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In recent years, several papers have addressed the triggering question for presuppositions: why a given 
trigger, or an atomic sentence containing it, is systematically associated with a particular projective 
implication [17,2,1,14]. One recurring idea is that certain lexically triggered presuppositions are 
preconditions of some sort [17,14]. Here we offer a new approach to the notion of precondition and its 
relation to projectivity, carefully circumscribing the applicability of this approach. We focus primarily on 
the projective implications of factives and change of state predicates, but observe that our account 
predicts the projectivity of some additional, often neglected, classes of implication, not all of them 
conventionally triggered. The core idea is that these projective implications characterize ontological 
preconditions of the relevant eventualities. Then we argue for a simple, purely pragmatic account of the 
projection of these precondition implications as a type of pragmatic accommodation. We argue that this 
account of triggering and projection resolves difficulties with those developed by [1,14]. 

 
An ontological precondition of an eventuality E is an object or eventuality on whose existence the 

existence of E is dependent [22]. We propose two linguistic diagnostics for ontological preconditions: 
 
Diagnostic #1: which allows/allowed for: 
(1)a. Strasbourg is in France which allows for Yasmin to come to know that Strasbourg is in France. (T) 
    b. Yasmin believes that Strasbourg is in France, which allows for Yasmin to come to know that 

Strasbourg is in France. (F) 
(2)a. Jane was on the ladder which allowed for Jane to fall off the ladder. (T) 
    b. Jane was off the ladder which allowed for Jane to fall off the ladder. (F) 
 
Diagnostic #2: counterfactual possibility: 
(3)a. If Strasbourg were not in France, it would not have been possible for Yasmin to come to know that 

Strasbourg is in France (T)  
    b.  If Yasmin did not believe that Strasbourg is in France, it would not have been possible for Yasmin 

to come to know that Strasbourg is in France. (F) 
(4)a. If Jane had not been on the ladder, it would not have been possible for Jane to fall off the ladder. (T) 
    b. If Jane had not been off the ladder, it would not have been possible for Jane to fall off the ladder. (F) 
 

A precondition of coming to know that Strasbourg is in France is that Strasbourg is in France; 
hence the latter allows for the former (1a) and the failure of the precondition to obtain precludes the 
occurrence of the conditioned eventuality (3a); similarly for the telic eventuality denoted by fall off the 
ladder: one cannot undergo the change of state if the pre-state fails to obtain (2a), (4a). Such 
preconditions are ontological—pertaining to objects and eventualities in the external world—and not 
intrinsically linguistic. As these diagnostics reflect, ontological preconditions constitute a particular class 
of lexical entailment. But not all lexical entailments are preconditions: knowing that p entails believing 
that p, but the latter is not a precondition of the former (1b)/(3b); and falling off a ladder entails ending up 
off the ladder, but the latter is not an ontological precondition of the former (2b)/(4b). The fact that these 
preconditions are regularly triggered by near-translations across languages reflects the fact that any word 
which counts as a translation will describe the same type of eventuality. The associated implications 
reflect our understanding of event types, not linguistic knowledge. 

We argue that this approach improves on the triggering algorithms proposed by [1] and [14]. [1] 
proposes that verbal presuppositions are entailments expressed by sentences which have a distinct 
temporal reference from the triggering sentence. This renders her account oversensitive to aspectual 
modifications. For example (see [1], fn.(28)) while Jane won the race is correctly predicted to presuppose 
that Jane participated in the race, in the progressive version Jane is winning the race the presupposition is 
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predicted to disappear, as the temporal reference of the sentence must overlap with that of the entailment 
Jane is participating in the race. Hence [1]’s account incorrectly predicts that the progressive sentence 
would not presuppose its preparatory stage. We also observe ways in which the account in [1] over-
generates. Independently, [14] proposes that a sentence S presupposes p just in case a generic agent who 
learns that S is true usually would “antecedently know” that p. This is in general a difficult claim to 
evaluate. But consider Jane knows that she is in pain. As pain is a fully subjective experience, and as to 
be in pain is to know that one is in pain, it seems that a generic agent could not learn of Jane’s pain prior 
to learning of Jane’s own knowledge of her pain. Yet the complement seems no less projective than in 
simpler cases. We capture such cases unproblematically. 

 
Both [1] and [14] assume that their pragmatic accounts of triggering will feed in to a standard 

compositional projection algorithm which is independent of the pragmatic source of the relevant 
implications. In contrast, we argue for a fully pragmatic account of the projectivity of ontological 
preconditions, along with other types of background implication, identified by [12] as a pragmatic 
component of lexical meaning. 

 
The lexical CHARACTER of an expression has (at least) three central components, interacting 

with context in different ways. An expression’s proffered content is its contribution to compositional 
semantics; this is the only component which is purely conventional, and the only component which 
interacts in scope with proffered operators. As in [6], presupposed content consists of anaphoric 
presuppositions requiring resolution in the local context of interpretation, and thereby imposing strong 
contextual felicity constraints ([24]’s +SCF). In case of presupposition failure, accommodation is 
possible, but tightly constrained. As [6] notes, her account only predicts that a presupposition must be 
locally satisfied, but there is a strong tendency for global accommodation, unless that is precluded by 
other factors in context, a tendency she cannot explain.  

 
For know and other cognitive factives the proffered content is that a particular cognitive relation 

holds between subject and complement. As per [24], the typically projective implications of these verbs 
are felicitously novel, hence -SCF; these verbs lack presupposed content. Change of state verbs similarly 
carry no +SCF presuppositions.    

 
The projective implications of factives and change of state predicates are background content, 

reflecting selectional restrictions pragmatically associated with the trigger’s proffered content, including 
ontological preconditions. A background implication is a pragmatic corollary of the proffered content. 
The background content for know is the truth of the complement, a selectional restriction on the predicate. 
No pragmatically realistic model for the language can make the proffered content true in a circumstance 
in which the preconditions fail to obtain (as can be codified with an asymmetric meaning postulate on the 
trigger [10,4]). Since interlocutors know this, felicitous use requires that the preconditions be presumed 
true, at a time no later than the onset of the proffered eventuality, in the local context updated with the 
proffered content. If the local context does not already entail the precondition but is consistent with it, the 
precondition is accommodated, added to the context. This accommodation is not a repair—there is no 
+SCF requirement to fail—but is the evolution of the context as required to make update with 
conversational contributions felicitous, consistent and coherent [9:347,21:711,13]. It is completely 
regular, but pragmatic. This correctly predicts that background content is not anaphoric (-SCF), but only 
imposes a requirement of truth in the local context of interpretation ([24]’s +OLE). Only if the 
background content is inconsistent with the local context of interpretation is the utterance judged 
infelicitous, its contribution pragmatically anomalous on account of the inconsistency of the necessary 
precondition with the context to which it is to be accommodated. 

 
In fact, these cases are only one amongst many types of –SCF projective implications, which 

have a variety of pragmatic sources, not all lexically triggered. Our generalized treatment of projection 
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can be extended to other clearly –SCF projective implications: a variety of selectional restrictions (5), 
[14]’s nonce cases, and implications arising from preparatory conditions on speech acts (6) [15,9:355,8], 
as well as Gricean preconditions like the projective background assumptions which support relevance 
implicatures (7) [23,7,18]: 

 
(5)  Liping kicked/didn’t kick a rock → Liping has feet.  
(6)  Iona promised/didn’t promise Bo a birthday cake → (Iona believed that) Bo wanted a cake.  
(7)  A: I need to pay my water bill. B: There’s a post office nearby / There’s no post office nearby / 

Perhaps there’s a P.O. nearby? 
 
All such implications provide evidence of speaker presumptions; these presumptions, like anaphoric 
presuppositions [6], are only required to hold in the local context but by default are taken to hold in the 
global context, as constrained by consistency and coherence of the resulting context [13].  
 

With factive know, in the family of sentences (8), if the global context entails ¬p = ‘Strasbourg is 
not in France’, global accommodation of p in (b-e) would yield contradiction [3,12]. Or if the QUD is 
‘whether p’ (taking the main clause to be evidential with respect to p), Relevance [11] requires that ?p be 
unresolved, so that global accommodation of p in (8b-e) would be pragmatically inconsistent [19]. In 
either case, only local accommodation is consistent. This account extends to standard filtering 
configurations, such as the conditional (9), where the antecedent signals ?p, and also explains why 
background conditions fail to project with certain prosodic contours [3, 20]. 

 
(8) a.  Yasmin knows that Strasbourg is in France.  

b.  Yasmin doesn’t know that Strasbourg is in France.  
c.  Yasmin might know that Strasbourg is in France.  
d.  If Davida was her teacher, Yasmin knows that Strasbourg is in France.  
e. Does Yasmin know that Strasbourg is in France? 

(9) If Strasbourg is in France, Jane knows that Strasbourg is in France. 
 
Mere local or intermediate accommodation is most felicitous when the entailment canceling operator is 
one whose domain is regularly restricted with irrealis content (the modal base in (8c), (8d)). Under 
negation (8b), local accommodation gives the impression of metalinguistic negation [7], wherein negation 
extraordinarily scopes over non-proffered content. In all these cases, inconsistency with global context 
explains the failure to project globally, the accommodation merely local or intermediate. 
 

In all cases, global accommodation of p results in a pragmatically improved QUD, one where all 
alternatives are plausibly conversationally relevant [20,25]. On this account, there is no projection process 
associated with compositional semantics (and hence, no proviso problem [5,12,16]). Projection is 
understood in [19]’s purely descriptive sense. We predict not only that ontological preconditions tend to 
project, but when and why they fail to do so. 
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