Schlenker’s characterization of innocuous restric-

tions would also work for minimal contexts. Schlenker requires that innocuous

restrictions preserve the truth value of the whole sentence at the worlds that are

in the context; they don’t have to preserve the truth value at worlds outside of

the context. This, however, isn’t appropriate for minimal contexts. Recall how

minimal contexts are updated:

(255) c[p] =↓ {s : ∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s∧ p(s))}

A context c, updated with a proposition p, is the set of the smallest situations that

expand some situation of c and where p is true. Generally, c[p] contains situations

that are not already in c: the situations in a context are usually expanded when

we update the context. (That is, update of minimal contexts is not intersective, as

the update of Stalnakerian contexts.) In general, which situations are part of the

updated context c[p] depends not just on the truth value of p at the situations in

c; it also depends on the truth value of p at situations that expand the situations

in c, that is, at the situations in ↑ c. For minimal contexts, innocuous restrictions

should accordingly be required to preserve the truth value of the whole sentence

not merely at all the situations that are in the context c but rather at all situations

in ↑ c.

This, however, has unwelcome consequences if we assume that the local

context of a sentence S is the set of situations at which the strongest innocuous

restriction for S is true, as Schlenker suggests. Consider an unembedded sentence
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S, used to update a global context c. One would expect that the local context of

an unembedded sentence is the same as its global context. But this is not what

we would predict. The truth value of S at any situation that is not in ↑ c has

no impact on the update, and so the situations not in ↑ c may be ignored. But

the truth value of S at any situation in ↑ c is potentially relevant for determining

what c updated with S is, and so no situation in ↑ c can be ignored when we

interpret S. The proposition (256) is therefore the strongest proposition we can

add to S, without taking into account what proposition S expresses, that doesn’t

risk affecting how c is updated:

(256) λs.∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s)

Adding (256) to S is innocuous: We can update c with (257) instead of with JSK

without risking affecting the update, for any sentence S.

(257) λs.∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s)∧ JSK(s)

But adding any proposition that is stronger than (256) would risk affecting the

update. (256) is thus the strongest innocuous restriction for S. The set of situa-

tions at which (256) is true is ↑ c. If we follow Schlenker’s suggestion and assume

that the local context is the set of situations at which the strongest innocuous

restriction is true, ↑ c would be the local context of S, rather than c itself.246

On Schlenker’s view, restricting a sentence S with a proposition p is un-

derstood in terms of conjunction: One conjoins S with another sentence that ex-

presses p, and the conjunction of the two is S restricted to p. If we restricted a

sentence S with its minimal context c in the same way, the restriction would not

be innocuous.

(258) λs.s ∈ c

This proposition is true of those situations that are in the context c. Restricting S

with its context would mean adding (258) to S. But suppose that some sentence
246This issue generalises. For example, for a conjunction pR and Sq, relative to a global context

c, the local context for S would not be predicted to be c[JRK], as suggested in section 6.2.1.
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R denotes (258). Updating c with S would generally not have the same result as

updating c with pR and Sq. This is so, again, because the result of updating a

minimal context with a sentence S generally depends on the truth value of S at

situations outside of c.

But recall how contexts are used on the minimal context view. They are not

added in the way just sketched. Instead, they serve as restriction of a quantifier,

namely an unpronounced existential quantifier over the situations of the context,

�. This quantifier can be prefixed to a sentence S, potentially binding (with the

help of a binder δi) a situation variable si in S:

(259) a. [� [δi S]]
b. J�Kc,g = λp〈s,st〉.λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s∧ p(s′)(s)

c. JδiαKc,g = λs.JαKc,g[s/i]

If there is no situation variable to be bound in S, we can leave out δi and replace

� with a simpler variant, �p. The resulting interpretation is the same as with �,

namely (260c):

(260) a. [�p S]
b. J�pKc,g = λp〈s,t〉.λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s∧ p(s)
c. J�p SKc,g = λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s∧ JSKc,g(s)

If S has no truth value gaps, the proposition expressed by (260a) is equivalent to

the proposition (257), repeated below as (261):

(261) λs.∃s′(s′ ∈ c∧ s′ ≤ s)∧ JSK(s)

And as discussed above, updating c with (261) has the same effect as updating c

with JSK. Accordingly, updating c with S has the same effect as updating c with

[�p S]. The way �p ‘adds’ the minimal context c to S ensures that the addition is

innocuous.

One way of thinking about this is that local minimal contexts are not in-

nocuous restrictions in Schlenker’s sense; only their expansions are: If c is a local

minimal context of a sentence S, then adding the set of expansions ↑ c (or rather,
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λs.s ∈ ↑ c) to S has to be innocuous and thus won’t affect the update.247 Secondly,

in order for c to be the local context, ↑ c has to be the strongest innocuous restric-

tion we can add. And finally, c cannot be just any set of situations whose set of

expansions is the strongest innocuous restriction. It is the set that contains only

the smallest situations such that their set of expansions is the strongest innocuous

restriction. A local minimal context for a sentence S is thus the set of the smallest

situations whose set of expansions is the strongest innocuous restriction we can

add to S.

Let r be the strongest innocuous restriction that can be added to a sentence

S, in a global (minimal) context c. Then, given certain assumptions about innocu-

ous restrictions, ↓ r is the local minimal context of S:

(262) Local Minimal Contexts. If r is the strongest innocuous restriction for a
sentence S, the local minimal context for S is ↓ r.

To show that this is indeed the case, I will make two assumptions about innocu-

ous restrictions that I think are reasonable. The first assumption is that innocu-

ous restrictions are persistent; if a restriction contains a situation s, it also con-

tains all situations of which s is a part. The second assumption is that every

situation in an innocuous restriction has a smallest part in the restriction; if a

restriction contains a situation s, then it also contains a situation s′ that is part of

s and that has no smaller part also contained in the restriction.

As described above, two things need to holds in order for ↓ r to be the local

minimal context, assuming that r is the strongest innocuous restriction: For one

thing, the set of expansions of ↓ r has to be r. Secondly, the situations in ↓ r have

to be the smallest situations such that the set of their expansions is r. Regarding

the first point, note that for every restriction r, ↑↓ r = r.248 Accordingly, the set

247For the sake of brevity, I here take a restriction to be a set of situations rather the proposition
that is true at s just in case s is in the set.

248Assume (1) ∀s∀s′(s ∈ r∧ s ≤ s′→ s′ ∈ r) and (2) ∀s(s ∈ r→∃s′(s′ ≤ s∧ s′ ∈ r∧¬∃s′′(s′′ ∈ r∧ s′′ <
s′)). Suppose that s is in r. Because of (2), s has a part that is in ↓ r; and so, since ↑↓ r contains
every expansion of every situation in ↓ r, ↑↓ r also contains s. Conversely, suppose that a situation
s is in ↑↓ r. Then s is either in ↓ r or it expands some situation s′ that is in ↓ r. If s is in ↓ r, it is
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of expansions of ↓ r is indeed r. Concerning the second point, note that every set

whose set of expansions is r has to contain every situation in ↓ r. For suppose

that a is some set whose set of expansions is r. The only way for ↑ a to include

the smallest situations of r is for them to be already included in a; ↓ r has to be

a subset of a.249 Any other situation that we could additionally include in a is a

proper expansion of some situation in ↓ r and so would not be one of the small-

est situations whose set of expansions is r. There are consequently no smaller

situations than those in ↓ r whose set of expansions is r.

Since ↓ r is a subset of any set of situations awhose set of expansions ↑ a is r,

and ↑↓ r is r, ↓ r is also the smallest set of situations whose set of expansions is r.

Accordingly, we could also say that the local minimal context for a sentence S is

the smallest set of situations whose set of expansions is the strongest innocuous

restriction for S: the smallest set of situations whose expansions are the situations

where the truth value of S might make a difference to the overall update of the

global context.

Minimal contexts are sets of situations that are expanded when the context

is updated with a sentence (or the proposition the sentence expresses). A local

minimal context for an embedded sentence S is a set of situations that we may

assume S serves to expand without risking that the update of the global context

is affected. More precisely, a local minimal context for a sentence S is the smallest

set of situations that we may assume S serves to expand without risking that the

update of the global context is affected. And that set is the set of the smallest

situations at which the strongest innocuous restriction for S is true.

With this idea for how local minimal contexts are determined as back-

ground, let’s consider again an unembedded sentence S, used to update a global

also in r (↓ r is, after all, a subset of r). And if s expands some situation s′ that is in ↓ r, then s is
also in r, since s′ is in r, s′ is part of s, and r is persistent, by assumption (1). Therefore, if s is in
↑↓ r, it is also in r. Therefore, s is in ↑↓ r just in case s is in r.

249If a included a proper part of any situation s in ↓ r, then s would also be included in ↑ a, but
↑ a would contain said proper part of s, which is by hypothesis not an element of r, and so ↑ a
would not be r.
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context c. As discussed above, the strongest innocuous restriction we could add

to S is ↑ c. Accordingly, the local minimal context for S is ↓↑ c, which is c. We

predict that the local context of an unembedded sentence is the same as its global

context, as desired.

Let’s also revisit some of the local contexts I appealed to in section 6.2. First,

consider the local context of the second conjunct of a conjunction pP and Sq, and

suppose that P expresses the proposition p.250 The strongest innocuous restric-

tion for S, given a global context c, is the following proposition:

(263) λs.s ∈ ↑ c∧ p(s)

A restriction for the second conjunct S is innocuous just in case it doesn’t affect

update of c, no matter what S is. The update is guaranteed to be unaffected if

the restriction has no impact on the truth value of the sentence at all expansions

of c, that is, at all situations of ↑ c. At all situations of ↑ c, pP and Sq is true

just in case pP and [R and S]q is true, if R expresses (263), no matter what S is.

Moreover, (263) is the strongest innocuous restriction. For suppose R were false

at some situation s at which (263) is true; then if S happened to be true at s,

pP and [R and S]qwould be false at s even though pP and Sqwould be true. Since

(263) is true at s, s would be a situation of ↑ c and so the difference in truth value

could affect the update of c.251 The local minimal context for the second conjunct

of pP and Sq is therefore the set of the smallest situations at which (263) is true:

(264) ↓ {s : s ∈ ↑ c∧ p(s)}

This, in turn, is the same as c[p], the global minimal context c updated (by min-

imal update) with the proposition expressed by the first conjunct.252 This is the

same local context that I assumed earlier in section 6.2.1.

250Here is the interpretation for conjunction assumed in section 6.2.1: JP and SKc,g =
λs.JP Kcl ,g (s) ∧ JSKcr ,g (s). Assuming that local contexts are determined asymmetrically, cl (and
therefore the interpretation of the first conjunct) does not depend on the interpretation of the
second conjunct.

251Cf. Schlenker 2009, pp. 15–6
252See the reformulation (32) of the update rule in section 3.1.2
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Next, consider the local context of a negated sentence pNot Sq.253 The

strongest innocuous restriction we could add to S, given a global context c, is

this:

(265) λs.s ∈ ↑ c

Suppose that R expresses (265). Then at all situations in ↑ c, pNot Sq is true just in

case pNot [R and S]q is true, no matter what proposition S expresses. Therefore,

(265) is an innocuous restriction for S. It is, moreover, the strongest innocuous

restriction. For suppose that R were false at a situation s at which (265) is true;

then if S happened to be true at s, pNot [R and S]qwould be true at s even though

pNot Sq would be false. Since (265) is assumed to be true at s, s is in ↑ c, and

so the difference in truth value at s of pNot Sq and pNot [R and S]q could affect

how the context c is updated.254 The local minimal context for S in pNot Sq

is therefore the set of the smallest situations at which (265) is true, that is, it

is the global minimal context c. This is prima facie a plausible result. After all,

presuppositions of a sentence are assumed to project if the sentence is negated.255

Consider that a sequence such as (267) is no less felicitous than (266):

(266) There is a cat. The cat is hungry.

(267) There is a cat. The cat isn’t hungry.

To account for the fact that such sequences are equally felicitous, the context for

‘the cat’ should be the same in both cases.256

253Here is the interpretation for negation assumed in section 6.2.3: JnotK = λp.λs.¬p(s).
254Cf. Schlenker 2009, p. 19
255As is well-known, presuppositions sometimes don’t seem to project if the sentence is

negated, e.g. when a speaker says ‘It’s not the case that Mary quit smoking. She never smoked in
the first place.’ For discussion of such uses of negation, see e.g. Horn 1989, chapter 6. One expla-
nation is that the presupposition is accommodated at the local context of ‘Mary quit smoking’;
see e.g. Heim 2002, pp. 254–55 (first published in 1983).

256One worry is that the negated second sentence of (267) is predicted to be ambiguous, de-
pending on the position of the existential quantifier, if both (268) and (269) are possible struc-
tures of that sentence:

(268) � [δi [not [the cat si is hungry]]

(269) not � [δi [the cat si is hungry]]

Whereas (268) expresses (i) λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s ∧ ¬hungry(ιxcat(x)(s′))(s), (269) expresses (ii)
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Next, consider the local context of a second disjunct of a disjunction pP or Sq,

and suppose again that P expresses the proposition p.257 The strongest innocu-

ous restriction we could add to S, given a global context c, would be this:

(270) λs.s ∈ ↑ c∧¬p(s)

Suppose that the sentence R expresses (270). At all situations of ↑ c, pP or Sq is

true just in case pP or [R and S]q is true, no matter what S is.258 Therefore, the

restriction is innocuous. It is also the strongest innocuous restriction. For sup-

pose R were false at some situation s at which (270) is true. Then if S happened

to be true at s, pP or Sq would be true at s, but pP or [R and S]q would be false at

s. (After all, pR and Sq would be false because of R’s falsity, and P would be false

because (270) was assumed to be true at s.) Moreover, s would be among the situ-

ations in ↑ s because we assumed that (270) is true at s. Therefore, this difference

in truth value at s of pR and Sq and pP or [R and S]q would not be innocuous.259

If (270) is the strongest innocuous restriction we can add to the second disjunct

of a disjunction, then the local context for the second disjunct is the set of the

smallest situations at which (270) is true, assuming that c is the global context

and that p is the proposition expressed by the first disjunct:

(271) ↓ {s : s ∈ ↑ c∧¬p(s)}

This, in turn, is the same as c[¬p], the context c updated with the negation of the

first disjunct, which is the same as the local context that I assumed for disjunc-

tions in section 6.2.4.

λs.¬∃s′ : s′ ∈ c.s′ ≤ s ∧ hungry(ιxcat(x)(s′))(s), assuming that the global context for the sentence
is c and that the local context of a sentence embedded under negation is the same as the global
context. Whereas (i) looks like a reasonable interpretation, it is not so clear that (ii) is an available
reading. Perhaps a preference for (i) has to do with a preference for global as opposed to local
accommodation (see e.g. Heim 2002), but I’m not sure.

257Here is the interpretation for disjunction assumed in section 6.2.4: JP or SKc,g = λs.JP Kcl ,g (s)∨
JSKcr ,g (s)

258If P is true at s, then pP or Sq and pP or [R and S]q are both true, because of the first disjunct.
If P is false at some s in ↑ c, then pP or Sq is true at s just in case S is true at s. In that case,
pR and Sq is also true at s, since R is then also true at s (because p is false at s, and s is in ↑ c).
Accordingly, pP or [R and S]q is then also true at s.

259Cf. Schlenker 2009, pp. 21–22
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In this section, I sketched Schlenker’s idea for how local contexts are de-

termined and I discussed whether this idea could also be applied to minimal

contexts. I argued that Schlenker’s approach would have to be modified and I

suggested one way of doing so. The first reason why Schlenker’s approach would

have to be modified is that minimal contexts are updated differently than the

Stalnakerian contexts that Schlenker assumes. On Schlenker’s view, a restriction

is innocuous only if it preserves the truth value of the sentence under consider-

ation at all the worlds that are in the context. But if the contexts are minimal

contexts, looking at the truth value at the situations in the context is not enough.

To ensure that a restriction can’t affect how the context is updated, we need to

consider not just the situations in the context but also all the situations that ex-

pand the situations in the context. This is so because an update of a minimal

context does not merely exclude situations from the context, it may also expand

the situations in the context. The second reason why Schlenker’s approach would

have to be modified also has to do with the role the situations in a minimal con-

text play. The worlds in a Stalnakerian context are candidates for being the actual

world, but the situations in a minimal context are candidates for being part of the

topic situation. Moreover, a minimal context does not contain all candidates for

being part of the topic situation. It only contains the smallest candidates at which

everything that has been accepted about the topic situation is true. Correspond-

ingly, a local minimal context for a sentence S is not the set of all situations at

which the strongest restriction for S is true, but rather the set that contains only

the smallest situations at which the strongest innocuous restriction for S is true.

And as argued above, this leads to predictions that match the local contexts that

I assumed in earlier sections.

186



6.4. Quantifiers and Local Contexts

6.4 Quantifiers and Local Contexts

So far, I have merely looked at how presuppositions project in sequences, con-

junctions, and disjunctions. I have not considered how presuppositions project

in quantificational statements. These are notoriously tricky for accounts of pro-

jection. In part, this is because there is considerable unclarity as to how pre-

suppositions project in quantificational statements, and so it is to some extent

unclear which predictions would be correct.260

Presupposition projection in quantificational statements has played an im-

portant role for situation semantic accounts of definites. After all, one of the main

type of example these theories have examined in detail are donkey-sentences

such as this one:

(272) Every farmer who owns a donkey feeds the donkey.

(273) No farmer who owns a donkey feeds the donkey.

These sentences do not implicate that every farmer who owns a donkey has only

one donkey, in spite of the definite description ‘the donkey’ in the nuclear scope

of the quantifier.261 But in general, presuppositions do seem to project out of the

restrictor of such quantifiers:

(274) Every farmer quit smoking.

(275) No farmer quit smoking.

These sentences do seem to have non-trivial presuppositions. More precisely,

they seem to presuppose that every farmer used to smoke.262 As briefly men-

260See e.g. Chemla 2009 for interesting discussion and experimental results.
261Following standard terminology, I call ‘farmer who owns a donkey’ the restrictor of the quan-

tifier ‘every’, and ‘feeds the donkey’ the nuclear scope. More abstractly, if [[Q[NP1]][NP2]] is a
quantificational statement with the quantifier Q, NP1 is the restrictor and NP2 is the nuclear
scope.

262See e.g. Chemla 2009 for discussion; as Chemla points out, some theories of presupposition
projection predict a weaker presupposition for such sentences, namely the presupposition that
some farmer used to smoke; see Chemla 2009, pp. 300–1, for references. Chemla argues that the
presupposition of sentences like (275) are in fact universal rather than merely existential, but he
also suggests that the strength of the presupposition varies depending on the quantifier. In any
case, (272) and (273) also do not presuppose that some farmer has at most one donkey, and so
even if one predicts that the presuppositions of Q in pEvery P Qq and pNo P Qq project merely
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tioned in section 4.3.1, situation semanticists have suggested that sentences such

as (272) and (273) don’t implicate that every farmer has at most one donkey be-

cause these sentences involve quantification over minimal situations. More pre-

cisely, the idea is that quantifiers such as ‘no’ and ‘every’ do not just quantify

over individuals but also over minimal situations at which individuals satisfy the

restrictor. For example, (272) is true just in case every individual x is such that

every minimal situation s at which x is a farmer and owns a donkey is part of

a larger situation where x feeds the donkey in s. The presupposition triggered

by ‘the cat’ merely has to be true at minimal situations at which a farmer owns

a donkey, rather than at situations that contain farmers with all their donkeys.

That is why the uniqueness presupposition of ‘the donkey’ does not give rise to

an implication that every farmer owns at most one donkey, or so is the rough

idea. Since this idea has been a crucial component of situation semantic accounts

of definites, I now want to discuss how it fits into the approach developed so far.

First, I want to sketch a semantics for (276) of the kind that has been pro-

posed by situation semanticists:263

(276) Every farmer who owns a donkey feeds the donkey.

Following F. Schwarz (2012), I assume that just like ‘the’, ‘every’ also comes with

an unpronounced situation variable which restricts which individuals are quan-

tified over. Like Schwarz, I assume that ‘every’ first combines with the situation

variable and then with the overt restrictor; on this view, a sentence pEvery P Qq

has the structure [[[Every si] P ] Q].

For any property P of type 〈e, st〉, let ↓ P be a property that applies to x at s

just in case P applies to x at s and s has no proper part s′ such that P also applies

to x at s′. In other words, x is ↓ P at s just in case s is a minimal situation at which

existentially, this prediction would still appear to be at odds with donkey sentences such as (272)
and (273).

263For proposals along similar lines, see Heim 1990a, Büring 2004, Elbourne 2005, F. Schwarz
2012, Elbourne 2013. I’m not claiming that what I’m about to sketch is exactly the same as any
of these accounts, but the differences won’t matter for my purposes.
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x is P .264 Accordingly, for any individual x and s, ↓ P (x)(s) is true just in case s is a

minimal situation at which x is P . Using this notation, let’s assume the following

semantics for ‘every’:265

(277) JeveryKc,g = λs′′′.λP〈e,st〉.λQ〈e,sst〉.λs.∀x∀s′((s′ ≤ s′′′ ∧ ↓ P (x)(s′))→ ∃s′′(s′ ≤
s′′ ∧ s′′ ≤ s∧Q(x)(s′)(s′′)))

Consider a sentence of this form:

(278) [[[Every si] P ] Q]

Let’s assume that si is assigned some situation sr . Given the semantics (277), (278)

is true at s just in case every individual x and every situation s′ such that (i) s′ is

part of sr and (ii) s′ is a minimal situation at which x is P is part of a situation s′′

that is also part of s and at which x is Q at s′ and s′′.266

Next, let’s consider the interpretation of the overt restrictor (279a) and the

nuclear scope (280b) of (276). For the restrictor, I assume the following interpre-

tation:267

(279) a. farmer who owns a donkey
b. λx.λs.farmer(x)(s)∧∃y(donkey(y)(s)∧owns(x)(y)(s))

For the interpretation of the nuclear scope, I assume that the situation variable

of ‘the donkey’ is bound by a variant of the situation abstractor δ that I already

used for the interpretation of sequences. This variant δpr works just like δ, except

that δpr is applied to predicates of type 〈e, st〉 and turns them into predicates of

type 〈e, sst〉, whereas δ is applied to propositions of type 〈s, t〉 and turns them into

relations of type 〈s, st〉. As with δ, the point of δpr is to disentangle the situation

where the definite’s existence and uniqueness presupposition has to be true from

the situation where the predicate has to apply.268

264If we identify a predicate P of type 〈e, st〉 with the set of pairs 〈x,s〉 such that P is x at s, ↓ P
would correspond to {〈x,s〉 : 〈x,s〉 ∈ P ∧¬∃s′(〈x,s′〉 ∈ P ∧ s′ < s)}.

265See F. Schwarz 2012, p. 452 and Elbourne 2013, p. 26 for two very similar entries.
266We will see shortly why Q is of type 〈e, sst〉 rather than 〈e, st〉.
267For the sake of simplicity, I ignore here the issues concerning the persistence of indefinites

that I discussed in section 6.2.3.
268See section 5.1.1, where this mechanism was introduced to deal with sage-plant sequences
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(280) a. Jδpri αKc,g = λx.λs.λs′.JαKc,g[i/s](s′)

b. δprj [feeds [the donkey sj]]

c. λx.λs.λs′.feeds(x)(ιydonkey(y)(s))(s′)

Note that in the resulting denotation (280c) of (280b), the definite description is

evaluated at the situation s, whereas the feeding has to happen at situation s′.

Putting all these pieces together, (281a) is interpreted as (281b), assuming

that some situation sr is assigned to the variable si that restricts ‘every’:

(281) a. [[Every si] farmer who owns a donkey] [δprj feeds the donkey sj].

b. λs.∀x∀s′((s′ ≤ sr ∧↓ R(x)(s′))→∃s′′(s′ ≤ s′′ ∧ s′′ ≤ s∧Q(x)(s′)(s′′)))
R = λx.λs.farmer(x)(s)∧∃y(donkey(y)(s)∧owns(x)(y)(s))
Q = λx.λs.λs′.feeds(x)(ιydonkey(y)(s))(s′)

The prediction is that (281a) is true at a situation s just in case every individual

x and every situation s′ such that s′ is part of sr and s′ is a minimal situation in

which x is a farmer and owns a donkey is part of a situation s′′ that is part of s

and x feeds in s′′ the donkey of s′. This seems like a fairly plausible prediction.

In particular, this does not seem to entail that every farmer in sr has at most

one donkey, since for every farmer in sr , there could be several distinct minimal

situations in which that farmer owns a donkey, as long as they are all part of a

larger situation in which the farmer feeds that donkey.

However, recall that I have made certain assumptions about how the meta-

language deals with truth-value gaps and with ι-terms that fail to denote.269 In

particular, I have assumed that p∀xαq and p∃xαq are neither true nor false just in

case α is neither true nor false for some x (in the relevant domain).270 Moreover,

in order for p(α→ β)q and p(α∧β)q to be true or false, both α and β have to be true

such as ‘There is a cat. The cat is playing with another cat’; the same mechanism can be used
to deal with sage-plant sentences such as ‘Every farmer who buys a sage-plant buys eight others
along with the sage-plant’. To implement this, I assume the variant δpr of δ. See Elbourne 2013,
pp. 129–32 for discussion of a similar example (cf. also example (21) in Heim 1990a, p. 147);
Elbourne’s implementation is slightly different but closely related (see also fn. 168).

269See section 4.2.3
270The variable x could be of type e but also of type s; see section 4.2.3: If α is an expression of

type t, and x a variable of type a, |p∀xαq|M,g = # iff |α|M,g[d/x] = # for some d ∈ Da, |p∀xαq|M,g = 1
iff |α|M,g[d/x] = 1 for all d ∈Da, and |p∀xαq|M,g = 0 otherwise. p∃xφq was defined as p¬∀x¬φq.
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or false. Accordingly, a formula of the form p∀x∀s′(α→∃s′′(β ∧γ))q (such as the

one in (281b)) is neither true nor false if there are situations s1 and s2 and an indi-

vidual x1 such that γ is neither true nor false for that individual and these situa-

tions.271 But now let’s look again at (281b), where ‘feeds(x)(ιydonkey(y)(s′))(s′′)’

takes the place of γ . The problem is that there are individuals x1 and situations s1

and s2 for which ‘feeds(x)(ιydonkey(y)(s′))(s′′)’ is neither true nor false. After all,

in the domain of all situations, there are situations in which there is not exactly

one donkey, and so if we assign some such situation to s′, the ι-term is unde-

fined and the entire expression ‘feeds(x)(ιydonkey(y)(s′))(s′′)’ is neither true nor

false.272 Consequently, we predict that the proposition (281b) is always neither

true nor false. That the antecedent of the conditional in (281b) demands that

the situation s′ is a minimal situation in which a farmer owns a donkey does not

change this, given how the chosen metalanguage deals with truth-value gaps.

How much of a problem this is for those situation semantic theories that

have adopted similar approaches to donkey sentences is not clear. After all, these

theories could assume a different account of how truth-value gaps percolate up in

complex sentences, and perhaps that account will make better predictions. Heim

(1990a, pp. 140–1), for example, discusses the following sentence:

(282) Every man that owns exactly one donkey beats it. (Heim 1990a, p. 140)

Heim assumes that the scope ‘beats it’ is only true or false of individuals who own

exactly one donkey. Even though there are individuals who do not own exactly

one donkey, Heim suggests that (282) is true or false because the truth value

of (282) does not depend on whether ‘beats it’ applies to individuals who don’t

own exactly one donkey—presumably because of the restrictor of the sentence.

Heim then acknowledges that this “ought to fall out from a general theory of

presupposition projection” (p. 141), but no such theory is provided. Elbourne

271More precisely, if |γ |M,g[x1/x,s1/s
′ ,s2/s

′′] = #.
272Or, as it was described in section 4.2.3, the ι-term denotes the extraneous object #e.
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(2013), on the other hand, describes the semantics of quantifiers such as ‘every’

using English quantifiers in the metalanguage (e.g. in the lexical entry for ‘every’:

“[...] for all individuals x: for all situations s′ such that [...]”, Elbourne 2013,

p. 26). We may well have an intuitive grasp of how these English quantifiers in

the metalanguage deal with presuppositions in their scope, just like we have an

intuitive grasp of they deal with presuppositions when we’re not in the business

of describing the semantics of English. But I think that if we want a theory of how

presuppositions project (including the presuppositions of definite descriptions),

we should aim for a more explicit account of projection.273 At the very least, I

think that there is a gap here that such situation semantic approaches should try

to close.

Closer to home, this is a problem for the theory of definite descriptions

that I have tried to develop here. After all, it would be good if this theory could

adopt the treatment of donkey sentences that situation semanticists have already

suggested. But as argued above, adoping the semantics for ‘every’ sketched above

would not work, given how I have assumed truth-value gaps behave. Something

therefore needs to be changed.

One option would be to try to use a different account of how truth-value

gaps project.274 But here I want to explore whether the kind of approach I

suggested for conjunctions and disjunctions could be extended to quantifica-

tional statements. On this approach, presuppositions of an embedded expres-

273Elbourne might reply that I, too, use English quantifiers when I describe the semantics of the
formal metalanguage (see section 4.2.3). That seems like a fair rejoinder. Perhaps these quanti-
fiers could be replaced using purely set-theoretic vocabulary. (Beaver and Krahmer (2001, p. 156)
e.g. avoid using English quantifiers in their semantics for their formal language, except for in one
clause.) On the other hand, one might suspect that it’s impossible to avoid presuppositions in the
metalanguage altogether, and so our understanding of the metalanguage may always require an
understanding of how presuppositions in the metalanguage behave. Then perhaps the problem
here, too, isn’t so much the use of English quantifiers in the metalanguage but rather the absence
of a theory of projection (roughly, general principles that tell us how truth-value gaps percolate
up), whether this theory is given using English or some other language. (For how Elbourne thinks
about presupposition projection, see in particular Elbourne 2013, pp. 57–8, 65–6.)

274Recent proposals for trivalent theories of presupposition projections include George 2008,
Fox 2008, and Winter 2019.
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sion project unless they are entailed by that expression’s local minimal context.

Technically, this was implemented with the help of the unpronounced existen-

tial quantifier � that is restricted to the situations of the local context. Roughly,

if α is neither true nor false at s unless some proposition p is true at s, and the

local context of α is c, then p� αq is true or false (at any situation) just in case

p is true at every situation in c, and p� αq is neither true nor false (at any situa-

tion) just in case p is not true at some situation in c. The quantifier � checks the

presuppositions of α at the local context of α. If the presuppositions are true at

the situations of the local context, the presupposition does not project (and p� αq

is true or false at every situation); if the presuppositions are not true at all the

situations of the local context, the presuppositions project (and p� αq is neither

true nor false at any situation, which essentially guarantees that the sentence in

which p� αq is embedded is also neither true nor false).275

Now I want to sketch a way to extend this machinery to quantifiers. As be-

fore, I assume that a sentence pEvery P Qq has the structure p[[[Every si] P ] Q]q.

But now I don’t assume that quantification over minimal situations is directly

built into the semantics of ‘every’.

(283) JeveryKc,g = λs′.λP〈e,st〉.λQ〈e,st〉.λs.∀x(P (x)(s′)→ (P (x)(s)∧Q(x)(s)))

According to this simpler semantics, p[[[Every si] P ] Q]q is predicted to be true at

a situation s just in case every individual that is P at the situation assigned to si

is P at s and Q at s.276

275On the view under consideration, the truth-value gap of a constituent always projects unless
� removes the gap. But if a constituent α is neither true nor false at any situation, the local context
of α would have to be the empty set in order for p� αq to be true or false. A local context is the
empty set only if assumptions that are jointly necessarily false have found their way into the local
context, which often means that the sentence is odd for independent reasons.

276This semantics for ‘every’ is a version of Kratzer’s “Accidental Universal Quantification”
(Kratzer 1989, p. 621). The main difference is that on Kratzer’s semantics, ‘every’ does not come
with a situation variable that provides the restriction s′ ; instead, ‘every’ is always ‘restricted’ to
the whole world of s, in order to make the proposition persistent. (It may be worth highlight-
ing that in her paper, Kratzer is not concerned with the semantics of definites.) See also Zweig
2006, p. 295, for a version of Kratzer’s suggestion that is restricted to the topic situation rather
than to the world of the situation of evaluation (but that, contrary to what I’m assuming, builds
quantification over minimal situations into the semantics, following Elbourne 2005). Looking at
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The restrictor and the scope of ‘every’ are not of propositional type 〈s, t〉

but of type 〈e, st〉 (or perhaps 〈e, sst〉). Accordingly, the local contexts for scope

and restrictor are also not of type 〈s, t〉 but of type 〈e, st〉.277 Therefore, we also

need a variant of � that deals with such local contexts; I will call this variant �pr .

To make the discussion more concrete, I will once again look at the following

donkey sentence:

(284) Every farmer who owns a donkey feeds the donkey.

Let’s assume that this sentence has the following structure:

(285) [[Every si] farmer who owns a donkey] [�pr [δprj [feeds [the donkey sj]]]]

Just like above, I assume that the situation variable of ‘the donkey’ in the nuclear

scope is bound by δpr , so that (286a) is interpreted as (286b). And as before, I

assume that the overt restrictor (287a) is interpreted as (287b):

(286) a. δprj [feeds [the donkey sj]]

b. λx.λs.λs′.feeds(x)(ιydonkey(y)(s))(s′)

(287) a. farmer who owns a donkey
b. λx.λs.farmer(x)(s)∧∃y(donkey(y)(s)∧owns(x)(y)(s))

Since the scope (286a) is of type 〈e, sst〉, the unpronounced existential quantifier

�
pr has to take functions of that same type as input, and it has to deliver a function

of type 〈e, st〉 as output, so that the restrictor as a whole can then combine with

‘every’:

(288) J�prKc,g = λP〈e,sst〉.λx.λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c(x).s′ ≤ s∧ P (x)(s′)(s)

This variant works just like �, except for the differences in types. Given a context

c, (289a) then denotes (289b):

(289) a. �
pr [δprj [feeds [the donkey sj]]]

(283), I think that it may be desirable to replace P (x)(s′) in the antecedent with P (x)(γs′ ,ws ). After
all, the restrictor situation s′ is world-bound and will therefore not in general be part of the same
world as the situation of evaluation s. (Elbourne (2013, 121, fn. 2) makes the same observation
but suggests that it may not be a problem.)

277Or, in terms of sets, they are not sets of situations but rather sets of tuples of an individual
and a situation.
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b. λx.λs.∃s′ : s′ ∈ c(x).s′ ≤ s∧ feeds(x)(ιydonkey(y)(s′))(s)

If c is a context of type 〈e, st〉, and x is an individual, then c(x) is a proposition. I

will say that the set of situations at which c(x) is true is the context for x. (289b)

applies to an individual x at a situation s just in case there is some situation s′ in

the context for x such that x feeds at s the donkey of s′.

The semantics for ‘every’ provided in (283) does not explicitly allow for the

context of the scope or the restrictor to differ from the global context. As in the

case of conjunction and disjunction discussed earlier, one way to allow this would

be to rewrite the semantics as follows:

(290) J[[every si] α] β]Kc,g = λs.∀x(JαKcr ,g(x)(JsiKc,g)→ (JαKcr ,g(x)(s)∧JβKcn,g(x)(s)))

Here, cr is the local context of the restrictor and cn the local context of the nuclear

scope. The semantics itself doesn’t say what these local contexts are or how they

are related to the global context, a point to which I will return below.

Putting all these pieces together, we predict that (291) expresses the propo-

sition (292), assuming that some situation sr is assigned to the free variable si

by the assignment function and assuming that the local context for the nuclear

scope is cn:

(291) [[Every si] farmer who owns a donkey] [�pr [δprj [feeds [the donkey sj]]]]

(292) λs.∀x((farmer(x)(sr)∧∃y(donkey(y)(sr)∧owns(x)(y)(sr)))→
(farmer(x)(s)∧ ∃y(donkey(y)(s)∧ owns(x)(y)(s))∧ ∃s′ : s′ ∈ cn(x).(s′ ≤ s ∧
feeds(x)(ιzdonkey(z)(s′))(s))))

This rather lengthy proposition is true or false just in case every local context

cn(x) for any individual x contains only situations in which there is exactly one

donkey. If true or false, the proposition is true at a situation s just in case every

individual x that is a farmer with a donkey at sr is a farmer with a donkey at s

and feeds at s the donkey of some situation in x’s local context cn(x).

Two comments on this result. First of all, note that these truth-conditions

are rather weak. In order for the sentence to be true, the donkey-owning farmers
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of sr each have to feed one donkey, even if they each own more than one donkey.

Intuitively, (292) is true only if every donkey-owning farmer under consideration

feeds every donkey they own. It has been noted that donkey sentences sometimes

seem to have weaker truth-conditions:

(293) Everyone who owned a bike used it/the bike to get to the concert.

This sentence does not seem to suggest that everyone who owned a bike used

every bike they owned to get to the concert. How exactly to account for both

weak and strong readings of donkey sentences is a matter of ongoing dispute,

and I won’t try to settle this here.278 (Note that we could assume a variant of

�
pr that quantifies universally rather than existentially over the situations of the

local context, which would lead to strong readings. But unless such a variant is

independently motivated, this would be rather ad hoc; moreover, this would still

not explain under what conditions a strong or a weak reading is preferred.)

Secondly, I still haven’t said anything about what the local context of the

nuclear scope of (291) is. But whether the predicted truth-conditions are plau-

sible crucially depends on this. We know that for every individual x, the local

context for x (that is, cn(x)) needs to contain exactly one donkey, in order for us

to predict that (291) is true or false. In line with the situation semantic approach

to donkey sentences, we would hope that for any x, cn(x) is (more or less) the set

of all minimal situations in which x is a farmer who owns a donkey. In that case,

each situation in the context would contain exactly one donkey, and we would

accordingly predict that (291) is true or false. But ideally, that this is indeed so is

not postulated but rather somehow derived.

In section 6.3, I considered how Schlenker’s approach to determining lo-

cal contexts could be adapted to minimal contexts. Let’s explore whether this

approach could also help when it comes to donkey sentences. According to the

278See e.g. Champollion, Bumford, and Henderson 2019 for a recent discussion of such exam-
ples.
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view adopted from Schlenker, a local context for an expression E is determined

by the strongest innocuous restriction one could add to E. So far, I only looked

at local contexts for expressions of type 〈s, t〉, but the strategy can be extended to

local contexts for expressions of type 〈e, st〉.279 Suppose that β is some predicate

embedded in a sentence S (e.g. β in a sentence pEvery α βq). Then an innocuous

restriction for β is a property that we could add to β without risking affecting

how the global context is updated with S, no matter what β is and no matter

what comes after β in S.280 In syntactic terms, adding a property R to β can be

understood as conjoining β with a predicate γ that expresses R. If β expresses

the property P and γ expresses the property R, their conjunction pγ and βq is

interpreted as follows:

(294) Jγ and βK = λx.λs.R(x)(s)∧ P (x)(s)

As in the case of local contexts for embedded sentences, I assume that the local

minimal context for a predicate P embedded in a sentence S, used in a global

(minimal) context c, is determined by the strongest innocuous restriction we

could add to P .281

For sentences, the local context was assumed to be the set of minimal situ-

ations at which the strongest innocuous restriction is true.282 We can generalise

this assumption to predicates. Recall that for any property P , ↓ P is the property

that applies to x at s just in case s is a minimal situation at which P applies to x.

Similarly, let’s say that if p is a proposition, ↓ p is that proposition that is true at

any situation s just in case s is a minimal situation at which p is true. Then we

can define local contexts for both predicates and sentences as follows:

279Here I’m again following Schlenker; see e.g. Schlenker 2009, pp. 22–24, where he applies
his approach to local contexts for predicates in quantificational sentences.

280By property, I here mean a function of type 〈e, st〉.
281I assume that a property P is at least as strong as (or, entails) a property Q just in case

whenever P applies to any individual x at a situation s, thenQ also applies to x at s (see Schlenker
2009, pp. 14–5 on generalised entailment and conjunction).

282See (262) in section 6.3.
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(295) Local Minimal Contexts. If r is the strongest innocuous restriction for a
predicate or sentence S, the local minimal context for S is ↓ r.

According to this, the local context c of a sentence is a proposition that is true at

and only at the smallest situations at which the strongest innocuous restriction is

true.283 The local context c of a predicate is a property, and the local context c(x)

for some individual x is a proposition. In accordance with the sentential case,

that proposition c(x) is true at and only at the smallest situations at which the

strongest innocuous restriction holds of x.

Let’s apply this to a sentence p[[Every si] α] βq, used to update a global min-

imal context c. What is the local minimal context of the nuclear scope β? Here is,

again, the semantics for ‘every’ that I assume:

(296) JeveryKc,g = λs′.λP〈e,st〉.λQ〈e,st〉.λs.∀x(P (x)(s′)→ (P (x)(s)∧Q(x)(s)))

Suppose that s′ is assigned some situation sr and that α denotes some property P .

Then the strongest innocuous property for β is this:

(297) λx.λs.s ∈ ↑ c∧ P (x)(sr)∧ P (x)(s)

Suppose that some predicate γ expresses the property (297). Then at all situa-

tions in ↑ c, p[[Every si] α] βq is true just in case p[[Every si] α] γ and βq is true,

no matter what property β expresses. Therefore, (297) is an innocuous restric-

tion. It is, moreover, the strongest innocuous restriction. For suppose γ did

not apply to some individual a and situation s to which (297) applies. Then

p[[Every si] α] γ and βq would not be true at s. (After all, (297) applies to a at

s, and so P (a)(sr) and P (a)(s) are true, whereas the nuclear scope pγ and βqwould

not hold of a at s, because of γ .) However, p[[Every si] α] βq could well be true

at s. Moreover, s is an expansion of some situation of the global context c, since

(297) applies to a at s (and so s ∈ ↑ c). Therefore, this difference in truth value of

p[[Every si] α] βq and p[[Every si] α] γ and βq could affect how c is updated, and

283That local contexts for sentences are now propositions rather than sets of situations is un-
problematic; we could e.g. easily redefine the semantics of � as follows: J�Kc = λp〈s,st〉.λs.∃s′ :
c(s′).s′ ≤ s∧ p(s′)(s) (the only difference being that ‘s′ ∈ c′ was replaced with ‘c(s′)′).
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so restricting β with a property stronger than (297) would not be innocuous.284 If

this is correct, we predict that the local minimal context for β in p[[Every si] α] βq

is the property ↓ (297), assuming that the global context is c, that the situation sr

is assigned to the variable si , and that α expresses the property P . For the donkey

sentence (298), this means that the local context for the nuclear scope ‘feeds the

donkey’ is predicted to be ↓ (299):

(298) Every farmer who owns a donkey feeds the donkey.

(299) λx.λs.s ∈ ↑ c∧ farmer(x)(sr)∧∃y(donkey(y)(sr)∧owns(x)(y)(sr))∧
farmer(x)(s)∧∃y(donkey(y)(s)∧owns(x)(y)(s))

The local context ↓ (299) is a property that applies to an individual x and a situ-

ation s just in case s is a minimal situation such that (i) s expands some situation

of the global context c, (ii) x is a farmer who owns a donkey at sr , and (iii) x is

a farmer who owns a donkey at s. In order for (298) to be true or false, every

minimal situation that satisfies these three conditions, for any individual x, has

to contain exactly one donkey.285

Let’s consider whether every minimal situation s that satisfies conditions

(i)-(iii) for some individual x contains exactly one donkey. First, let’s consider

condition (iii). Any situation at which (iii) is true contains a donkey, and so any

minimal situation at which (i)-(iii) are true contains a donkey. In order for (iii) to

be true at any situation s, for any individual x, there need not be more than one

donkey at s. As far as (iii) is concerned, the minimal situations at which (i)-(iii)

hold may well contain only one donkey.

Next, let’s look at condition (ii). In general, we can’t assume that the situa-

tion sr contains only one donkey. After all, we usually make claims such as (298)

to talk about more than one donkey-owning farmer. But in order for it to be the

case that some individual x is a farmer and owns a donkey at sr , sr need not be

part of the minimal situation s, and so s may contain only one donkey even if

284Cf. Schlenker 2009, pp. 22–3 on ‘every’.
285See (292) above.
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sr contains several. As far as conditions (ii) and (iii) are concerned, the minimal

situations at which (i)-(iii) hold of some individual x contain one donkey.

So far, this is promising. But now let’s turn to condition (i), which requires

that the situations of the local context expand some situation of the global con-

text. This condition is problematic. After all, there is prima facie no reason to

think that (298) may only be used if there is not more than one donkey in the

situations of the global context c. Sequences such as the following are perfectly

fine:

(300) There are ten farmers around here. Half of them each own ten donkeys.
Every farmer who owns a donkey feeds the donkey.

If in this sequence, all sentences are used to describe the same topic situation,

there are fifty donkeys in each situation of the context for the third sentence. But

if there is more than one donkey in the situations of c, then every situation that

expands some situation of c also contains more than one donkey. In that case,

even the smallest situations at which condition (i) holds contain more than one

donkey. We would therefore predict that (298) is neither true nor false, which is

implausible.

It is not straightforward to evaluate how troubling this unfortunate result

is. Plausibly, the problem discussed here generalises to donkey sentences with

other quantifiers, such as ‘Some farmer who owns a donkey feeds the donkey’

or ‘Many farmers who own a donkey feed the donkey’.286 It is not an isolated

issue that we can easily ignore. The problem has different potential sources. For

one thing, it could be that the semantics for ‘every’ that I assumed is not correct.

If that is so, perhaps the problem disappears with the correct semantics. At the

moment, however, I don’t see what a situation semantics for ‘every’ would look

like that doesn’t run into a version of the same problem. Apart from the seman-

286I haven’t discussed ‘many’, but with a semantics that treats indefinite claims as existential
quantifiers along the lines sketched in 6.2.3, we would make a similar prediction; there, too, the
situations in the local context of the nuclear scope would expand the situations of the global
context.
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tics of ‘every’, another culprit could be the suggestion for how local contexts are

determined. Perhaps local minimal contexts are in fact determined in a different

way, with a different outcome. At least I don’t know of an alternative that would

lead to a better outcome (other than simply stipulating what the local context is,

which I would find unsatisfying).

Another response to the problematic prediction would be to accept it and

to (try to) explain why it may not be as problematic as it seems on the face of it.

In section 5.2, we already encountered sequences that seemed to be ‘too long’,

such as this one:

(301) There were three cats. One cat was miaowing. The cat was hungry.

After update with the first sentence, the situations in the context contain three

cats, and so that context cannot be updated with the third sentence, because of

the uniqueness presupposition triggered by ‘the cat’. Perhaps whatever explains

why sequences such as (301) are fine also helps explain why sequences such as

(300) are okay. In section 5.4, I suggested that the topic situation shifts after the

first sentence of (301) and that with the topic situation, the context shifts as well.

If that is right, perhaps the same happens in cases such as (300). Perhaps the

first two sentences of (300) describe one topic situation and the third sentence

describes a different one: The situations in the context for the first two sentences

each contain ten farmers and fifty donkeys, but this is not the context the third

sentence is used to update, since the context for the third sentence is a context for

a slightly different topic situation. This type of reply, however, is only plausible

if backed up by a fuller story about when topic situations shift. Unless there is

some independent reason to think that the topic situation does indeed shift, this

response is in danger of looking like a desperate manoeuvre to delay admitting

defeat.
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6.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, I turned from sequences of sentences to single sentences. The

starting point was the observation that a sequence of two sentences is very similar

to their conjunction. In particular, definite-indefinite sequences such as (302)

have very similar conjunctive counterparts such as (303):

(302) There’s a cat. The cat is hungry.

(303) There’s a cat and the cat is hungry.

What I have tried to do in this chapter is to extend the theory developed in earlier

chapters for indefinite-definite sequences to conjunctions, and from there also to

other constellations of indefinites and definites, for example in disjunctions. To

this end, I suggested we use local minimal contexts, and I tried to show how

Schlenker’s account of how local contexts are determined pragmatically could

be adapted to minimal contexts. Along the way, I also had a closer look at the

semantics of negation and of indefinites. As I tried to show, their semantics is

rather complicated if combined with a pragmatics based on minimal contexts. I

argued in favor of keeping the semantics of negation simple at the cost of having

to adopt a more complex semantics for indefinites. Finally, I turned to donkey

sentences, with mixed results. I assumed a semantics for ‘every’ that is not al-

ready designed to deal with donkey anaphora and I tried to explain the felicity of

donkey sentences on the basis of this semantics, with the help of local contexts.

But it turned out that applying the Schlenkerian idea for how to determine lo-

cal contexts leads to predictions that are at least prima facie implausible. How

problematic this is remains to be explored.
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Conclusion

To conclude, I want to take an inconclusive look back at some of the main features

of the view that I have tried to develop here. As pointed out in section 4.1, sit-

uation semantic theories of definites and indefinites are often discussed as com-

petitors to dynamic semantic accounts of definites and indefinites. I therefore

want to highlight some of the reasons why one might take the situation semantic

account sketched here to be static or dynamic. My aim is not to argue for a par-

ticular way of distinguishing between static and dynamic theories. A comparison

with some aspects of so-called dynamic views is nonetheless helpful, I hope.

The view that I have presented here, the Minimal Context Account, builds

on situation semantic accounts of definites and in particular on Elbourne’s (2013)

semantics. Definite descriptions are assumed to be referential terms (expressions

of type e) with an existence and uniqueness presupposition that is restricted by

an unpronounced situation variable. Presuppositions are treated as truth-value

gaps. Indefinites are essentially existential quantifiers. And though I haven’t dis-

cussed pronouns, the Minimal Context Account could be combined with the view

that pronouns have more or less the same semantics as definite descriptions.287

By contrast, dynamic semantic theories of definites such as Heim’s (1982) as-

sume that pronouns, definite descriptions and indefinites have essentially the
287See Elbourne 2005, chapter 3, and Elbourne 2013, chapter 10, for discussion of this view.
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semantics of (individual) variables, distinguished from each other by their pre-

suppositions. The context includes a record of variables that have already been

introduced; indefinites have to be variables that have not yet been introduced,

whereas definites have to be variables that have already been introduced. Heim

also denies that definites come with a uniqueness presupposition.288

In spite of these differences, there are also some notable points of agree-

ment. Both dynamic semantic accounts and the Minimal Context Account take

contexts to be more complex than Stalnaker’s contexts that are sets of possible

worlds. On Heim’s dynamic view, contexts incorporate assignment functions in

addition to possible worlds. The Minimal Context Account takes contexts to be

sets of situations. For comparison, recall the dynamic contexts discussed in sec-

tion 5.6. A dynamic context is a set of tuples 〈w,g〉 of a world w and a partial

assignment function g, with the condition that all assignments in the context are

defined for the same variables. The variables for which the assignment functions

in the context are already defined have already been introduced; they count as fa-

miliar. Variables for which the assignment functions are not yet defined have not

already been introduced; they count as new. The familiar variables of a dynamic

context are the context’s so-called discourse referents. Both dynamic contexts

and minimal contexts have a more complicated structure than Stalnakerian con-

texts. Dynamic contexts may agree on the set of possible worlds at which they are

accurate even if the assignment functions they include differ. Something similar

holds for minimal contexts. For any minimal context c, we can define a corre-

sponding Stalnakerian context cw = {w : ∃s(s ∈ c ∧ s ≤ w)}, the set of all possible

worlds which have some situation of c as a part. Two distinct minimal contexts

may correspond to the same Stalnakerian context if they contain (different) parts

of the same possible worlds.289 Moreover, update both of dynamic contexts and

288For a brief comparison of dynamic and non-dynamic accounts along these lines, see Heim
1990a, p. 137.

289A minimal context c is accurate just in case cw contains the actual world (assuming, in the
case of definite minimal contexts, that the topic situation of c is an actual situation).
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of minimal contexts is not intersective. If a dynamic context is updated, the new

context is not always a subset of the old context, since the new context may in-

clude new discourse referents.290 Minimal update of a minimal context may ex-

pand the situations of the old context, and so the new context contains situations

that were not already in the old context. Stalnaker’s update rule, by contrast, is

intersective. This arguably moves the Minimal Context Account into dynamic

territory.291

Dynamic views such as Heim’s use assignment functions as part of the con-

text to model discourse referents, which they use to interpret indefinites and

definites. What discourse referents are is not entirely clear. Heim (1983) sug-

gests that discourse referents are like file cards on which a listener notes infor-

mation about individuals mentioned in a conversation. K. Lewis (2014, p. 235)

writes that a “discourse referent is an abstract representation of an object under

discussion”. Be that as it may, a discourse referent doesn’t stand for a particu-

lar real-world individual; using Heim’s metaphor, distinct individuals can match

the description on the same file card. The Minimal Context Account does not

invoke discourse referents that represent individuals in the interpretation of def-

inites and indefinites.292 For the most part, I assumed that one definite minimal

290If an update adds a new discourse referent to the dynamic context, the partial assignment
functions in the new context are defined for a variable for which the assignment functions in the
old context were not defined.

291For a discussion of criteria for dynamicness in terms of how contexts are updated, see Roth-
schild and Yalcin 2017. Given their criteria, they argue that the view of Heim (1982) fails to be
“strongly static” (p. 35), since update is not commutative on this view, meaning that the result of
updating a context may depend on the order of the updates; they also argue that Heim’s dynamic
system is in fact “weakly static” (p. 36). Roughly, weakly static systems allow that how a sentence
updates a context may depend on what that context is like—the context may affect which propo-
sition the sentence expresses. The Minimal Context Account seems to fit that description, since
the proposition expressed by a sentence may depend on its context (because of �). Rothschild and
Yalcin (2017) also suggest formal criteria for what counts as a weakly static system (see pp. 35-7);
they argue that weakly static systems are those that are antisymmetric, in the sense that, if there
is some way to arrive at a context c′ by updating a context c and there is also some way to arrive
at c by updating c′ , then c and c′ must be identical. As far as I can tell, update on the Minimal
Context Account is antisymmetric.

292See section 5.6. This is also one way in which the Minimal Context Account differs from ac-
counts such as the view of K. Lewis (2021), which combines a static semantics for definites with a
dynamic pragmatics, using discourse referents (but also invoking situations in the interpretation
of donkey sentences); Lewis suggests that a definite description pthe Fq is ambiguous between
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context is enough to account for the phenomena under consideration. A definite

minimal context represents information about a particular topic situation, simi-

lar to how Stalnaker’s context represents information about a particular possible

world, namely the actual one. But topic situations, which are often smaller than

the whole world, can plausibly shift over the course of a conversation, and so

one definite minimal context won’t be enough to represent all the information

accepted in a conversation. In section 5.5, I therefore suggested making use of

what I called discourse contexts. A discourse context is a set of partial assign-

ment functions, all defined for the same indices, with each index representing

one topic situation under discussion. As pointed out in section 5.6, this is struc-

turally similar to the model of discourse referents in dynamic contexts. As long

as all minimal contexts are definite, each index does indeed stand for one partic-

ular (usually actual) situation. These indices are therefore not like the discourse

referents of dynamic semantics. But things are different should it turn out that

the Minimal Context Account has to invoke indefinite minimal contexts as well.

An indefinite context does not stand for a particular situation but rather for any

situation of a certain kind. An indefinite context is therefore much more like a

discourse referent or a file card.293 And if the considerations sketched in section

5.6 point in the right direction, there may indeed be a need for indefinite con-

texts. If that is so, the Minimal Context Account may be able to avoid discourse

referents in the semantics of definites and indefinites, but it nonetheless has to

rely on something very much like discourse referents.

On one way of describing the distinction between dynamic and static se-

mantics, a semantics is static if it takes the content of a (declarative) sentence to

one reading on which it presupposes uniqueness in the world (i.e. that there is exactly one F) and
a reading on which it presupposes uniqueness in discourse (i.e. that there is exactly one discourse
referent that is F). It would be interesting to compare this view in more detail with the Minimal
Context Account (on which ‘the’ is not ambiguous).

293Recall, from section 3.1, that an indefinite context is accurate just in case some situation it
contains is actual, similar to how a file (in Heim’s sense) could be said to be accurate just in case
some individual satisfying the description on the file is actual.
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be a proposition, and a semantics is dynamic if it takes the content of a (declara-

tive) sentence to be a context change potential, a function from contexts to con-

texts.294 The Minimal Context Account takes the content of a sentence to be a

proposition, a function from situations to truth values. In this sense, the seman-

tics is static.

On the other hand, the Minimal Context Account assumes that global and

local contexts play a role in determining what proposition is expressed.295 The

local context of one part of a sentence depends on the interpretation of other

parts of the sentence, and so the process of interpreting a sentence has to proceed

step by step. Whether a semantics like this should be counted as dynamic in some

sense is not clear.296 On the basis of one of Schlenker’s accounts of local contexts,

I tried to show how local minimal contexts could be derived from the semantics

following a general recipe. If this really worked, it would mean that the local

minimal contexts need not be stipulated in the lexical semantics. However, I

argued that in the case of donkey sentences, following the recipe leads to results

that are at least questionable. More needs to be done to explore whether these

results can be avoided or whether they are not as bad as they seem.

To evaluate how promising the Minimal Context Account is, one would

have to compare it in detail with other accounts of definite descriptions. My main

aim has been to develop an account that closes some of the gaps that I think situ-

ation semantic theories of definite descriptions such as Elbourne’s have left open.

Most importantly, I have tried to develop a situation-based account of indefinite-

definite sequences, an issue that situation semantic accounts of definites have to

my knowledge rather neglected, even though such sequences were among the

motivations of dynamic semantics. My second main concern was to embed the

294See section 4.1
295Via the unpronounced existential quantifier �; see section 5.1.1 and chapter 6
296Klinedinst and Rothschild (2012), who develop a view like this (on which the Minimal Con-

text Account is partly based), write that their “account is essentially equivalent to dynamic se-
mantics” (p. 149). K. Lewis (2014) argues that sub-sentential shifts of the context should not per
se be seen as incompatible with static semantics.
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situation semantics of definite descriptions in a more general theory of presup-

position projection, since, again, this is an issue that to my knowledge situation

semantic accounts of definites have not paid a lot of attention, too.297 For both

issues, minimal contexts were at the heart of my suggestion. In an indefinite-

definite sequence, the indefinite claim provides a minimal context that satisfies

the existence and uniqueness presupposition triggered by the following definite.

Since the main addition, the assumption of minimal contexts, is in the pragmat-

ics, this suggestion is conservative with respect to the situation semantics of def-

inite descriptions. The main addition to the semantics was the assumption that

the situation variables of definite descriptions can be bound by an existential

quantifier restricted to the situations of the (global or local) context. That these

situation variables can be bound in various ways is already assumed by situation

semanticists. Adding the assumption that these variables can also be bound to

the situations of a context does not seem like a particularly outlandish step. That

the necessary modifications of the situation semantics are fairly modest speaks, I

think, in favour of the view.

The assumption that presuppositions merely have to be true at the situa-

tions of minimal (global or local) contexts rather than at the situations of non-

minimal contexts or the worlds of Stalnakerian contexts was mainly motivated

by looking at the behaviour of definite descriptions. Since one of my aims was to

embed the situation semantics in a more general theory of presupposition pro-

jection, this is not entirely satisfying. After all, if this crucial assumption is only

needed for the presuppositions of definite descriptions but not for any other pre-

suppositions, one might object that the theory of presupposition projection of-

fered here isn’t really a general theory of presupposition projection but merely a

theory of how the presuppositions of definite descriptions project.

My response to this worry is, unfortunately, tentative. First of all, it may

297As mentioned, both issues have been pointed out as shortcomings of these situation semantic
theories, in particular recently by Mandelkern and Rothschild (2020) and K. Lewis (2021).
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be worth pointing out that even if the (uniqueness) presuppositions of definite

descriptions were the only presupposition for which minimal rather than non-

minimal contexts were required, it would not follow that minimal contexts are

unsuited to deal with other presuppositions. Secondly, and relatedly, the account

of projection suggested here for definite descriptions builds on familiar ideas

from theories of presupposition projection. The hypothesis that presuppositions

of an expression project unless they are satisfied by the local context is common

to a whole range of different theories of projection. The Minimal Context Ac-

count is closely related to these theories even though it relies on a non-standard

conception of contexts. Thirdly, it’s not entirely clear to me that for example

Heim’s dynamic semantic theory of presupposition projection is in a very differ-

ent position. Recall that dynamic contexts have two components, possible worlds

as well as assignment functions. The assignment functions are needed primarily

for the interpretation of indefinites and definites with their presuppositions, but

it is not obvious to me that the assignment functions are needed to account for all

presuppositions whatsoever (e.g. those triggered by ‘stop’). If that is correct, then

there is a similar lack of unity in the conception of contexts used by the dynamic

approach: not all of its complexity is needed for all types of presuppositions.

In addition, perhaps there are presuppositions for which minimal contexts turn

out to be useful, apart from the presuppositions of definite terms. But exploring

whether this is indeed the case is a task for another day.

There is a diverse landscape of theories of definite descriptions. In this

thesis, I have not tried to provide anything like a comprehensive overview of

them. Comparing the view I have suggested here with more alternative accounts

of definite descriptions will be a task for the future. In particular, I think it will

be interesting to compare the Minimal Context Account with dynamic seman-

tic theories that incorporate situations, as in unpublished work by Kirkpatrick

(2019), with dynamic semantic theories that incorporate a type of uniqueness
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constraint, such as the view of Roberts (2003), as well as with static semantic

theories of definites that incorporate elements of dynamic semantics in the prag-

matics, such as the theory of K. Lewis (2021).298 As pointed out throughout this

thesis, there are also various tricky cases that I haven’t discussed here, including

bishop sequences and sequences of attitude ascriptions with embedded indefi-

nites and definites.299 The discussion of donkey sentences, too, would deserve

to be expanded. I did not look at quantifiers other than ‘every’ nor at donkey

anaphora in conditionals. Even in the case of ‘every’, important questions were

left unanswered. It remains to be seen how useful local minimal contexts really

are in accounting for those cases. Even so, there is enough promise, I think, to

suggest that the Minimal Context Account is worth pursuing.

298For critical discussion of a range of recent accounts of definite descriptions, see e.g. Elbourne
2013, chapter 1

299See the list of open issues in section 4.5
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