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0. Introduction

Interpretationclearlydependson context. Typically, context restrictstherangeof interpretation:thanksto
context, ambiguityis resolved,referenceis determined,andvaguenessis constrained.This squibsuggests
thatundercertainveryspecificconditions,context canenlargeratherthanrestricttheextensionof apredicate.
Thephenomenonin questionis illustratedby thesemanticcontrastin (1):

a. I amtheoldestof my enemies.
b. I amtheoldestof my children.
c. I amtheoldestof my siblings.

(1)

(1a)entails(presupposes,actually–seethediscussionbelow in section2) thatI amoneof my own enemies.
Similarly, (1b) presupposesthat I am oneof my own children,and thereforeis infelicitous,or at besta
contradiction(ignoringthepossibilityof time travel paradoxes). (1c)oughtto bejust like (1b):sinceI am
no moremy own sibling thanI ammy own child, we shouldnaturallyexpect(1c) to alsobeinfelicitousor
contradictory. However, native speakersrobustly judge(1c) to besignificantlymoreacceptablethan(1b),
andcapableof beingtrue.1

(1c)only makessenseif thespeaker is consideredto beoneof thespeaker’ssiblings,sothat thetruth
conditionsof (1c) areequivalent to the truth conditionsof the sentenceI am the oldestof my parents’
children. However, unliketheentailmentthatI ammy own enemyin (1a),uttering(1c)doesnotcommitme
to theclaimthatI ammy own sibling. Somehow, thespeakerof (1c)isexceptionallyallowedto temporarily
countastheir own sibling, just for the purposesof comparingages,immediatelyafter which the normal
irreflexive meaningof siblinghoodis restored.For thepurposesof this squib,let’s call this a PRO TEMPORE

reading,or lessfancily, a temporaryreading:somethingaboutthelinguisticcontext providedby (1c)allows
sibling to temporarilymeansomethingdifferentthanit normallydoes.

Many authorshave suggestedthatspecificconstructionscanaffect theinterpretationof a predicatein
context. For instance,Kadmon(1990:312)arguesthatsomedefinitedescriptionsbehaveasif they contained
descriptivecontentbeyondwhat is overtly expressed.Building on Lewis’ (1979)notionof accommodation
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(discussedbelow in section2),Kadmonallowsfor thesemanticinterpolationof additionalrestrictivematerial
in orderto satisfytheuniquenesspresuppositionassociatedwith theuseof adefinitedescription.Thusin an
appropriatecontext, adefinitedescriptionlike themancangiveriseto truthconditionsequivalentto theman
I wastalkingto.

Like Kadmon,I will suggestthat the pro tem readingof (1c) is a kind of accommodationtriggered
by a presupposition.The main differencethat I would like to draw attentionto betweenthe pro tem
accommodationdiscussedin thissquibandthetypeof accommodationproposedby Kadmonandothersis
thatheretheprotemreadingresultsin anenlargementof thepropertyratherthana restriction.

Thusthepotentialinterestof thephenomenonillustratedin (1) is that it seemsto bea highly unusual
combinationof aconstruction-specific,presupposition-triggeredaccommodationthatresultsin enlargement
of theextensionof apredicateratherthanrestriction.Furthermore,asif in recognitionof theunnaturalness
of predicateenlargement,unlike traditionalaccommodation,the effect of this type of accommodationis
rescindedimmediatelyafterthesuperlativehasbeenevaluated(i.e.,theeffect is temporary).

1. Reciprocal interpretations of relational nouns

Clearly, somethingabout(1c)isdifferent,andgivesspecialdispensationfor (1c)tomeanwhatit means.The
obviousstartingpoint is to investigatesemanticdifferencesbetweenthemeaningsof thepredicatesinvolved.
For instance,sibling, but not children or enemies, is oneof the relationalnounsthat Eschenbach(1993)
classifiesascapableof a reciprocalinterpretation.

a. Thesisterwalkedin.
b. Thesisterswalkedin.
c. Thedaughterswalkedin.

(2)

Eschenbachobservesthat (2a)is felicitousonly in a context in which we feel thatwe know exactly whose
sisteris involved. Not surprisingly, the plural usein (2b) canhave a similar interpretation:let’s saythat
wearetalkingaboutWarrenBeaty’ssisterandRosannaArquette’ssister. Thenwecanuse(2b) to describe
a situation in which Shirley MacLeanand Patricia Arquette (who are not relatedto eachother) enter
theroom.

But (2b) also hasa readingthat doesnot requireany specialcontext, provided that the readingis
reciprocal,that is, provided that thesistersareall sistersof eachother. In this case,eachwomansatisfies
thehas-a-sisterpresuppositionwith respectto her siblings. It is not clearwhetherthis way of construing
relationalpredicatesconstitutesa bonefide ambiguity, or whetherthereciprocalinterpretationis merelyan
especiallycommon,convenient,andtidy way for a situationto satisfythepresuppositionsof sentenceslike
(2b);fortunately, wedonotneedto resolvethisquestionfor ourpurposeshere.

Otherpredicates,of course,may not be consistentwith the possibility of a reciprocalreading. For
instance,considerthedenotationof daughter. It isnotpossibletofind afinitesetof daughterssuchthateach
memberof thesetis thedaughterof someotherwomanin thegroup. Thismakesareciprocalinterpretation
impossible,andindeed(2c)hasonly adiscourse-controlledinterpretation.

Aswewill see,compatibilitywith receivingareciprocalinterpretationseemstobeanecessarycondition
for a pro-temreadingto arise. Thusthe fact that thepredicatechildren in (1b) doesnot have a reciprocal
interpretationallows usto correctlypredictthat (1b) doesnot have a pro tem reading.However, although
having a reciprocalreadingmaybenecessaryfor aprotemreadingto bepossible,it is not sufficient:
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She’stheoldestof herbrothers.(3)

If (3) wereever felicitous,it certainlycould never be true,even if we construebrother undera reciprocal
interpretation.Thusit takesmorethanjust a relationalnounundera reciprocalinterpretationto producea
pro-temreading,andwemustlook furtherfor amorecompleteexplanation.

2. Triggering a pro tem reading: accommodating a presupposition

Whatelsemustbepresentin orderfor a pro temreadingto bepossibleor necessary?Notethata sentence
like(1c)but formedwith acomparativeratherthanasuperlativedoesnothaveaprotemreading:I amolder
thanmysiblingsdoesnot involve any suggestionthat I amolder thanmyself. ThereforeI will assumethat
thepresenceof thesuperlativeis essential.

Superlatives denotepropertiesof individuals. Predicatinga superlative property of an individual
presupposesthatthatindividual is a legitimatememberof thesetundergoingcomparison.

a. Heis thestupidestcriminal I’ veevermet.
b. Heisn’t thestupidestcriminal I’ veevermet.
c. Is hethestupidestcriminal I’ veevermet?

(4)

In thesentencesin (4),thesetundergoingcomparisonis thesetof criminals. Thecrucialthingto noteis that
whetheror not thereferentof thesubjectof thesesentenceshappensto bestupid,auseof any of thesethree
sentencespresupposesthatheis at leastacriminal. Thissuggeststhefollowing hypothesis:

(5) Thesuperlativeapplicabilitypresupposition:a useof a superlative [A-estN] (e.g.,stupid-estcriminal)
presupposesthatany entity of which thepropertydenotedby thesuperlative is predicatedmustbein
theextensionof thenominalpropertyN.

I’m notawareof any previousmentionof suchapresuppositionassociatedwith superlatives,but itsexistence
isclearenough.Asevidencethattheimplicationisapresuppositionratherthananat-issueentailment,recall
that the hallmarkof presuppositionsis that they remainconstantundernegation andquestionformation.
Since(4a),its negationin (4b),andtheassociatedyes/noquestionin (4c)all guaranteethat thesubjectis a
criminal,I concludethatweareindeeddealingwith apresupposition.

If (5) is a valid assumption,thena useof (1c)presupposesthatthespeaker is a memberof therelevant
setof siblings. In addition,this is why (1a)entailsthat the speaker is their own enemy, andwhy (1b) is
contradictory. It alsoexplainswhy (3) is infelicitous:thepresuppositionthat thesubjectis a brother(and
thereforemale)is inconsistentwith thegendermarkingon thepronounin subjectposition.

We cannow recognizethat the pro tem readingin (1c) servesasa way of satisfyingthe superlative
applicabilitypresuppositionby extendingthesetof siblingsto includethespeaker. In otherwords,we can
view theprotemreadingasa form of accommodation.

Lewis 1979:340:Accommodation: If at time t somethingis said that requirespresuppositionP
to beacceptable,andif P is not presupposedjust beforet, then–ceterisparibusandwithin certain
limits–presuppositionP comesinto existenceat t.

(6)
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Accommodationoftenresultsin addingentities(or at leastdiscoursereferents)to amodel. In thetraditional
example,definitedescriptionspresupposetheexistenceof thedescribedentity. If a speaker assertsthatthe
King of Franceis (or isn’t) bald,andwe have no specificknowledgeto thecontrary, a cooperative listener
will accommodatetheexistencepresuppositionby behaving asif Francedoesindeedhaveaking. In formal
terms,thisamountsto addinganentity to thedomainof discoursehaving therequisiteproperties.

Unfortunately, theconditionsunderwhichaccommodationoccurscanbefluid andelusive.

a. My uncleis visiting methisweek. (Presupposition:I haveanuncle.)
b. SorryI’m late,my firetruckbrokedown. (Presupposition:I haveafiretruck.)

(7)

As Prince(1979)observes,accommodationin (7a)is highly naturalandeffortless,evenwithout any reason
to believethatthespeakerhasanuncle;however, it ismuchlesslikely thatevenacooperativelistenerwill be
willing to postulatethat thespeaker possessesa firetruck. Thedifferencebetween(7a)and(7b),obviously,
is plausibility:it is muchmorelikely thatthespeakerhasanunclethanafiretruck.

Evenif accommodationissometimessensitivetopragmaticplausibility,theremaybesituationsin which
accommodationisautomatic,thatis,conventionalorgrammaticized.Kadmon’sproposedaccommodationof
uniquenessproperties,mentionedabove,isanexample.Asasecondexample,quantificationalpossessivesar-
guablyinvolveautomaticaccommodation:whenweprocessasentencelikeMostpeople’sdogssleepindoors,
thanksto theexistencepresuppositiondueto thepossessive,weautomaticallyaccommodatetheassumption
thattheonly relevantpeoplefor thepurposesof quantificationarepeoplewhopossessdogs(seeBarker1995,
chapter4 for discussion).My claim hereis thatpro-temreadingsareanotherinstanceof automaticaccom-
modationassociatedwith aspecificclassof constructions.

3. Equivalence relations and quasi-equivalence relations

Let’sreturnto themaincontrastbetween(1b)and(1c). Whatis therelevantdifferencebetweensiblinghood
andchildhood?Thefirst answerthata numberof colleagueshavesuggestedto me,andtheonethatI favor
myself,is that thesiblinghoodbut not childhoodis tantamountto anequivalencerelation—thatis, sibling
andsimilarpredicatesarewhatI will call aquasi-equivalencerelation,asdefinedimmediatelybelow.

A true equivalencerelation is transitive, symmetric,and reflexive. Becausethe sibling relation is
anti-reflexive,it failsto qualify asanequivalencerelation. Thatis,noonecountsastheirown sibling(hence
I am my own sibling is a contradiction).However, when comparingthe sibling relation to the smallest
equivalencerelationcontainingit, thereflexivepairsareall thataremissing.

a. quasi-equivalencerelation(sibling):
{ < j , m > , < m, j > , < m, t > , < t, m > , < j , t > , < t, j > }

b. smallestequivalencerelationcontaining(a):
{ < j , m > , < m, j > , < m, t > , < t, m > , < j , t > , < t, j > , < j , j > , < m, m > , <
t, t > }

(8)

Theextensionof thesibling relationis a quasi-equivalencerelationin thesensethat it lacksonly reflexive
pairsin orderto bea trueequivalencerelation. For instance,thepossibleextensionfor siblinggivenin (8a)
lacksonly thereflexivepairs < j , j > , < m, m > ,and < t, t > in ordertobeacompleteequivalencerelation
like theonegivenin (8b). Moreprecisely, for thepurposesof thissquib,a QUASI-EQUIVALENCE relationis any
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relationwhosereflexiveclosureis anequivalencerelation.

If sibling denoteda genuineequivalencerelation,no accommodationwould be necessaryin order
for (1c) to be felicitous: sincethe speaker would be a memberof the set of the speaker’s siblings,the
superlativepresuppositionmentionedabovewouldbesatisfied.Perhaps,then,aprotemreadingisavailable
only whenthe propertyin questionis sufficiently closeto beingan equivalencerelation. In somesense,
quasi-equivalencerelationsareascloseasyoucancometo anequivalencerelationswithoutbeingone.

Developingthis thoughtfurther, it is interestingthat,for whatever reason,naturallanguagesseemto
avoid expressingequivalencerelations.Of course,it is possibleto constructa somewhatawkwardequiva-
lencerelationcompositionally. For instance,theequivalencerelationgivenin (8b)mightbetheextensionof
therelationcorrespondingto thestringhasthesamenumberof legsas; but notethatthewordsexpressingthis
relationdonotevenform aconstituent.In fact,theremaynotbeany monomorphemicpredicatesexpressing
anequivalencerelation,exceptperhapsfor thedegeneratecaseof equationalbe(assumingthatbehasasense
thatcanadequatelybeexpressedby theidentityrelation,which is trivially anequivalencerelation).

Thusnot only arepredicatesdenotingquasi-equivalencerelations,like sibling, closeto equivalence
relations—they maybeascloseto anequivalencerelationasit’spossiblefor a nominalpredicateto get. If
naturallanguagesallowednon-trivial lexicalequivalencerelations,presumablysiblingwouldbeoneof them.
Thehypothesisunderconsideration,then,is that it is this closenessto anequivalencerelationthatmakesa
pro-temreadingpossiblefor (1c). For comparison,addingreflexivepairsto thechild relation(i.e.,assuming
thatpeoplecountprotemporeastheirownchildren)doesmuchmoreviolenceto thecontentof thechildhood
concept,whichgivesahint asto why (1b)doesnothaveapro-temreading.

Whataboutothertypesof near-equivalencerelation?

a. I amtheoldestof my correspondents.
b. I amtheoldestof my partners.

(9)

If Alice correspondswith Bob (in thesenseof exchangingemail),thenBob correspondswith Alice; thus
therelationis symmetric.But if Alice correspondswith Bob andBob correspondswith Carol,thereis no
guaranteethatAlice correspondswith Carol. Thismeansthatthecorrespondentrelationdoesnot guarantee
any degreeof transitivity. (9a)showsthatsymmetrywithout a sufficientdegreeof transitivity doesnot give
riseto aprotemreading,since(9a)soundscontradictory.

(9b),on theotherhand,canhave a pro temreading,but only if thespeaker hasmorethanonepartner
at thetimeof evaluation.Thatis,(9b)canmeanonly thatthespeaker is theoldestof hercurrentco-partners
in a specificventure,andtheotherpartnersmustbepartnersof eachother. It cannotbeusedto expressthe
thoughtthatover theyearsthespeakerhasalwaysbeenolderthanhervariouspartners.

a. Quasi-equivalence relations: siblings, colleagues,brothers,roommates,classmates,lovers,
partners,etc.

b. symmetricrelationsthat are not quasi-equivalencerelations:correspondents,friends,spous-
es,etc.

(10)

Therelationalnounsin (10a)arebothsymmetricandnear-transitive (relative to any specificsituation),and
giverisetoprotemreadings;therelationalnounsin (10a)aresymmetricbutnotsufficientlytransitivetocount
asquasi-equivalencerelations,anddonotgiveriseto protemreadings.

To summarize,wehavethefollowing hypothesisfor explainingwhenpro-temreadingsareavailable.
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(11) A superlativeapplicabilitypresupposition(asdefinedin (5) in section2 above)will beautomatically
but only temporarilyaccommodatedjust in casethepredicatedescribingthecomparisonsetdenotes
a quasi-equivalencerelationR and the entity to which the superlative is appliedis in the smallest
equivalencerelationcontainingR.

Thusin (1c)(= I amtheoldestof mysiblings), thepredicatedescribingthecomparisonsetissiblings, which
clearlydenotesa quasi-equivalencerelationR. Furthermore,thereflexiveclosureof Rcontainsthespeaker.
Therefore(11)correctlypredictsthat(1c)is capableof giving riseto aprotemreading.

4. Other constructions

Doesthis pro tem effect generalizeto other constructions?That is, if we find a constructionin which
predicatingsomethingpresupposestheapplicabilityof thepredicate,will wedetectprotemeffects?

Someothercomparativeconstructionspresupposetheapplicabilityof their componentproperties.For
instance,if I claim thatI ama richerchessplayerthanyouare,I presupposethatbothyouandI playchess.
Interestingly, theseconstructionsalsoseemto giveriseto protemreadings:

(12) a. Youwon’t find ahappieroneof my colleaguesthanme.

b. Youwon’t find a richercolleagueof minethanme.

c. You’re theonly oneof yourcolleagueswhocaresaboutteaching.

d. You’re theoneof yourcolleaguesthatI like(themost).

Thusfor instance(11a)and(11b)canbefelicitousandtrueeventhoughspeakercannotbeconsideredto be
hisown colleague.

Onething that all of theseexampleshave in commonwith the prototypicalpro tem constructionis
that they all involve a partitive construction(seeBarker 1998for argumentsthatoneof mycolleaguesand
colleagueof minearepartitives).

It is alsoworthnotingthatthepredicatein questionneednotbeasimplelexical predicate:

a. I amtheoldestof [all my siblings].
b. I amtheoldestof my [malesiblings].
c. I amtheoldestof my [brothersandsisters].
d. Youareby far thenicestof your [seniorcolleagues].

(13)

Theonlyrequirementisthattheresultingcomplex predicatehavefor itsextension(ateveryworld-timeindex)
aquasi-equivalencerelation,andthis is thecasefor theexamplesin (13). Notethatalthough(13d)doesnot
entail that theaddresseeis her own seniorcolleague,it doesentail that sheis senior. This is exactly what
we would expectgiven thenear-equivalencerequirement:theaddresseemustbea seniorcolleagueof her
seniorcolleagues.

If modificationdisruptsthenear-equivalenceproperty, however, it alsodisruptstheavailability of apro
teminterpretation.Assumethatthespeakerof (13)is oneof exactly four brothers:

I amtheoldestof my threebrothers.(14)
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Allowing thespeaker to countasoneof hisown brotherseventemporarilyproducesa setthatno longerhas
cardinality3; thissemanticconflict significantlydegradestheacceptabilityof (14).

5. Conclusion

Thesurprisinglyhigh degreeof acceptabilityof (1c) suggeststhat somenaturallanguagepredicatessuch
asthemeaningof siblingareat somedeepconceptuallevel trueequivalencerelations.Thisaspectof their
semanticnatureismaskedatarelativelysuperficiallevel,perhapsin alignmentwith whatmaybeasystematic
(perhapsuniversal?)tendency for nominalrelationsto avoid reflexive denotations.Underthestressof an
otherwiseunsatisfiablepresupposition,thisdeepernaturecanpeekthrough,allowingexpressionsthatdenote
quasi-equivalencerelationstodenotecompleteequivalencerelations—butonly temporarily, justlongenough
to evaluatetheexpressionthatgivesriseto thepresupposition.

NOTES

∗ Thanksfor commentsandadvicefrom ChrisKennedyandPeterLasersohn.

1 My characterizationof theempiricalfactsmayturnout to betoostrong.A moreconservativeclaimwould
bethat(1c)is aninstanceof speakingloosely, in thesensediscussedby Lasersohn(1999). After all, wecan
assertasentencelikeThetownspeopleareasleepevenwhenafew isolatedsoulsremainawake,providethat
thefew peoplewhoareawakecansafelybeignoredfor practicalpurposes.Perhaps,then,(1c)is acceptable
becauseit iscloseenoughtobeingtruerelativetosomepragmaticstandard.Yetmerelyclassifying(1c)asan
instanceof speakinglooselyisnotenough;thechallengefor suchanapproachis toexplainwhatin particular
makes(1c)closeenoughto beingtruewhen(1b)is not. Thereadershouldconsidertheadditionalexamples
givenin (12)in section4 beforemakinguphisor hermindaboutthestatusof (1c).
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