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Abstract Chierchia (2006) sketches an argument against Krifka’s (1995) pragma-
semantics for NPIs but leaves the details of the argument as an exercise to the reader.
This squib does the exercise and argues that the argument only goes through for an
“ungenerous” implementation of Krifka’s proposal.

1 Introduction

The infelicity of the sentence ‘∗John saw anything’ exemplifies the well known
fact that the NPI ‘anything’ cannot occur in an upward entailing (UE) environment.
Krifka (1995) develops an account for this fact based on scalar implicatures. The
idea is that the NPI ‘anything’ is an existential quantifier that has other more specific
existential quantifiers as alternatives. A completely standard calculation of scalar
implicature then predicts the strengthened meaning of the sentence ‘∗John saw
anything’ to be a contradiction, allegedly explaining its infelicity.

Chierchia (2006: footnote 23) puts forward the following argument against
Krifka’s account. NPIs are infelicitous also in the nuclear scope of a universal
quantifier, as exemplified by the infelicity of the sentence ‘∗Every boy saw any-
thing’.1 Yet, Chierchia submits that Krifka’s pragma-semantics fails to account for
the infelicity of this sentence because “the presence of a [universal quantifier] makes
Krifka’s proposed implicature coherent (something I must leave to the reader to
verify)”. This squib does this exercise left by Chierchia to the reader. The con-
clusion will be that Chierchia’s argument goes through only for an “ungenerous”
implementation of Krifka’s pragma-semantics.

* I would like to thank Gennaro Chierchia for discussion back in Cambridge in 2005, in the good old
days when I was still doing semantics and had more opportunities to take advantage of his wisdom.

1 In Chierchia’s original example (‘*There must be any student in that building’), the wide-scope
universal quantifier is a modal. The replacement of the modal with ‘every boy’ does not affect the
argument (as far as I can tell) but helps streamline the reasoning.
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2 Krifka’s proposal

Krifka’s proposal can be summarized through the four assumptions listed in (1).
The first two assumptions outline his pragma-semantics for the NPI ‘anything’.
According to (1a), ‘anything’ denotes a plain existential quantifier. According
to (1b), ‘anything’ is a Horn mate of the existential quantifier ‘some P’, for any
restrictor P which is “more specific” than ‘thing’. The other two assumptions
outline Krifka’s theory of scalar implicatures. Indeed, (1c) spells out a standard
definition of the exhaustivity operator EXH: it asserts the prejacent ϕ and negates any
proposition ψ that belongs to the set of scalar alternatives A lt(ϕ) and furthermore
asymmetrically entails the prejacent ϕ . As usual, scalar alternatives are obtained by
replacing scalar items with their Horn mates. Finally, (1d) states Krifka’s condition
for infelicity, which is the driving engine of his proposal: a sentence is infelicitous
when its strengthened meaning is a contradiction.

(1) Krifka’s (1995) proposal:

a. [[anything]]w .
= λX .∃x[[[thing]]w(x)∧X(x)].

b. 〈anything,some P〉 is a Horn scale for any P “more specific” than [[thing]],
where [[some P]]w .

= λX .∃x[Pw(x)∧X(x)].

c. EXH(ϕ)
.
= ϕ ∧

∧
{¬ψ |ψ ∈A lt(ϕ) and ψ

a→ ϕ}.
d. A sentence ϕ is infelicitous if EXH(ϕ) is a contradiction.

The ones in (1) are exactly Krifka’s assumptions, with only one difference: I
have made explicit the world parameter w, while Krifka states these assumptions
within a purely extensional semantics. Once the world parameter is made explicit,
an issue arises concerning the proper formalization of assumption (1b). The intuition
behind this assumption is that ‘thing’ denotes the broadest possible property and
contrasts scalarly with any property P that is “more specific”. In an extensional
semantics, there is only one way to formalize this intuition: P is more specific than
‘thing’ because P denotes a proper subset of things, namely P ( [[thing]]. Once we
make dependence on the world parameter explicit, we get instead to choose between
two slightly different formalizations. One option is to to require proper inclusion
between P and [[thing]] only in some worlds, while contenting ourselves with loose
inclusion in the other words, as in (2a). Another option is to require proper inclusion
in every possible world. Taken literally, this latter formalization is too strong: no
predicate P would satisfy it, because the inclusion cannot be strict in those worlds
(far-fetched but definitely possible) that contain nothing, whereby [[thing]] is empty.
I thus explicitly exclude such worlds from my purview, as in (2b).2

2 The exclusion of the worlds where [[thing]]w is empty might not need to be explicitly stipulated if
‘anything’ can be independently argued to have some partitive-like existential presupposition.
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(2) Pw ⊆ [[thing]]w for every possible world w and furthermore

a. Pw 6= [[thing]]w for some possible world w;

b. Pw 6= [[thing]]w for every possible world w (such that [[thing]]w 6= /0).

I will now try to carefully reconstruct and evaluate Chierchia’s argument against
Krifka’s proposal, discussing separately these weak and strong formalizations (2a)
and (2b) of Krifka’s assumption (1b) that P be “more specific” than ‘thing’.

3 Weak formalization (2a) of the assumption that P is “more specific”

Let me start by considering the weaker formalization (2a) of the assumption (1b)
that the restrictor P of a scalar alternative of ‘anything’ is more specific than ‘thing’.
Krifka’s account for the infelicity of the basic sentence ‘∗John saw anything’ is
summarized in (3). By assumption (1a), the truth-conditions of our deviant sentence
are ϕ in (3a). By assumption (1b), the set of scalar alternatives of ϕ is A lt(ϕ) in
(3b). It contains any alternative ψP obtained from ϕ by replacing ‘anything’ with
the Horn mate ‘some P’, where P is “more specific” than ‘thing’. By assumption
(1c), the strengthened meaning negates each scalar alternative ψP in A lt(ϕ) that
asymmetrically entails ϕ3, as stated in (3c).

(3) Krifka’s account for the infelicity of ‘∗John saw anything’:

a. ϕ = λw .∃x[[[thing]]w(x)∧ [[saw]]w( j,x)].

b. A lt(ϕ) =
{

ψP
∣∣P is “more specific” than ‘thing’

}
,

where ψP
.
= λw .∃x[Pw(x)∧ [[saw]]w( j,x)].

c. EXH(ϕ) = ϕ ∧
∧{
¬ψP

∣∣∣ψP ∈A lt(ϕ) and ψP
a→ ϕ

}
.

d. EXH(ϕ) = /0.

Let us now consider an arbitrary wold w̃ where ϕ is true. And let us define the
property P as in (4): in the designated world w̃, P coincides with the set [[thing]]w̃;
elsewhere, P is empty. Obviously, P counts as “more specific” than ‘thing’ according
to the weak formalization in (2a): the strict inclusion Pw ( [[thing]]w holds in
every world w different from w̃ where there are some things. Furthermore, the
corresponding alternative ψP is only true in w̃ and therefore asymmetrically entails
ϕ . Hence, the exhaustivity operator ends up negating this alternative ψP. As a result,
EXH(ϕ) is false in w̃ (because ψP is true in w̃).

3 The assumption that P is “more specific” than ‘thing’ in the sense of (2a) ensures that ψP entails
ϕ , but does not suffice to ensure that this entailment is asymmetric. Indeed, suppose that, for every
possible world w, Pw singles out the set of things seen by John in w. Then, ϕ and ψP are equivalent
(no asymmetric entailment) despite Pw being “more specific” than ‘thing’ in the sense of (2a).
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(4) Pw =

{
[[thing]]w̃ if w = w̃
/0 otherwise

Since this reasoning can be repeated for every world w̃ where ϕ is true, I conclude
that EXH(ϕ) is a contradiction, as stated in (3d). The infelicity of our sentence
‘*John saw anything’ thus follows from the assumption (1d) that a contradictory
strengthened meaning yields infelicity.

Crucially, this reasoning extends without a wrinkle from the basic sentence
‘*John saw anything’ to Chierchia’s sentence ‘*Every boy saw anything’, as sum-
marized in (5). The truth-conditions in (5a) and the scalar alternatives in (5b) are
analogous to those in (3a) and (3b), only with the addition of the universal quantifier
∀y (which is a shorthand for ‘every boy’). The strengthened meaning in (5c) is thus
formally identical to the one in (3c). I can thus reason exactly as above. I consider
an arbitrary world w̃ where ϕ is true because indeed every boy saw something. I
construct the corresponding property P exactly as in (4). And I conclude that the
strengthened meaning is a contradiction, as stated in (5d).

(5) Krifka’s pragma-semantics for ‘∗Every boy saw anything’:

a. ϕ = λw .∀y
[
∃x[[[thing]]w(x)∧ [[saw]]w(y,x)]

]
.

b. A lt(ϕ) =
{

ψP
∣∣where P is “more specific” than ‘thing’

}
,

where ψP
.
= λw .∀y

[
∃x[Pw(x)∧ [[saw]]w(y,x)]

]
.

c. EXH(ϕ) = ϕ ∧
∧
{¬ψP |ψP ∈A lt(ϕ) and ψP

a→ ϕ}.
d. EXH(ϕ) = /0.

I conclude that Chierchia’s argument against Krifka’s pragma-semantics for NPIs
fails when we adopt the weak formalization (2a) of the assumption (1b) that P is
“more specific” than ‘thing’. There is absolutely no difference between the basic
sentence ‘*John saw anything’ originally considered by Krifka and the universally
quantified variant ‘*Every boy saw anything’ considered by Chierchia.

4 Strong formalization (2b) of the assumption that P is “more specific”

Let us now switch to the stronger formalization (2b) of the assumption (1b) that
P is “more specific” than ‘thing’. Obviously, the property P in (4) used above to
show that the strengthened meaning is a contradiction is not viable anymore: it
does not qualify as “more specific” according to this stronger formalization (2b),
because the proper inclusion between P and [[thing]] fails in the world w̃. As a result,
the strengthened meaning (5c) of the sentence ‘*Every boy saw anything’ is not a
contradiction anymore when this stronger formalization is adopted.
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To see that, let us consider a world w̃ where there are only two things a and a,
only two boys b and b, and where boy b saw thing a and boy b saw thing a. Our
sentence ϕ is true in this world w̃, since each boy saw something. Yet, no predicate
P that is “more specific” than ‘thing’ in the sense of the strong formalization (2b)
can contain both things a and a in w̃. Hence, each alternative ψP corresponding to
a “more specific” property P is false in w̃, because P must miss one of the two things
seen by one of the two boys. In conclusion, the strengthened meaning EXH(ϕ) in
(5c) is not a contradiction, since it is true in this world w̃. The deviance condition
(1d) does not apply and nothing rules out the sentence ‘*Every boy saw anything’.
NPIs are thus incorrectly predicted to be felicitous in the nuclear scope of a universal
operator, as submitted by Chierchia (2006: footnote 23).

Yet, the universal quantifier ‘every boy’ is not really doing any work here. What
is really responsible for the non-contradictoriness of the strengthened meaning is
quite simply the choice of the stronger formalization (2b) of the assumption (1b)
that P is “more specific” than ‘thing’. Indeed, this stronger formalization crucially
trims the set of scalar alternatives to the point that they do not suffice any more to
derive the contradiction. This diagnosis is confirmed by the observation that also
the strengthened meaning (3c) of he basic sentence ‘*John saw anything’ becomes
non-contradictory when the stronger formalization (2b) is adopted. The reasoning
is analogous to the one above: it suffices to focus on possible worlds that have
a minimal number of things, namely only as many things as needed to make the
sentence true, but nothing more than that.

To see that, let us consider a world w̃ such that John saw some thing x in w̃ and x
happens to be the only thing that exists in w̃. Our sentence ϕ is true in this world
w̃. Yet, no predicate P that is “more specific” than ‘thing’ in the sense of the strong
formalization (2b) can be non-empty in w̃. Hence, each alternative ψP corresponding
to a “more specific” property P is false in w̃, because P is empty. In conclusion, the
strengthened meaning EXH(ϕ) in (3c) is not be a contradiction, since it is true in
this world w̃. Since the deviance condition (1d) does not apply, nothing rules out
even the basic sentence ‘*John saw anything’ when the stronger formalization (2b)
is adopted.

5 Conclusion

Krifka (1995) develops an account for the distribution of the NPI ‘anything’ based
on the assumption that it is a plain existential quantifier that competes with the
existential quantifier ‘some P’ whose restrictor P is “more specific” than ‘thing’.
Chierchia (2006) argues that Krifka’s pragma-semantics for NPIs fails to predict
the infelicity of the sentence ‘*Every boy saw anything’, with an NPI in the nuclear
scope of a universal quantifier.
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Yet, Chierchia’s argument only holds when Krifka’s assumption that P is “more
specific” is formalized through the strong condition (2b). The argument instead does
not go through when the weaker formalization (2a) is adopted. Intuitively, the strong
formalization excessively curtails the set of alternatives of ‘anything’ and thus makes
it difficult to derive a contradictory strengthened meaning.

The strong formalization (2b) needed for Chierchia’s argument is “ungenerous”,
because it actually invalidates Krifka’s account even for the original basic sentence
‘*John saw anything’. Furthermore, the weaker formalization (2a) that instead defies
Chierchia’s argument has the additional advantage that it does not even need to be
stipulated as a special assumption on the scalar behavior of ‘anything’. Instead, it
follows from the independent restriction to asymmetric entailing alternatives in the
definition of the exhaustivity operator. I conclude that Krifka’s proposal, properly
implemented, withstands unscathed Chierchia’s ctiticism.
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