
Presupposition, implicature and context in text 
understanding1 

Marina Sbisà 

Department of Philosophy, University of Trieste 
via dell’Università 7, 34123 Trieste, Italy  

Sbisama@univ.trieste.it 

Abstract. This paper examines the roles which presupposition and implicature 
play with respect to what is asserted by a text and to its context, as a part of the 
process of text understanding. This process involves constructing and updating 
the representation of the context. Assertion, implicature and presupposition can 
be described as three different ways in which changes in the representation of 
the context are induced. On the basis of such a description, it is claimed that, 
contrary to most of the literature on the subject (in which presupposition and 
implicature seem not to be allowed to coexist without being identified with 
each other), there are reasons for considering presupposition and implicature as 
two distinct phenomenona.  

 

1. Two perspectives on text understanding 

It is by now widely recognized that discourse understanding involves more than the 
understanding of what is explicitly said. In order to understand discourse, or as (I 
shall say here) in order to understand a text, we must understand more than what is 
encoded in the text itself, and draw inferences. This broader comprehension, which is 
closely connected with contextual knowledge, is often described as the 
comprehension of what is presupposed and/or implicated by the text.  

There are two main ways in which we can conceive of the role of this broader 
comprehension (which I will call comprehension of the implicitly conveyed meaning) 
with respect to the overall understanding of  the text.  

(i) Sometimes it may seem that the understanding of what a text presupposes or 
implicates, as well as the contextual knowledge involved in such understanding, are 
necessary conditions for a full comprehension of the text. If we do not know the 
circumstances in which a text has been written, or if an utterance is reported to us 
without any information about the circumstances in which and the goals for which it 
has been uttered, we may not be able to make sense of it. If we do not share the 
speaker’s pragmatic presuppositions (the assumptions he or she takes for granted in 
speaking) (Stalnaker [18], [19]), we might misunderstand him or her. As to 
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conversational implicatures, they depend on the assumption that the speaker is 
observing the Cooperative Principle (Grice [7]: p. 26) and therefore, in order to infer 
them, the hearer should already know whether, in the circumstances of the ongoing 
verbal exchange, the Cooperative Principle holds. According to relevance theory 
(Sperber and Wilson [17]), another pragmatic theory concerned with discourse 
understanding, in understanding a text we have to take into account the contextual 
premises which make the speaker’s contribution relevant. In all these ways, 
knowledge of, or at least beliefs about, what may in one word be called “the context” 
are represented as necessary to the comprehension of the text. This might lead us to 
conclude that we can, and must, acquire knowledge of or beliefs about the context 
prior to, and independently of, our understanding of a text. 

(ii) Suppose, however, that we find ourselves in a situation in which we have little 
independent access to the context, as it happens in reading, in certain phone calls, or 
in those cases of face to face interaction in which we know little about our 
interlocutor and his or her possible aims. Should we despair of making sense of the 
text we are faced with? In such cases, it might be convenient to exploit all the details 
of the text in order to project as much of its context as we can. After all, many 
presuppositions have linguistic markers or triggers, and this enables receivers to 
detect them even in absence of text-independent information. As to implicatures, it 
could be claimed that the speaker’s observance of the Cooperative Principle must not 
be known in advance, but can be assumed in absence of evidence contrary to it, so as 
to allow for the working out of as many implicatures as possible. Finally, relevance 
theory admits of the possibility of inferring missing contextual premises, when the 
assumptions which are already available to the hearer do not make the speaker’s 
contribution relevant. In this perspective, context (or more precisely, the 
representation of context which is associated with the understanding of the text) is not 
something which has to be given independently of the text, but something constructed 
in the very process of text understanding. 

Although I do not want to deny that perspective (i) has its merits, here I am going 
to adopt perspective (ii), because I would like to outline a description of the text-
context relationship which optimizes the chances of text understanding even in 
unfavorable conditions.  

In this framework, I would like to claim that presupposition and implicature play 
different roles with respect to text understanding and that therefore they should be 
considered as distinct phenomena.  This runs contrary to most of the literature on the 
subject: presupposition and implicature belong, as it were, to two different conceptual 
frameworks and authors who use one of these notions do not use the other, so that 
only one of them does all of the work. Those authors who mention both notions have 
(since Karttunen and Peters [10]) identified presupposition with one kind of 
implicature, conventional implicature. I would like to claim that presupposition is 
different from both conversational and conventional implicature as to the role it plays 
with respect to what is asserted by a text and to its context. 



2. On text and context 

I choose here to use the word “text”, following the semiotic (Hjelmslevian in 
particular) rather than the philosophical tradition, in a sense akin to the one recently 
specified by M. Stubbs with reference to the practice of discourse analysis: “By text, I 
mean an instance of language in use, either spoken or written: a piece of language 
behaviour (…)” ([23]: p. 4). This definition of “text” leaves it open which size a text 
should have: a text (the relevant piece of language behaviour) could well coincide 
with the utterance of one sentence, but might also consist of the utterance of more or, 
for that matter, less than one. The utterance of a syntactically complete and isolated 
sentence is therefore one case falling under the more general idea of the production of 
a text. As to the problem of text delimitation, it should be remarked that, whenever 
what is focused upon as a text is in turn a part of a larger episode of language 
behaviour,  we can (i) include relevant parts of this larger episode into the text 
focused upon, thus changing the delimitation of what is under consideration or (ii) 
consider the larger episode of language behaviour in which our text is embedded as a 
part of the context. Choice (i) turns linguistic context into text, while choice (ii) 
considers linguistic context as a part of the context. 

As to context, I believe that insofar as we are concerned with its capacity of being 
that against which a text is evaluated (as to appropriateness and/or truth), it must be 
conceived of as “objective” or mind-transcendent (Gauker [5]). It is only with respect 
to something external to speakers and independent of what is focused upon as the 
presently considered text, that it makes sense to evaluate, or attempt to evaluate, that 
text as a piece of linguistic behaviour. I will here conceive of objective contexts in an 
intuitive way, namely, as consisting of the set of facts which have to be taken into 
consideration by the participants if a given verbal exchange is to achieve its goals. 
One problem with this view it that evaluation may (or perhaps must) remain 
provisional, or defeasible. But this trouble is shared by all of our knowledge, which 
aims at objectivity, but is nevertheless persistingly defeasible.  

Here, however, we will not be concerned with the function of context in text 
evaluation, but in text comprehension. In particular, in conformity to perspective (ii) 
outlined above, I want to specify the ways in which the information contained in a 
text can tell or show us something about its context. So we will be concerned with 
that representation of the context, relative to a given text, which can be worked out on 
the basis of that text in the process of understanding it. This representation of the 
context is, of course, directed at the objective context, but should not be confounded 
with it, since it has to be worked out by the participants, while the objective context 
transcends their cognitive processes. 

3. The dynamic relation between text and context  

A text entertains a dynamic relation with its context. During text production, the 
addition of new speech acts to those already performed can be described as having 
context-changing effects (Gazdar [6]), so that the context at time 2 is different from 



the context at time 1 as regards the addition or elimination of some contents. On the 
notion of text I am using here, a text T1 is correspondingly changed into a text T2 as 
soon as new parts are added to it. The updating of the context is always relative to a 
new delimitation of the text, so that one-to-one correspondence between texts and 
contexts is preserved. 

However, the distinction (outlined above) between the objective context and the 
representation of it has to be taken into account.  

It might be thought that the objective context, being independent of the text, 
cannot be changed by it. In fact, nonverbal actions, bearing on the circumstances 
relevant to the goal of the exchange within which the text is produced, change the 
objective context, but they do not belong to the text either. However, it has to be 
conceded that the very occurrence of linguistic behaviour changes the context, 
providing part of the context for subsequent text production. Moreover, it can be 
claimed that a text performs a context-changing action if the speech acts it contains 
have effects consisting of the bringing about of intersubjectively recognizable states 
of affairs (such as new obligations or rights or their cancelation). I have elsewhere 
called such effects “changes in the conventional context” (and following Gazdar [6], I 
have defined illocutionary acts in their terms: [14], [15]), where the “conventional 
context” may be construed as a specialized part of the objective context (insofar as 
we believe that human conventions too have their own kind of objectivity).  

   Although the consideration of the ways in which the objective context is affected 
by changes can be an important issue, here we will be concerned with the changes 
which are produced in the representation of the context as a part of the process of text 
understanding. We will be concerned with (some) changes in the objective context 
only insofar as these play a role in inducing changes in the representation of the 
context. I shall try to describe three main ways in which the latter kind of change can 
be achieved: assertion, implicature, and presupposition. The proposed description will 
enable me to claim that presupposition cannot be identified with implicature. 

4. Assertion  

I consider assertion as bringing about the addition of its content to the representation 
of the context. This view is partly inspired by the one proposed by Stalnaker [20] 
[21]. But Stalnaker considers the context as a set of assumptions which the speaker 
takes as shared, while I am here drawing a distinction between the objective context 
and the representation of it. The representation of context associated with text 
understanding does not necessarily consist of assumptions actually made by the 
speaker, nor of assumptions which the speaker takes as shared by the participants. I 
view it, basically, as the information about the objective context which the text 
enables, and entitles, its receivers to work out. 

After a certain assertion has been made, both the speaker who has made it and is 
committed to its truth, and the hearer (unless he or she decides to challenge the 
speaker’s assertion) take the content of the assertion to be part of the representation of 
the context. It is the speaker who has the responsibility for this addition to the 
representation of the context and the sanction to which the speaker is liable if the 



resulting representation of the context later turns out to be inadequate is that he or she 
will be deemed to have said something false. However, it is in part also the hearer’s 
responsibility to accept the addition of the content of the assertion to the 
representation of the context. In fact, the hearer might well choose to challenge the 
speaker’s assertion. We could envisage the assertion as a proposal on the part of the 
speaker to add a certain content to the representation of the context, a proposal which 
the hearer might refuse, but which, if not refused, is effective by default (as has been 
claimed, albeit in a framework different from mine, by Perrault [13]).   

It should be noted that assertion, if it is considered as an illocutionary act (at least 
on my understanding of what an illocutionary act is), should involve a change in the 
objective context too, and more precisely, in what I have called above “the 
conventional context”. The speaker’s commitment resulting from assertion can be 
considered as the attribution of a new obligation to the speaker, since the speaker is 
then obliged not to contradict him or herself and to give evidence or reasons if his or 
her assertion is challenged. This obligation can be considered as a fact and, insofar as 
it is relevant to the goals of the conversation, it belongs to the objective context. Since 
no conventional change is unilateral (obligations assigned to one partner are usually 
countered by rights assigned the other, and vice versa) it could be claimed that the 
hearer is modified in his or her turn by the acquisition of a right, which can be 
construed as the right to make the same assertion him or herself, or as the right to 
claim second-hand knowledge. These conventional changes justify the changes in the 
representation of the context associated with text understanding, but should not be 
identified with or reduced to them. The former changes can be described as changes 
in the set of modal predicates (“can”, “ought to”) to be attributed to the participants, 
while the latter consist of the addition of new content to the representation of the 
context. 

A trouble about assertion regards its relationship to “what is said” by a text. We 
are in need both of a notion of assertion and of a notion of  “what is said”: we need 
the former in order to describe one kind of change in the representation of context, 
and the latter in order to contrast it with all the aspects of the overall meaning of a 
text which are understood by inference. Following Bach [1], I  shall assume that these 
are two separate notions, and that what is asserted (or, in general, what the content of 
a speech act amounts to) may draw on inferences from what is said. 

5. Implicature  

The notion of implicature, proposed by Grice in 1967 ([7]: pp. 22-40), is well known. 
In order to characterize the way in which implicatures contribute to changes in the 
representation of the context, I will recall some of their salient features. 

Implicatures are invited inferences in which the inferred proposition bears no truth 
functional relationship to any utterance contained in the text: when “p” implicates that 
q, the falsity of q has no consequence on the truth value of p. So, for example,   

 
(1)  Mary is pretty, but intelligent.  
 



conveys by implicature that Mary, being pretty, is not likely to be intelligent, but is 
not false nor wholly unacceptable if this is false, since the truth functional 
conjunction of “Mary is pretty” and “Mary is intelligent” can well be true. Likewise: 
  

(2) Jane has two children 
 

(as issued in the framework of a cooperative conversation about how many children 
certain people have) conveys by implicature that Jane has no more than two children; 
but is not false if this is false, since, if she has four children, it is still true that she has 
two. 

There are two main ways in which such inferences arise:  (a) they can be invited 
by the fact that a certain word is used, which (because of linguistic conventions) has 
the function of inviting that inference (as is the case in (1) above, containing “but”: a 
“conventional” implicature); or (b) they can be required in order to make viable an 
interpretation of the speaker’s linguistic behaviour as conforming to the Cooperative 
Principle. So in the case of example (2) (a “conversational” implicature), the 
implicature arises from the assumption that the speaker is conforming to the 
Cooperative Principle and, more specifically, is giving as much information as is 
required by the goals of the conversation. 

In case (a), Grice has suggested that the inferences which arise are connected with 
the performance of “non central” speech acts, namely, further specifications of the 
central speech acts of asserting, asking, commanding ([7]: pp.121-22, p.362). In this 
vein, “but” may be taken as indicating an objection, or “therefore” an explanation. 
This view of conventional implicatures contrasts, however, with the idea also 
expressed by Grice that they might derive from conventionalizations of generalized 
conversational implicatures ([7]: p.39): reference to speech act notions does not seem 
to be necessary in this case. I believe that the connection of certain words 
conventionally suggesting implicatures with non central speech acts is a puzzling fact, 
the role of which has still to be thoroughly explained, but I will not tackle this issue 
here. I shall distinguish conventional from conversational implicature only on the 
basis of the fact that the former is invited by the use of certain words.   

In case (b), in which the Cooperative Principle is involved, the inferences can be 
drawn on the basis of what is said (the words uttered, considered as the starting point 
for all the inferences which can be drawn from the text) or on the basis of what is 
asserted (which may already involve inferences). In the former case, they contribute 
to the content of the assertion which is actually made; in the latter case, they associate 
with the assertion an additional content, which is conveyed together with the assertion 
but not as a part of its content. So, since the words used in  

 
(3) You are the cream in my coffee  
 

(said to a human being) would give rise to a patently false assertion, if this utterance 
is to be interpreted as giving a cooperative contribution to the conversation, the 
asserted content must be somewhat different, although related (“You are my pride 
and joy”) (Grice [7]: p. 34). And in the following exchange  

 



(4) A: Where’s Bill?  
      B: There’s a yellow VW outside Sue’s house 
 

B’s contribution is a relevant answer to A’s question only insofar as it licenses the 
inference that if Bill has a yellow VW, he may be in Sue’s house (Levinson [11]: p. 
102).  

I have couched my examples as inferences from the utterance of a sentence “p” to 
its implicature that q. This choice does not reflect one feature of implicature, that is, 
the fact that in the Gricean framework, what the hearer infers is primarily not the 
proposition that q, but the proposition that the speaker thinks that q. This is especially 
true for conversational implicatures, since the requirement for interpreting the speaker 
as conforming to the Cooperative Principle, on which they depend, is not that q holds, 
but that the speaker thinks that q. Here, however, we are concerned with text 
understanding, particularly with the ways in which a text enables its receivers to 
update their representation of the context. Implicature is relevant for us only insofar 
as, whether with or without the mediation of the proposition that the speaker thinks 
that q, it licenses inferences about facts in the objective context. Facts about what the 
speaker thinks are not necessarily relevant to the goals of an exchange and therefore 
are not always to be taken into consideration in the representation of the context. I 
take it that in examples like those I have quoted, the relevant inference which is 
licensed is about facts in the objective context and, therefore, is not generally about 
what the speaker thinks. 

Thus, implicatures are contributions or additions to the content of the speech act 
performed by the text unit. Their contribution to the update of the representation of 
the context is, so to say, on a par with that given by assertions (cfr. Thomason [24]: 
pp. 351-52). They convey information which either contributes to the information 
conveyed by assertions, or supplements it. In the former case, the changes in the 
representation of the context associated with the text can be explained in the same 
way as for assertion. In the latter case, the speaker is not committed to the truth of the 
implicated content so strictly as to the truth of the content of an assertion (as is clear 
from the fact that, when what is implicated is false, the speaker is not responsible for 
saying something false). Correspondingly, the implicature counts merely as a 
suggestion, which makes a certain update of the representation of the context 
available to the  participants. 

6.  Presupposition 

Semantic presupposition was introduced as a relationship between an assertion and a 
proposition whose truth is a necessary condition for the assertion to have a truth value 
(Frege [4], Strawson [22]). This account was meant to capture the ordinary intuition 
that when the presupposition of an assertion is false, the question whether the 
assertion is true or false doesn’t arise. But the account had also some flaws. It 
required abandoning standard two-valued logic in favour of a three-valued one. 
Besides, one of its claims is highly questionable: according to semantic 
presupposition theorists, if the utterance of an affirmative sentence has a 



presupposition, the same presupposition is shared by the corresponding negative 
sentence, so that, for example: 

 
(5a) John has stopped smoking 
(5b) John has not stopped smoking 
 

both presuppose  
   
(6) John used to smoke. 
 
To this, it can be objected that if John never used to smoke, an utterance of the 

negative sentence can well be considered as true: 
 
(7) John has not stopped smoking (in fact he never used to smoke). 
 
The relationship of the presupposition to the utterance of the positive sentence 

appears not to be identical to its relationship to the utterance of the negative sentence, 
since in the latter case the presupposition is cancelable.  

Since the ‘70s, a pragmatic conception of presupposition has been preferred to the 
semantic one. According to this conception, presuppositions are the assumptions 
shared by speaker and hearer, which form the background of their ongoing discourse 
(Stalnaker [18], [19]). Some if not all of these shared background assumptions have 
linguistic markers (or triggers). An utterance can be said to presuppose a proposition 
when it contains a linguistic element which functions as a presupposition trigger, and 
is therefore appropriate only if the associated presupposition is among the 
interlocutors’ shared assumptions. A problem for this approach is raised by the 
informative use of presuppositions. Often utterances which contain presupposition 
triggers are issued without assuming that the hearer already shares their 
presupposition or even knowing that he or she does not share it. In these cases, 
contrary to the theory’s predictions, no inappropriateness is felt, but the hearer 
“accommodates” the presupposition by adding it to his or her own background 
assumptions (Karttunen [9], Lewis [12]). To describe this phenomenon in the 
framework of the pragmatic conception of presupposition is undoubtedly difficult and 
none of the answers which have been proposed (in terms of the speaker pretending to 
presuppose something: Stalnaker [19], or in terms of the hearer being prepared to add 
the presupposition to the context without objection: Soames [16]) are fully 
satisfactory. In fact, a speaker would more successfully pretend to take something for 
granted by non mentioning it at all; and a hearer might well find an informative 
presupposition objectionable, without therefore considering the utterance which 
conveys it as inappropriate (Gauker  [5]). 

The picture of presupposition I would like to outline aims at recapturing the 
original intuition that when the proposition presupposed by the utterance of a 
sentence does not hold, that utterance is in some way out of order. In the perspective 
adopted here (see  §1), we are not interested in background assumptions which have 
no textual manifestation, but only in those presuppositions which are linguistically 
triggered. I propose to consider those presuppositions not as shared assumptions, but 



as assumptions which ought to be shared. If we admit, as we have done above, that 
conversations are governed by objective contexts (the content of which is selected by 
the goals of the conversation), and that only sentences whose presuppositions are 
satisfied by the objective context are appropriately assertible, it follows that a hearer, 
by deeming that a presupposition which is triggered by a text is not satisfied by the 
context, is considering the speaker not merely as being factually wrong, but as 
violating a normative requirement. Such a judgement on the speaker’s linguistic 
behaviour would lead to a communicative breakdown. In fact, this is what happens 
when, faced with an assertion whose presupposition does not hold, we feel we do not 
know how to reply. Given the general tendency to avoid communicative breakdowns, 
in all the cases in which there is some possibility left that the objective context does 
satisfy the presupposition, the hearer’s default tendency will be to assume that it is so, 
namely, that the presupposition is in fact satisfied. 

What is the function of presuppositions, so conceived, with respect to the 
representation of context? Presupposed propositions have to be included into the 
representation of the context associated with a given text just because some utterance 
belonging to the text is in order only if the presupposition is satisfied by the objective 
context. Irrespective of whether the presupposed propositions are old or new 
information for the hearer, and more generally, irrespective of whether they initially 
belong to the speaker’s representation of the context, to the hearer’s, to both, or to 
neither, they must find a place in the representation of the context which is worked 
out in the process of text understanding. Thus the addition of the content of an 
assertion to the representation of the context is accompanied by the obligation to add 
to the representation of the context those presuppositions of it which happen not to be 
yet there. This obligation, which is not to be confounded with the speaker’s 
commitment relative to an overt assertion, concerns both speaker and hearer and 
protects the presupposed proposition from challenges, giving rise to the characteristic 
feeling that the presupposed proposition is, or is to be, “taken for granted”. 

The function of linguistic presupposition triggers is to indicate that speaker and 
hearer ought to take the presupposed content for granted. To say that a text has a 
certain presupposition means, therefore, that it conveys something as having to be 
taken for granted. 

7. The distinction between presupposition and implicature 

Pragmatic presupposition and implicature have often been considered as one and the 
same phenomenon. Within the framework outlined above, I will now put forward 
some remarks which give reasons for rejecting this claim. 

7.1. Interactions with asserted contents 

We have described the function of implicatures with respect to the changes in the 
representation of the context as either that of contributing to the change brought about 
by an assertion, or that of making a supplement to it available. The function of 



presuppositions seems to be quite different. They do not contribute to the content of 
assertions, as do implicatures such as that exemplified by (3), nor suggest 
supplementary information, as do implicatures such as those exemplified by (1), (2) 
and (4), but set requirements for the acceptability of utterances, the satisfaction of 
which depends on the objective context. This difference is confirmed by the 
following observations. 

We have said that  the propositions presupposed by an utterance have to belong to 
the representation of the context and are therefore added to it when they are not yet 
there. Now, of course it is possible that they are already there, because they have just 
been asserted, and in this case the presupposition does not bring about any update. 
Nevertheless, the utterance which contains the presupposition trigger can still be said 
to carry the presupposition. So, in the following dialogue: 

 
(8) A: Billie likes ice cream 
      B: Susie likes ice cream too 
 

B’s utterance can be said to presuppose that someone other than Susie likes ice 
cream, since its appropriateness requires this presupposition to be satisfied by the 
objective context. The presupposition of B’s utterance has no business updating the 
representation of the context, because it has already been said by A that Billie likes 
ice cream; but B’s utterance is appropriate just because of this. If we wanted to 
interpret “too” as conventionally implicating, rather than presupposing, that someone 
other than Susie likes ice cream, we would have no explanation for its use by B, since 
it is clear that no suggestion is made to supplement the content of the assertion in any 
way (cfr. Thomason [24]: p. 361).  

In fact, the utterance of a sentence like 
 
(9) Jane has not four children, nor three; she has two children. 
 

just lacks the implicature that Jane has no more than two children.There is no need to 
draw such an inference, and moreover, there would be no point in supplementing 
what is asserted by associating the implicature with it, since the same content has 
already been explicitly asserted. Likewise, the utterance of a sentence containing a 
word which invites a conventional implicature, such as 

 
(1) Mary is pretty, but intelligent 
 

does not sound completely natural if a content corresponding to its conventional 
implicature has just been explicitly stated. Consider: 

 
(10a) Being pretty, Mary is not likely to be intelligent. She is pretty, but intelligent. 
 

The “but” here seems at least misplaced. In fact, the following sequence of utterances 
makes by far more sense: 

 



(10b) Being pretty, Mary is not likely to be intelligent. But she is both pretty and 
intelligent. 

 
Here, however, the conventional implicature conveyed by “but” has changed, 
amounting now roughly to 

 
(11) The fact that Mary is both pretty and intelligent runs contrary to the 

assumption that, being pretty, she is not likely to be intelligent. 
 
A related phenomenon which can be observed is the following. There are cases in 

which the content of a presupposition is linguistically formulated in the very 
utterance which triggers the presupposition (for example, in a subordinate clause). 
This happens regularly with factive verbs:  

 
(12) John realized that he was in debt 
 

contains, as a subordinate clause, the sentence “he was in debt”, corresponding to the 
presupposed proposition that John was in debt. Thus, the presupposed content is at 
hand and no inference is needed in order to grasp it. Also in the cases of it-clefts and 
of definite descriptions, practically all of the linguistic material needed for making the 
presupposition explicit is at hand in the sentence which triggers the presupposition. 
But this does not make presupposition pointless: its point is not to invite additional 
inferences, but to convey that a certain content has to be taken for granted. In 
contrast, implicatures involve inference: conversational implicatures depend on a 
heuristic strategy relying on the Cooperative Principle, and conventional implicatures 
license inferences on the basis of the use of certain words, but in neither case the 
content of the implicature is linguistically encoded to such an extent, to make 
inference unnecessary. This would eliminate the implicature itself. 

7.2. Implicatures and background assumptions 

Another consideration which might lead to identify implicature and presupposition is 
that sometimes at least, implicatures seem to coincide with background assumptions 
of the speaker. Thus in  

 
(13) A: Are you going to invite John to your party? 
        B: No. I’m inviting nice people 
 

it might be said that B’s comment is understood as relevant only on the background 
of B’s assumption that John is not nice. This assumption might therefore be 
considered as being “presupposed” by B’s reply to A.  

Now, it is indeed very likely that B is taking for granted that John is not nice. But 
does this contingent fact about B suffice to make his or her assumption a 
presupposition in the sense we have outlined above? Does the appropriateness of B’s 
utterance require the satisfaction of the presupposition that John is not nice by the 



objective context? Is “I'm inviting nice people” in any sense not appropriately 
assertible if this requirement is not met? It does not seem to be so. There is no 
normative requirement to be met in order to make the utterance appropriate, and 
therefore no normative requirement for the representation of the context to contain 
the proposition that John is not nice. In contrast, it is obviously necessary for a hearer 
to take B’s reply to be relevant, if he or she aims at a full understanding of its point, 
and this assumption of relevance is enough to suggest the conversational implicature 
that John is not nice as an integration of the explicitly conveyed information. The 
representation of the context will be updated by adding not only the information 
explicitly conveyed by B’s utterance, but also the content of the conversational 
implicature. 

The content of an implicature, on our view, can happen to be “shared knowledge” 
because of previous experiences and interactions shared by the participants. This does 
not make the implicature useless, as would do the explicit assertion of its content 
within the same text. There is still some inferential work to be done, which will 
establish a relationship between the text and a certain content which happens to be a 
shared piece of knowledge, and remind the participants of it. But this does not suffice 
to turn the implicature into a presupposition. 

7.3. Negative sentences and presupposition cancelation 

The claim that presupposition really is implicature has sometimes been raised with 
particular respect to the presuppositions of negative sentences. It has been claimed 
that the relationship between the utterance of a negative sentence and its alleged 
presupposition is in fact an implicature, while the relationship between the utterance 
of a positive sentence and its presupposition can be reduced to entailment (Chierchia 
and Mc Connell-Ginet [2]). This claim is based on the fact, noted above, that 

 
(6) John used to smoke 
 

seems to be a cancelable presupposition of 
 
(5b) John has not stopped smoking 
 

while in connection with 
 
(5a) John has stopped smoking 
 

it does not seem to be deniable without contradiction. Moreover, from the negation of 
(6): 

 
(14) John never used to smoke 
 

(5b) seems to follow, just as it should be the case if the relationship between (5a) and 
(6) were one of entailment. 



Now,  I do not think it is necessary to resort to implicature in order to explain the 
cancelability of (6) as a presupposition of (5b). Presupposition cancelation can be 
viewed as one aspect of the same process which, by default, leads to presupposition 
accommodation (Heim [8]: p. 401). In our terms: the representation of the context has 
to be internally consistent;  two propositions contradicting each other should not be 
both added to it; if an utterance triggering a certain presupposition is introduced in a 
text at a point at which previous assertions have already added to the representation 
of the context some content contradictory with that presupposition, the obligation to 
include the presupposition in the representation of the context is suspended. So, when  
(5b) is introduced as a consequence of (14), it cannot carry the presupposition that 
John used to smoke and the appearance of entailment reversal is created. Such an 
explanation of presupposition cancelation is quite compatible with the fact that (5b), 
considered in isolation, has an intuitive relationship with (6), while nothing similar 
occurs in standard cases of entailment, and permits to describe this relationship as a 
presupposition triggered (in default conditions) by the verb “to stop”, that is, in the 
same terms in which the relationship between (5a) and (6) can also be described. It 
does not seem justified, therefore (at least, it is not economical), to consider the 
presuppositions of the utterance of a positive sentence and of its corresponding 
negative sentence as instances of two different relationships, one of which an 
implicature. 

8. Concluding remarks 

Concluding then, there are reasons for considering presupposition as a phenomenon 
distinct from implicature. Presuppositions play a specific role in the ways in which 
we project the representation of context from our acquaintance with a text. 
Presuppositions convey that a certain content has to belong to the representation of  
the context, irrespective of whether it does already belong to it or not and of whether 
inferences going beyond the rearrangement of linguistic material contained in the text 
are needed. The ways in which implicatures contribute to the representation of  
context are undoubtedly different: they aim at bringing about updates of the 
representation of the context, either by contributing to the content of assertions, or by 
suggesting supplementary information, and typically require inferences going beyond 
the linguistic material contained in the text. The fact that in some cases what is 
inferred may belong to the participants’ shared knowledge is not enough to make the 
implicature a presupposition. Moreover, resort to implicatures in order to explain the 
cancelable presuppositions carried by the utterance of a negative sentence, appears to 
be an unnecessary complication. 

Research on text understanding has the task to specify the strategies which enable 
the receiver to recover implicitly conveyed information and which may be used to 
justify such a recovery, distinguishing it from the working out of mere psychological 
associations not warranted by the text. These strategies are clearly connected with the 
ways in which implicit information is conveyed, namely, the ways in which it 
contributes to the representation of context. If, as I have tried to show, presupposition 
and implicature contribute to the update of the representation of context in different 



ways, for the aims of research on text understanding it will be useful to distinguish 
them from each other. Therefore, the development a conceptual framework in which 
presupposition and implicature coexist, receiving separate, complementary 
definitions, turns out to be highly desirable. 
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