
A Note on Ignorance Inferences
1. The Puzzle The following sentences are odd. Why?
(1a) # I have two or more sons
(1b) # If I’m married to an American, I have two sons
Note that there is nothing inherently strange about the propositions conveyed by these sentences,
cf. the relative felicity of:
(2a) John has two or more sons
(2b) If John is married to an American, he has two sons
2. An Initial Proposal I propose that what differentiates (1a,b) from (2a,b) is that while both
give rise to (speaker) ignorance inferences (I-INFs), these I-INFs are strange in (1) but not in (2).
Specifically, it is fairly standard to assign I-INFs for the constituents of disjunctions and condition-
als (eg. Gazdar 1979, Sauerland 2004, Fox 2007). For example, (1b) has an I-INF that the speaker
is ignorant about whether they are married to an American, and about whether they have two sons,
while (2b) has an I-INF that the speaker is ignorant about whether John is married to an American,
and about whether John has two sons. The difference between them seems to be that the former
contradict the common knowledge that people know such kinds of information about their own
families, while it is entirely consistent to be ignorant about such information regarding someone
else’s family. I take this to be evidence for the existence of something like the following principle:
Proposal: I-INF Oddness Principle (First Pass) Sentence φ in context c is odd if φ gives rise to
I-INFs that contradict c.
3. An Initial Consequence: Monotonicity Under standard assumptions about I-INFs, however,
the proposal cannot stand. Specifically, while there is debate as to whether scalar implicatures (SIs)
are semantic or pragmatic, all systems agree that I-INFs are the result of pragmatic reasoning. For
example, under Fox’s (2007) grammatical theory of SI, a sentence φ is ambiguous between parses
with and without an exhaustive operator, exh, the source of SIs. Given a parse for φ, P (φ), any
relevant proposition whose truth-value is left undetermined by [[P (φ)]] will receive an I-INF. It
is fairly straightforward to show that we get the desired I-INFs in (1a,b) whether or not they are
parsed with an exh, given that the constituents of disjunctions and conditionals are relevant (eg.
Singh (2008, 2009), Fox and Katzir (2009a,b)). But since I-INFs are the responsibility of exter-
nal cognitive systems, we should expect them to display the non-monotonicity that characterizes
pragmatic inferences (eg. Grice 1967, Horn 1972). By simply cancelling the I-INFs it should be
possible for (1a,b) to become as felicitous as (2a,b). Indeed, Gazdar (1979) predicts that these
I-INFs must be cancelled (to maintain consistency with the context). But the opposite seems to be
true: there seems to be no escape from their oddness. Even overt attempts at cancellation fail:
(3a) # I have two or more sons. In fact, I have (exactly/more than) two sons.
(3b) # If I’m married to an American, I have two sons. In fact, I’m married to an American.
We conclude that I-INFs must be generated for all relevant propositions whose truth-value is not
determined by the representation assigned to φ. I turn now to some consequences of this conclu-
sion.
4. Revising Magri’s Oddness and Parsing Principles Consider the (necessary) oddness of (4),
from Schlenker (2006):
(4) # John gave the same grade to all his students. He gave some of them an A.
Magri (2009) proposes to account for this in the following way. He argues that at the time the
second sentence of (4) (= ∃) is interpreted, the alternative He gave all of them an A (= ∀) will nec-
essarily be relevant (owing to the contextual equivalance of ∃ and ∀ in this context, as established
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by the first sentence of (4)). Assuming (eg. Horn 1972) that SI computation involves those scalar
alternatives that are relevant, ∀ will necessarily be considered in the computation. To this back-
ground Magri adds a parsing principle, viz. that sentences are always parsed with an exhaustive
operator, exh. In this context, then, [[exh(∃)]] = ∃∧¬∀. The oddness of (4) then follows from the
following principle, which Magri defends at some length:
Magri’s SI Oddness Principle If c ∩ [[exh(φ)]] = ∅, then φ is odd in context c.
(4) is predicted to be odd because [[exh(∃)]] = ∃ ∧ ¬∀ would contradict the contextually estab-
lished knowledge that ∃ ≡ ∀.
So we currently have two oddness principles in place, I-INF Oddness and Magri’s SI Oddness.
While neither principle is deducible from the other, I’d like to suggest a generalization of these
principles that will allow us to capture both I-INF Oddness and SI Oddness without having to ac-
cept any particular disambiguation principle, about which there continues to be much debate (eg.
Chierchia 2004, Fox 2007, Chierchia, Fox, and Spector 2008, Chemla and Spector 2009, Geurts
and Pouscoulous 2009, Magri 2009). Let [[ψ]]+ be the meaning of ψ as strengthened by I-INFs:
Generalized Oddness Principle If all parses of sentence φ, P (φ), are such that [[P (φ)]]+∩ c = ∅,
then φ will be odd in c.
Let us see how the oddness of (1) and (4) follows from Generalized Oddness (GO). In Section
3 we discussed the prediction (eg. Fox 2007) that we get I-INFs in (1) that contradict common
knowledge whether or not we parse the sentence with an exh. Nothing changes when we switch
to GO. However, it turns out that GO also allows us to get the same result for (4). If we parse (4)
as exh(∃), we get a meaning (∃ ∧ ¬∀) that contradicts the common knowledge that ∃ ≡ ∀. But
under GO even if we parse the sentence without exh we still get the desired contradiction with c.
Since the truth-value of ∀ is left open by ∃ it will undergo an I-INF. Moreover, given our earlier
discussion, this I-INF will be mandatory. Thus, there will be no escape from concluding that the
speaker is ignorant about whether John gave all of his students an A (which we’ll write as IS∀).
But by the assertion we learn that the speaker knows that John gave some of his students an A
(which we’ll write as �S∃). Given our common knowledge that John gave some of his students an
A if and only if he gave all of his students an A, �S∃ entails �S∀, which contradicts IS∀.
5. Deriving Hurford’s Constraint Various authors have used Hurford’s Constraint (Hurford 1974,
hf. HC) to argue for the existence of embedded SIs (eg. Fox (2005, 2007), Chierchia, Fox, and
Spector 2008). HC states that a disjunction X ∨ Y is odd if one of the disjuncts entails the other:
(5) # John was born in Paris or France
However, sentences containing scalar items are sometimes immune from HC (Gazdar 1979):
(6) John gave some or all of his students an A
The obviation of HC in (6) has been argued to be due to embedded SIs. By parsing (6) as exh(∃)∨∀
the disjuncts will no longer entail one another. However, HC itself has had to be stipulated, given
that there seems to be no derivation of HC from general pragmatic principles (though see Simons
2000, Katzir 2007). Our proposal suffices now to derive the HC paradigm in (5)-(6). Given the
common knowledge that Paris is in France, (5) conveys that the speaker knows John was born in
France (from the asserted content), and that the speaker is ignorant about whether John was born
in France (recall that X ∨ Y has mandatory I-INFs ISX, ISY ), hence the contradiction. In (6), the
parse ∃ ∨ ∀ results in a contradiction, since we learn from the assertion that �S(∃ ∨ ∀) ≡ �S∃,
which contradicts one of its I-INFs (IS∃). However, the parse exh(∃) ∨ ∀ avoids contradiction,
since we learn from the assertion that �S(exh(∃) ∨ ∀) ≡ �S∃, and from the I-INFs we learn
ISexh(∃) ≡ IS(∃∧¬∀) and IS∀. Since {�S∃, IS(∃∧¬∀), IS∀} is consistent, the sentence is fine.
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