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(5) themselvesy,x  +[PLy] ∧+[y = x] ∧+[δy(y © x)]

(6) each othery,x  +[y = x] ∧+[δy(y � x)]

According to (5), the plural reflexive presupposes (+) plurality, like non-reflexive
plural pronouns, as well as global identity and distributive overlap. The reciprocal
(6) has two presuppositions: global identity, like reflexives, and distributive non-
overlap (the plurality requirement follows). The shared presupposition of global
identity requires that two arguments of the verb (here, the subject x and the object y)
denote the same set.4 The distributive conditions impose further constraints on the
dependencies between x and y that were introduced by the verb.5

The relations introduced by the verb may be elaborated on not only sentence-
internally but also by subsequent discourse. For example, in discourse (7) the inter-
pretation of sentences (7ii) and (7iii) depends on the relations introduced in (7i) by
the verb and elaborated on by the reciprocal object. That is, each girl borrowed an
outfit from the girl she dressed up as and returned that outfit to that girl.

(7) i. Some girls dressed up like each other (for Halloween).
ii. They borrowed outfits from each other.

iii. (The next day,) they returned them.

Crucially, both the plurality of girls and the relations between them are passed on
from (7i) to the subsequent discourse. If only the values were passed on, then the
relations between the individual girls could be different in subsequent sentences.

These observations can be captured by the following analysis of discourse (7)
(where D = dress.up.like, B = borrow.from, and R = return):

(8) i. εx ∧ δx(Gx) ∧ PLx ∧ δx(εy ∧ Dxy) ∧+[y = x] ∧+[δy(y � x)]
ii. +[PLx] ∧ δx(εz ∧ Bxzy) ∧δz(Oz) ∧PLz ∧ +[y = x]∧+[δy(y�x)]

iii. +[PLx] ∧ δx(Rxzy) ∧ +[PLz]

4. Reflexive/Reciprocal Underspecification

In contrast to English, many languages express reflexivity and reciprocity with a
single proform. One such language is Cheyenne, which expresses both with the
verbal affix -ahte. For example, Cheyenne (9) can be translated into English with a
reflexive object, as in (10), or or a reciprocal object, as in (11).
4Translations of the English reflexive and reciprocal without global identity, i.e. themselvesy;x  
+[ PLy] ∧ +[ �y (y © x)] and each othery;x  +[ �y (y � x)] , would incorrectly allow for different
members in the argument (x and y) sets.
5For the reflexive, a translation with distributive identity as opposed to distributive overlap, i.e. themselves
y;x  +[ PLy] ∧ +[ y = x] ∧ +[ �y (y = x)] , would incorrectly preclude a collective interpretation
of the verb (e.g., the students praised themselves). For the reciprocal, a translation with distributive non-
identity as opposed to distributive non-overlap, i.e. each othery;x  +[ y = x] ∧ +[ �y (y 6= x)] , would
incorrectly allow a (subject-)collective interpretation of the verb.
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(9) ka’éskone-ho
child-PL.AN

é-axeen-ahtse-o’o
3-scratch.AN-ahte-3PL.AN

(10) The children scratched themselves

(11) The children scratched each other

In addition to allowing both a reflexive and a reciprocal construal, Cheyenne (9)
allows a mixed construal, which is partially reflexive and partially reciprocal. On a
mixed construal, (9) can refer to a group of children, some of whom scratched each
other while others scratched themselves.

I propose that such proforms have only the global identity presupposition of the
English anaphors. Thus, Cheyenne -ahte has the following translation:

(12) -ahte  +[y = x]

The translation (12) correctly allows the antecedent to be a singleton. For plural sets,
the relations between the members are not specified, allowing for various construals.
In particular, (13i) (= (9)) admits a mixed construal, compatible with (13ii).

(13) i. ka’éskone-ho
child-PL.AN

é-axeen-ahtse-o’o
3-scratch.AN-ahte-3PL.AN

= (9)

ii. hetané-ka′éskone-ho
man-child-PL.AN

é-axeen-ahtse-o′o
3-scratch.AN-ahte-3PL.AN

naa
CNJ

he′é-ka′̇eškóne-ho
woman-child-PL.AN

noná-mé′tó′e
noná-NON.ID

é-axeen-ahtse-o′o
3-scratch.AN-ahte-3PL.AN

The conjunction (13ii) is a mixed elaboration of (13i), specifying a reflexive relation
for the subgroup of the boy and a reciprocal relation for the subgroup of the girls. It
is difficult to translate the Cheyenne discourse (13) into English. The least awkward
translation is (14), where Cheyenne (13i) is rendered as (14i), without any object:

(14) i. The children were scratching.
ii. The boy scratched himself and the girls scratched each other.

(15) i. The children scratched {themselves, each other}
# ii. The boy scratched himself and the girls scratched each other.

If there is a reflexive or reciprocal object, as in (15i), then mixed elaboration is
infelicitous (#).6 However, discourses parallel to Cheyenne (13) are acceptable in
other languages which express reflexivity and reciprocity with a single proform.
This holds regardless of the morphological category of the proform: it can be an
affix, like Cheyenne -ahte, a clitic, such as Polish się (Bittner, p.c.), Romanian se
(Brasoveanu, p.c.), and French se (Déprez, p.c.), or an independent word, like Ger-
man sich (Tonhauser, p.c.). The present proposal is a step toward understanding this
cross-linguistic pattern.
6A discourse like (15) may be acceptable with ‘themselves’ on a collective interpretation. The proposed
analysis of reflexives is compatible with collective translation of the verb: see Sections 2 and 3.
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5. Conclusion

The DPlL distinction between global and dependent values allows a semantic parallel
to be drawn between reflexive and reciprocal anaphors. Such anaphors are sentence-
internal elaborations of the relations introduced by the transitive verb. These rela-
tions, which can be collective, cumulative, or distributive, can also be elaborated
on in subsequent discourse. This analysis generalizes to languages that express re-
flexivity and reciprocity with a single proform. Such proforms are not ambiguous,
but underspecified. They presuppose only global identity with the antecedent set,
allowing singular antecedents as well as mixed construals.
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Abstract There are two main approaches to the semantics of mass nouns 
(cf. Bunt 1985, Pelletier & Schubert 1989). One uses sets as their semantic values, 
the other uses mereological sums. Both face difficult problems, notably with sentences 
like The gold on the table weighs seven ounces (Bunt 1985) and The clay that made up 
those three bowls is identical with the clay that now makes up these two statues 
(cf. Cartwright 1965). We propose a new theory able to solve these problems, in a 
framework different from predicate logic, called plural logic. Our semantics is faithful 
to the intuition that, if there are eight pieces of silverware on a table, the speaker refers 
to eight things at once when he says: The silverware that is on the table 
comes from Italy. 

1. Introduction 

Former approaches to the semantics of mass nouns either use sets or mereological sums 
as their semantic values. They face serious difficulties (cf. Bunt 1985, Pelletier & 
Schubert 1989). To address those, we propose a new theory, in a framework different 
from predicate logic, called plural logic. 

2. Former approaches 

2.1. The set approach to mass nouns 

The set approach to mass nouns (e.g. Strawson 1959, Laycock 1972) treats them 
as predicates. (1) This is wine is true if and only if I(this) ∈ I(wine), where I is the 
interpretation function, I(this) is what is demonstrated, and I(wine) is the set of 
everything that can be said to be wine. 

The question is then how to treat mass nouns in definite descriptions, as in 
(2) The gold on the table weighs fifty grams (Bunt 1985). If the description denotes 
the set having for element anything that is gold on the table, then how can we evaluate 
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the truth of the sentence? It would not do to give the sum of all weights. So we must 
impose restrictions on the elements of the set I(the gold on the table). 

Now comes a second difficulty concerning identity over time. Consider: 
(3) The clay that made up those three bowls is identical with the clay that now makes 
up these two statues. Which set could make I(the clay that made up those three bowls) 
= I(the clay that now makes up these two statues) true? 

What about the set of all minimal parts of gold, i.e. the set of all the instances of 
gold that have no other instance of gold as part? However, with mass nouns 
like garbage, it is not clear what the minimal parts would be (cf. Pelletier & Schubert). 
Moreover, mass nouns like time and space do not seem to have minimal parts. 
So the semantics of mass nouns should not require them to have some. 

2.2. The mereological approach to mass nouns 

The mereological (or lattice-theoretic) approach to mass nouns (e.g. Link 1983, 
Gillon 1992) focuses first on mass nouns in definite descriptions. When M is a mass 
noun, it takes the define noun phrase the M that Qs to refer to the mereological sum of 
everything that is some M that Qs. It is such a sum that is weighted in sentence (2), and 
whose identity over time is asserted in (3). 

But (1) must still be dealt with. The proposal is this. (1) is true if and only if 
I(this) ≤ I(wine), where ≤ is the relation of parthood, I(this) is what is demonstrated, and 
I(wine) is the mereological sum of everything that is wine. 

This yields a new problem with minimal parts. An atom of hydrogen is not water, 
though it is part of a molecule of H2O . More strikingly, a leg of a chair is not furniture, 
though it is part of a chair, and a chair is some furniture (Bunt 1985). 

Moreover, sentences containing mass nouns (just like sentences containing 
plurals) are liable to so-called collective, distributive, and intermediate construals 
(cf. Gillon). Thus, (4) This silverware costs a hundred euros may be true if the 
silverware costs, all together, a hundred euros (collective construal). It may be true if 
each piece of silverware costs a hundred euros (distributive construal). It may also be 
true if the silverware demonstrated consists in two sets of silverware, each set costing a 
hundred euros (intermediate construal). To capture these construals, a notion of 
covering akin to that proposed by Gillon is needed, and to express this notion, 
the apparatus of sets, or something as expressive, is required: mereological sums are not 
enough. Gillon’s approach is thus mixed, being based on mereological sums, but using 
sets for coverings. (NB: Gillon uses the term aggregation instead of covering.) 

The mereological approach (be it Link’s or Gillon’s) faces two additional, 
independent problems. Consider a sentence that could be taken from Animal farm, 
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George Orwell’s novel: (5) The livestock met on the hill. The approach takes it to 
be true if and only if the mereological sum of the livestock met on the hill. But the 
right-hand side of this bi-conditional is in fact very odd: the English predicate meet 
does not seem to apply to mereological sums. 

Finally, in a given circumstance, it may be that the mereological sum of the M is 
identical with the sum of the N (where M and N are two mass nouns), yet the sentences 
The M Qs and The N Qs have, intuitively, opposite truth-values. Thus, suppose that 
some wood of a given kind (e.g. some elm) is used to make furniture of different styles. 
Then intuitively, the sentence (6) The furniture is heterogeneous would be true, while 
(7) The wood is heterogeneous would be false. But furniture and wood have the 
same sum, so the theory predicts that (6) and (7) should have the same truth-value. 

3. A new approach based on plural logic 

We propose a new approach to solve these difficulties. Its starting point is the intuition 
that, if there are three solid bits of gold on the table, then the subject noun phrase of 
sentence (2) refers to three things at once. It is these three things that are jointly 
weighted. This makes mass nouns very similar to plurals, though not identical 
with them. (NB: Mass nouns are invariable in grammatical number. Therefore, it is 
coherent to suppose that number has no semantic value with these nouns.1) 

Now, Oliver & Smiley (2001) and Rayo (2002) have shown that, if we 
acknowledge that it is possible to quantify over absolutely everything there is, the 
semantics of plurals should not be characterized using predicate logic and sets. Indeed, 
some intelligible sentences containing plurals would be represented in a contradictory 
way. On the other hand, if one employed mereological sums and predicate logic, the 
semantics of plurals would turn out to be too weak. To avoid this, they propose to use 
plural logic. Plural logic contains plural terms (like ‘as’) that can refer to several things 
at once (to a “plurality of things”). A sentence where the predicate applies to a plural 
term is true when the objects that interpret the term satisfy together (collectively) 
the predicate. Plural logic also contains “superplural” terms (like ‘css’), which can 

                                                           
1 A difference between English and French confirms this. In English, mass nouns tolerate only determiners 
that can also be used with plurals: some, all, any, the. Not so in French, where the determiner must be 
singular: de l’or / *des or (some gold), tout or / *tous or (all / any gold), l’or / *les or (the gold). 
Moreover, mass expressions and plurals often seem to be co-referential: The silverware is in the drawer / 
The pieces of silverware are in the drawer. Strikingly, French possesses both a mass noun (mobilier) and 
a count noun (meuble) that refer to pieces of furniture. 
Like their invariability with respect to number, all these data suggest that grammatical number has no 
semantic implications for mass nouns. 
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refer to “several pluralities” at once.2

We use plural logic to have a common framework for mass nouns and plurals, in 
which a mass expression may refer to several things at once. The denotation of a mass 
noun M is identified by a plural term, ‘ds’: some thing is M just in case it is one 
of the ds. Then sentence (1) is true just in case the things referred to by this are 
among the ds. 

To deal with examples like (6) and (7), we first remark that if the furniture is cut 
into pieces, it is destroyed, but the wood remains. So a semantics of mass nouns should 
not identify furniture and wood. Typically, the parthood relation is taken to be 
extensional, which forces the identification of the two (Parsons 1970). To avoid this, we 
make the parthood relation a partial ordering, but require it to satisfy the axiom 
of strong complementation (cf. Simons 1987) only relative to any given mass noun M: 
∀u ∀v ((Mu ∧ Mv ∧ ¬ (u ≤ v)) → ∃x (Mx ∧ x ≤ u ∧ ¬∃y (y ≤ x ∧ y ≤ v))) 
In this way, our theory can coherently deny that the furniture is identical to the wood 
that makes it up. 

The remaining problems concern definite descriptions. They are dealt with by 
requiring mass nouns to satisfy additional axioms (which are stated precisely 
in the Appendix). A definite mass noun phrase like the gold on the table refers to 
several things, the as. The axioms say that each of them is M (e.g., each is gold), self-
connected (of a single piece, cf. Casati & Varzi 1999), and maximal for the relation of 
parthood. Each is, for instance, one of the solid bits of gold that are on the table. 

The interpretation of (2) is then relative to the choice of a covering of the as. 
A covering of the as is given by a “plurality of pluralities”, the css. The sentence says, 
of each “plurality” of this covering, that the things that make up this “plurality” weigh 
seven ounces together. Among the various construals of the sentence, the collective one 
is of course the most salient (the other construals requiring much more context to 
become available). It is obtained when the covering contains only one “plurality”, 
the as themselves. The sentence says that the as (the solid bits of gold) weigh seven 
ounces together. 

This applies straightforwardly to (4), which indeed motivated the need 
for coverings, and to (5). It also yields a satisfactory semantics for (3). The sentence is 
made true by a suitable choice of covering, the css, each of which is some clay that has 
retained its identity over time. (This does not require the existence of minimal parts.) 
At a previous time, the css together made up three bowls. They have been rearranged, 

                                                           
2 This is only loosely speaking. In plural logic, no object is a “plurality” or a “plurality of pluralities”. 
But plural logic contains stronger forms of reference than singular reference: plural reference (to several 
things at once), and superplural reference (on the latter see Rayo 2006 and Linnebo & Nicolas 2008). 
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shuffled, so as to now make up two statues. 
Moreover, the framework also applies to quantified statements, like 

(8) All phosphorus is either red or black. Roeper (1983) thought that this kind of 
example was problematic for set-theoretic approaches of mass nouns. In the present 
account, the sentence is made true by a covering that is a bi-partition of all 
the phosphorus, such that the bits of phosphorus in one “plurality” of this covering 
are red, while the other bits of phosphorus are black.  

4. Conclusion 

Set-theoretic and mereological approaches to the semantics of mass nouns face difficult 
problems, notably with sentences (1) to (8). Using plural logic, we have proposed an 
account able to solve these difficulties. The key was to define a notion of covering 
applicable to things that do not have a mereological sum. This allowed us to devise a 
semantics where mass nouns may refer to several things at once, while dealing 
satisfactorily with these difficulties. (For considerably more details from a partly 
different perspective, and for acknowledgements, see Nicolas, manuscript.) This 
semantics is faithful to the intuition that, if there are eight pieces of silverware on 
a table, the speaker refers to eight things at once when he says (9) The silverware that is 
on the table comes from Italy, and that in this particular case, he might as well have said 
(10) The pieces of silverware that are on the table come from Italy. 

5. Appendix: main technical notions employed in our semantics for mass nouns 

Maximal elements: 
ys = max[zs / Qzs] ≡ def ∀zs ∀u ((Qzs ∧ u ∠ zs) → ∃v (v ∠ ys ∧ u ≤ v)) 
   ∧ ∀v (v ∠ ys → ∃zs (v ∠ zs ∧ Qzs)) ∧ ¬(∃u ∃v (u ∠ ys ∧ v ∠ ys ∧ u ≠ v ∧ Ouv)) 
Among the zs that Q, the ys are the maximal elements for the relation of parthood. 

Axioms: 
∀zs (Mzs → ∀x ((x ∠ zs) → Mx))  If some things are M, each of them is M. 
∀x (Mx → self-connected(x))   If something is M, it is self-connected. 
∃zs (Mzs ∧ Qzs) → ∃ys (ys = max[zs / Mzs ∧ Qzs]) 
Guarantees that the gold on the table refers to the three solid bits of gold on the table. 

Covering: the css are a covering of the as just in case: 
i)  Any of the css is M: ∀x (x ∠° css → Mx) 
ii) For anything x, x overlaps one of the css iff x overlaps one of the as: 
∀x (∃v (v ∠° css ∧ Oxv) ↔ ∃w (w ∠ as ∧ Oxw))  
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Truth-conditions of a sentence of the form ‘The M that Qs Ps’: 
Let the as be the denotation of the M that Qs. They satisfy: as = max[zs / Mzs ∧ Qzs]. 
The interpretation of the sentence depends on the choice of a covering of the as. 
Let the css be the chosen covering. The sentence is true if and only if the predicate P 
applies to “each plurality” in the covering:  ∀ys (ys ∠’ css → Pys) 

Truth-conditions of ‘All M Ps’: 
Let the ds be the denotation of the mass noun M. The interpretation of the sentence is 
relative to the choice of a covering of the ds containing at least two “pluralities”. 
Let the css be the chosen covering. The sentence is true if and only if the predicate P 
applies to “each plurality” in the covering:  ∀ys (ys ∠’ css → Pys) 
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There are two influential assumptions about Hungarian focus interpretation: i) in Hun-
garian two types of focus (information and identificational focus) are distinguished and 
ii) the pre-verbal focus in Hungarian has a strictly exhaustive reading encoded in a cov-
ert operator. In this paper I will sketch an alternative analysis of the Hungarian data 
showing that neither of the two assumptions needs to be maintained. I will argue that 
the particularities of “Hungarian focus” can be best accounted for by assuming presup-
positional effects related to word order at the level of the verbal predicate.  

1. Introduction 

In Hungarian focussed expressions may occur in immediate pre-verbal position as 
shown in (1) or in a post-verbal position as shown in (2).  
(1)  Péter  [Marit]F  csókolta  meg. 
 Peter  Mary.ACC kissed  VM. 
 ‘Peter kissed MARY’ 
(2) Péter  meg- csókolta [Marit]F. 

Peter VM kissed Mary.ACC 
 ‘Peter kissed MARY.’ 
Syntactically the essential difference between pre- and post-verbal focus is that verbal 
prefixes acting as verbal modifiers (glossed: VM) must appear in post-verbal position if 
the focus is pre-verbal. Semantically the essential difference is that pre-verbal focus is 
assumed to be strictly exhaustive while post-verbal focus need not have an exhaustive 
interpretation. In view of examples like (3), it has been argued that the exhaustive inter-
pretation of pre-verbal focus must be semantically encoded in form of a covert operator 
as shown in (4) which can interact with negation  (cf. Szabolcsi 1981). 

                                                           
1 This research has been funded by the DFG (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft) as part of the SFB 732 “Incre-
mental specification in context”/project C2. I would like to thank Klaus von Heusinger for his support and helpful 
comments both on this and previous versions of this paper and Ágnes Bende-Farkas, Hans Kamp, Katalin É. Kiss, 
Udo Klein and Daniel Wedgwood for helpful discussions. Any shortcomings are my own responsibility.  
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(3) Nem  [Péter]F aludt a    padlón,  hanem [Péter  és  Pál]F (aludt a    padlón).  
 Not   Peter      slept the floor-on  but        Peter and Paul  slept  the  floor-on 
              ‘It isn’t Peter who slept on the floor; it’s Peter and Paul who slept on the floor.’ 
(4)  λP λx (P(x) ∧ ∀y P(y) → y = x) 
While Kenesei (1998), É.Kiss (1998, 2002) and others defend this solution (with minor 
modifications) and Wedgwood (2005) argues against it, Horvath (2005) claims that 
such an operator is needed independently of focus. In this paper I will argue that in or-
der to account for the clearly distinct semantic and pragmatic effects related to the pre- 
or post-verbal focus in Hungarian neither the assumption that identificational focus (i.e. 
the pre-verbal focus) is associated with a covert operator nor the assumption that the 
Hungarian focus position bears an exhaustivity operator are necessary. My claim is that 
the particularity of Hungarian is that in case of a VM-V word order the event intro-
duced by the verb must be asserted and cannot be interpreted anaphorically. Given this 
assumption, the specific focus effects discussed in the literature can be derived by stan-
dard Alternative Semantics and pragmatic reasoning.  

2. Verbal modifiers, incorporation and event anaphora in Hungarian 

VM are immediately pre-verbal in Hungarian, except in wh-questions, after negation or 
in the presence of pre-verbal focus. But there is reason to believe that if the event must 
be interpreted anaphorically VM-V word order is excluded as shown in the contrast 
between (5), in which the question must be interpreted as referring to the event intro-
duced before, and (6) in which the question cannot refer to the same event: 
(5)  Péter meg- sebesült. A  tegnap        sebesült meg  Péter?  e1 = e2 
 Peter VM   hurt      the yesterday  hurt        VM  Peter 
 ‘Peter  got hurt. Did Peter get hurt yesterday?’ 
(6) Péter meg- sebesült. A     tegnap      meg-  sebesült Péter?  e1 ≠ e2 
 Peter VM   hurt      the   yesterday VM    hurt        Peter 
 ‘Peter got hurt. Did Peter get hurt yesterday (too)?’  
Based on these observations I conclude that if the word order is V-VM the verb intro-
duces its event referent as part of the presupposition and if the word order is VM-V the 
verb introduces an event that may not be part of the presupposition. This can be mod-
elled by assuming that the verb moves to some PresP if its event is presupposed. But of 
course, if there is no VM in the sentence, there is no overt difference in the structure. 

Note that the reason for verb-movement is the fact that it refers to a presup-
posed event and not the presence of focus. Crucially, however, if the focus marks an 
answer to a question, then the verb is interpreted anaphorically as referring to the event 
in question and in this case movement is necessary. This does not apply for other foci.  
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This analysis assumes verb movement and contrasts with the mainstream view 
that VM are generated post-verbally and prevented by focus to move to a pre-verbal 
position. The major advantage of this analysis has nothing to do with focus but with 
incorporation. Incorporated bare nouns syntactically behave like VM. Farkas & de 
Swart (2003) argue that incorporation of bare singulars in Hungarian happens in the 
pre-verbal position, since here a special compositional rule (unification) applies. If we 
assume VM-movement that would be blocked by pre-verbal focus, incorporation would 
be ruled out in the presence of pre-verbal focus. But incorporated bare singulars are 
possible in a post-verbal position even with pre-verbal focus. Under the V-movement 
analysis proposed here, however, bare nouns or VM stay at the same position regardless 
of focus and incorporation is hence predicted to be possible independently of focus.  

3. Focus interpretation 

I assume Alternative Semantics as the focus interpretation mechanism. As shown by 
Rooth (1992) focus generates a set of alternatives and introduces a presupposition on a 
set-variable ~C at the level at which focus gets interpreted. This presupposed variable 
must be satisfied by the context. One typical case is the question-answer paradigm:  
(7)  Q: Who did John marry?     = ϕ1 

A:  John married [Mary]F.    = ϕ2 

||ϕ1||
O = {John married Mary, John married Anne, John married Jeanette …} 

||ϕ2||
O= John married Mary 

||ϕ2||
A= {John married x|x∈De} 

~ C: C⊆||ϕ2||
A, ||ϕ2||

O
∈ C, ∃p[p≠||ϕ2||

O
∧p∈C] - the presupposed variable. 

||ϕ1||
O satisfies the conditions on C, it is an available discourse antecedent. 

The focus-presupposition may arise at different syntactic positions: 
  

 M=Mary 
 A=Anna 
 J=John 

 
    {M, A}     {λx married(x,M), λx married(x,A)} {married (J,M), married(J,A)} 

4. Pre-verbal and post-verbal focus in Hungarian 

As often claimed in the literature, pre-verbal (identificational) focus is exhaustive 
while post-verbal (information) focus needn’t be exhaustive in Hungarian. While I 
accept this descriptive observation I will argue that this does not justify the distinc-
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tion between two types of foci. My claim is that only the level at which focus is in-
terpreted differs. The crucial observation is that post-verbal focus cannot be inter-
preted as an answer to a question but rather needs some lower level contrast:  
(8)  ?Kit   csókolt   meg  Péter? Péter  meg-   csókolta   [Marit]F. 
  Who kissed    VM   Peter    Peter VM     kissed Mary.ACC 

 ‘Who did Peter kiss? Peter kissed MARRY.’ 
According to the assumed focus interpretation mechanism this means that post-verbal 
focus in Hungarian is interpreted at a lower level because if focus were interpreted at 
the sentence level it would presuppose a set of propositions, and thus would be a 
good answer to a question. On the one hand, this is not surprising, since the sentence 
contains an asserted verbal predicate and hence the event of the sentence must differ 
from the event under question. However this is not the proper explanation of the ob-
servation, since otherwise post-verbal focus should be possible with V-VM word or-
der, which is not the case. Therefore I assume that in Hungarian focus-presupposition 
may not be projected over any verbal predicate. The observation that an asserted ver-
bal predicate is incompatible with an answer to a wh-question, on the other hand, 
rules out pre-verbal focus with VM-V word order.  
 The clear difference between information (post-verbal) focus and identificational 
(pre-verbal) focus can be hence easily explained without assuming different kinds of 
mechanisms for focus interpretation. In (9) we present the case of post-verbal focus. 
(9)  Péter  meg- csókolta  [Marit]F. 
  Peter VM kissed  Mary.ACC 

    ‘Peter kissed Mary’ 
If the focus is post-verbal the verb is asserted. Because the pre-
supposition cannot project over the asserted verb, focus gener-
ates a presupposition at the level of the DP and the alternatives 
are {Anna, Mary, Jane, Diana etc.} In this case, the presuppo-
sition cannot be satisfied by a question (or a VP operator) and 
hence a contrastive element must be introduced at the DP level 
as shown in (10), which is a very natural continuation of (9). 

(10) Péter  meg- csókolta  [Marit]F,   és   János  meg- csókolta [Annát]F. 
  Peter VM kissed  Mary.ACC  and John VM kissed     Anna.ACC 
      ‘Peter kissed MARY and John kissed ANNA. 
In the case of pre-verbal focus the situation is completely different as shown in (11): 
(11) Péter  [Marit]F   csókolta  meg. 
  Peter Mary.ACC kissed  VM 

    ‘Peter kissed Mary’ 
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Here the focus is interpreted at the sentence level and hence 
the alternatives are: {Peter kissed Mary, Peter kissed Jane, Pe-
ter kissed Anna etc.}. Such a presupposition can be satisfied 
by a wh-question. According to the focus interpretation rules 
presented above, the verb is not asserted, and hence the event 
of the verb is presupposed, and is naturally bound by the event 
under question. Whether this implies an existential presupposi-
tion on the participant under question needn’t even be decided 
in order to derive exhaustivity: 

The exhaustive reading arises because the pre-verbally focused expression gives an 
answer to a question and maximal level of informativity is pragmatically assumed. In 
line with Beaver & Clark (to appear) I assume that a question can be modeled as a set 
of possible answers, which may contain both partial answers and answers containing 
groups of individuals e.g.: {Peter kissed Mary, Peter kissed Joan, Peter kissed Mary and 
Joan, etc.}. Now, the only thing we need to assume is that the speaker wants to give a 
maximally informative answer and, since “Peter kissed Joan and Mary” is more infor-
mative than “Peter kissed Joan”, an exhaustivity implicature arises. Here, exhaustivity 
isn’t a semantic issue since uniqueness is not presupposed. But if the exhaustivity is not 
based on an operator, we still need to explain the strange semantic phenomenon in (3). 

5.  The problematic example  

First, the phenomenon presented in (3) is not general, as e.g. (12), is weird for most 
speakers, except for some reading in which Peter and Paul got a grade for a joint work: 
(12) ??Nem  PÉTER kapott tízest,  hanem  Péter  és     PÀL (kapott tizest). 

   Not   Peter    got       ten.ACC but Peter  and   Paul   got     ten.ACC 
  ‘It isn’t Peter who got a ten (grade), it’s Peter and Paul who got a ten (grade)’ 

This shows that this kind of negation will only work in cases in which the conjunction 
delivered in the second clause can be conceived as referring to participants of the same 
event. Hence (3) can only have the reading according to which Peter and Paul slept both 
on the floor at the same time. But then the verb in (3) is anaphoric to a previously men-
tioned event. But if Peter and Paul are the participants of a particular event, the state-
ment that Peter is the participant of the event is false. And indeed, we find this kind of 
examples in German too, as shown in (13), where a distributive reading is excluded: 
(13) Nicht [Peter]F hat das Klavier hochgetragen sondern Peter, Paul und Jonas. 

Not    Peter     has the  piano   up-carried       but        Peter  Paul and Jonas 
‘It isn’t Peter who carried the piano up the stairs but Peter, Paul and Jonas.’  
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The main argument for a covert operator, thus, breaks apart. The operator prevents the 
proposition that Peter slept on the floor from being negated, but this is not desirable.  

Conclusion 

In this paper I have sketched an argument for a standard analysis of focus phenomena 
in Hungarian and I have shown that the distinction between information and identifica-
tional focus in Hungarian is not intrinsic to focus but to word-order effects on verbal 
presuppositions. In addition it has been shown that the assumption of an exhaustivity 
operator at some functional projection in Hungarian is not necessary. This approach 
includes a verb-movement syntactic analysis and thus opens the way to a unified treat-
ment of the semantics of VM and incorporated bare nouns, which is subject to further 
research. However the theoretic expectation is that a detailed analysis of incorporation 
and verbal modification in Hungarian will come up with a clear explanation why ex-
actly the event expressed in a VM-V word order is asserted and in a V-VM word order 
the event must be presupposed. 

Bibliography 

Beaver, D. & Clark, B. to appear. Sense and Sensitivity: How focus determines mean-
ing. To appear at Blackwell. Oxford. 

Farkas, D. & de Swart, H. 2003. The semantics of incorporation: from argument struc-
ture to discourse transparency. Stanford, CA: CSLI Publications. 

Horváth, J 2005. Is „focus movement” driven by stress? In: Christopher Piñón & Péter  
Siptár (eds.) Approaches to Hungarian 9. Budapest, Akadémiai Kiadó. 

Kenesei, I. 1998. Adjuncts and arguments in VP-focus in Hungarian," in Acta Linguis-
tica Hungarica 45. 61-88. 

É. Kiss, K. 1998.Identificational focus versus information focus. Language 74.245-273. 
É. Kiss, K. 2002. The Syntax of Hungarian. Cambridge. Cambridge University Press. 
Rooth, M. 1992. A Theory of Focus Interpretation. in: NLS1.75- 116. 
Szabolcsi, A. 1981. Compositionality in focus. Folia Linguistica Societatis Linguisticae 

Europaeae (15). 141–162. 
Wedgwood, D 2005. Shifting the Focus. From static structures to the dynamics of in-

terpretation. Amsterdam, Elsevier. 

174



ON THE LOGIC OF COMMUNICATIVE ACTS 

CHRISTIAN PLUNZE 

Cognitive Linguistics 
University of Frankfurt 

Plunze@lingua.uni-frankfurt.de 

In this paper I answer the question how it could be that someone already communicates 
if his or her communicative intention is recognized by an addressee — without relying 
on the somewhat mysterious assumption that the recognition of a communicative 
intention implies somehow the fulfillment of this intention. 

1. Communicative Intentions  

Someone who utters a sentence usually communicates something (in particular, if he or 
she performs an illocutionary act like an assertion, a warning or a promise), but not 
every utterance act is communicative, and, of course, it is possible to communicate 
something without using language. Hence, the act type to-communicate-something-to-
someone cannot be defined by reference to a particular type of doing like the utterance 
of a sentence. If one restricts oneself, as I will do, to intentional communicative acts, it 
is more promising to rely on the notion of a communicative intention. After all, it holds 
that S, by doing something, communicates intentionally to an addressee H that A only 
if S, by her doing, intends to bring it about that it is communicated to H that A 

Given this connection between communicative acts and communicative intentions 
the former notion can be defined with reference to the notion of a communicative 
intention if one explicates the goal of this intention (i.e., the fact that S intends to bring 
about, namely that it is communicated to H that A) without reference to the notion of 
communication. If one, as I do, thinks that a communicative intention is an intention to 
bring it about that the addressee believes something, it holds: 

(N) By doing α, S communicates (intentionally) to H that A only if S intends to 
bring it about that H believes that A 

Now, a striking feature of communicative acts is that H’s recognition of S’s 
communicative intention implies that S communicated to H something, i.e., it holds:  

(C) If H recognizes that S, by doing α, intends to bring it about that it is 
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communicated to H that A, then S, by doing α, communicates to H that A 

Consider, for example, the following case: S, waiting at the airport in Lisbon for the 
departure of her flight to Paris, wants to inform her husband H about the time of her 
arrival. In order to do so, she sends him the following text message on his handy: I will 
arrive at midnight. Now, suppose that S’s husband has been told that (due to bad 
weather) the airport in Paris will be closed soon. Hence, he does not acquire the belief 
that S will arrive at midnight. Nevertheless, it seems hard to deny that S communicated 
to H that she will arrive at midnight. It would be absurd to say something like ‘S didn’t 
communicate to H that she will arrive at midnight because he didn’t believe her’. The 
opposite is correct: Although he didn’t believe her, she has communicated to him the 
(alleged) time of her arrival.  

Assumption (C) does not claim that the recognition of a communicative intention 
implies that S communicates successfully. However, many authors (Searle 1969, Bach 
and Harnish 1979, Sperber and Wilson 1986, Recanati 1987) endorse exactly this. 
According to these authors it holds: 

(C*) If H recognizes that S, by doing α, intends to bring it about that it is 
communicated to H that A, then S, by doing α, communicates successfully to 
H that A 

Assumption (C*) is puzzling. It seems natural to explain the distinction between 
successful and unsuccessful communicative acts by reference to the distinction between 
a fulfilled and an unfulfilled communicative intention. Roughly, S communicates 
successfully to H that A if and only if the following two conditions are fulfilled: 

(i) By doing α, S intends to bring it about that it is communicated to H that A 
(ii) S’s doing α brings it about (in the manner expected by S) that it is 

communicated to H that A 

Accordingly, S communicates unsuccessfully if and only if (i) is fulfilled, but (ii) is not.  
Given this explication of the distinction between successful and unsuccessful 

communication, the assumption (C*) is tantamount to the assumption that the 
recognition of a communicative intention implies the fulfillment of this intention. But 
how should it possible that a communicative intention is fulfilled if it is recognized by 
the addressee?  

If (C*) is true, a communicative intention cannot be a perlocutionary one. In 
particular, if (C*) is true, (N) must be false because it is clearly possible both that H 
recognizes that S intends to make him believe that A and that H does not acquire the 
belief that A (because, for instance, H thinks that S is a liar). Hence, advocates of (C*) 
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usually claim that a communicative intention is an ‘illocutionary intention’ with an 
‘illocutionary goal’ that is of such an extraordinary kind that (C*) comes out as true.1

On my view it is unclear whether (C*) is really fulfilled within illocutionary 
frameworks that have been put forward so far. Moreover, since I think that (N) is more 
plausible than (C*) (after all, in the example given above something has gone wrong 
because H does not believe that she will arrive at midnight), hence, I think that (C*) is 
false. However, the weaker assumption (C) seems true. Let me therefore sketch an 
perlocutionary account of communicative acts that can explain why (C) is true. 

2. Communicative Acts: Presence, Success, and Failure 

Everybody agrees that S communicates successfully only if her communicative 
intention is fulfilled. However, usually it is also assumed that S does not communicate 
at all if her communication intention is not fulfilled. If this assumption is true, it is 
impossible to reconcile (N) with (C) since (C) is true even if the intention to bring it 
about that someone believes something is not fulfilled. 

However, the assumption that the non-fulfillment of a communicative intention 
implies that S does not communicate by no means follows from the explication of the 
distinction between successful and unsuccessful communicative acts (obviously, this 
explication implies only that S does not communicate successfully if her 
communicative intention is not fulfilled). Moreover, I think this assumption is false. In 
the following I will argue, first, that the mere presence of a certain intention (or 
intentions) can be a conceptual sufficient condition for the presence of an act of a 
certain type, and, second, that this holds for the act type to communicate-something-to-
someone. 

The class of act types can be divided into, as I will say, result-defined act types 
and (pure) goal-defined act types.2 Here are some examples: 

RESULT-DEFINED ACT TYPES:   S opened a window; S deceived H; S boiled water ; 
       S killed H; ...  

GOAL-DEFINED ACT TYPES:      S asked H whether A is the case; S lied to H,  
  S searched for her sunglasses; ... 

A common feature of all mentioned act types is that someone performs such an act by 

                                                           
1 For example, it has been claimed that (C*) is true for an intention to bring it about that H has a reason to 
believe that A (cf. Bach and Harnish 1979, Recanati 1987) . 
2 The following distinction was made (somewhat differently) also by Ryle 1949 and Kenny 1963.  
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