
Obligatory scalar implicatures? 
The paper addresses the question of whether there exist obligatory scalar implicatures.  
I discuss two distinct phenomena that can be accounted for in a quite parallel way, which 
lead to the same conclusion, namely that obligatory implicatures do exist and they can 
lead to ungrammaticality. Thus the paper can be taken as providing some evidence in 
favor of grammatical theories of implicatures (Chierchia et al.) as opposed to Neo-
Gricean theories (e.g., Horn 1972, Geurts 2010) 

1.The distribution of Free Choice items 
It is a well-known fact that free choice items like any have a limited distribution: 
they are bad in episodic sentences as shown in (1), but they become grammatical under 
the scope of a modal, as shown in (2): 
(1) *John read any book. 
(2) You are allowed to read any book. 
Chierchia gives an implicature-based account of those facts. Free choice items (which we 
can represent schematically as disjunction a∨b) activate two kinds of alternatives: on the 
one hand, domain alternatives (a, b), on the other hand, scalar alternative (a&b). 
Chierchia’s claim is that any is ungrammatical in exactly those environments where the 
two implicatures (the domain and the scalar) contradict each other, whereas it is licensed 
in the environments where such a contradiction does not arise. 
Assumptions 
1. Chierchia assumes that scalar implicatures are brought about by a covert exhaustivity 
operator EXH akin to ‘only’(see Groenendijk & Stokhof 1984, for example):    
(3) [[ EXHALT(S) ]] w = 1 iff [[ S ]] w = 1 & ∀φ ∈ ALT (φ (w) = 1 → [[ S ]]  ⊆ φ) 

2. Domain alternatives must be activated obligatorily, leading to an obligatory free choice 
implicature. (Some evidence in favor of the uncancellability of the FC implicature is 
given in (4)): 
(4) You are allowed to read any book. #In fact, you are allowed to read War and 

Peace. 
Next, if we were to exhaustify a∨b with respect to the set of domain alternatives, we 
would get into a contradiction from the very beginning, as shown below: 
(5) a∨b &¬a&¬b = ⊥ 
However, Chierchia’s additional stipulation is that we can pre-exhaustify the set of 
alternatives (as in (6)) and exhaustify our expression with respect to this pre-exhaustified 
set of alternatives (see (7)): 
(6) ExhALT(a) = a&¬b; ExhALT(b) = b&¬a 
(7) ExhExh-ALT(a∨b) = a∨b & ¬ExhALT(a)& ¬ExhALT(b) = a∨b &¬(a&¬b) 

&¬(b&¬a) = a&b  
Note that the meaning we get after the exhaustification with respect to the domain 
alternatives is equivalent to the scalar alternative we also have to negate, and this is 
exactly the source of ungrammaticality of sentences like (1). The interesting question 
arises as to what makes the scalar implicature obligatory (we know that usually it’s 
cancellable, as in Peter or John came. In fact, both came). If we were to cancel it, we 
wouldn’t get any contradiction and the sentence would be predicted to get a conjunctive 
meaning. However, the following constraint might help us to rule this out:  



(8) The result of exhaustifying p relative to some subset of ALT(p) cannot yield a 
member of ALT(p) 

Now, if we look at a modal case, we can easily see that exhaustification won’t lead to a 
contradiction ((9) shows a set of pre-exhaustified ALT): 
(9) ExhALT(◊a) = ◊a&¬◊b ;  ExhALT(◊b) = ◊b&¬◊a 
(10) ExhEXH-ALT (◊(a∨b)) = ◊(a∨b) & ¬(◊a&¬◊b)&¬(◊b&¬◊a) = ◊a & ◊b 
The meaning we get in this case is not in conflict with a scalar implicature ¬◊(a&b), thus 
no contradiction arises and the free choice item any is licensed. 
2.Agreement with Disjunctions in Russian 
In Russian, when the subject is a disjunction and both disjuncts are singular, plural 
agreement on the verb is normally ruled out as shown in (11): 
(11)  Bill ili  Fred   prišel/*prišli.  

Bill  or  Fred   come.PAST.SG/*come.PAST.PL  
Bill or Fred came.  

However, in some environments (under frequency adverbs, modals) plural agreement 
becomes possible as shown in (12):  
(12) Každyj  vtornik   Bill  ili  Fred    prixodit/prixodjat  k    Nataše.  

every  Tuesday  Bill or  Fred    come.SG/come.PL  to   Natasha 
Every Tuesday Bill or Fred comes to Natasha. 

Ivlieva 2011 gives an implicature-based account of those facts (along the lines of 
Chierchia) which can be summarized as follows.  
Disjunction is a predicate which can have a plural feature on it, triggering plural 
agreement.  
The key idea is that sentences like (11) and (12) have two implicatures: on the one hand, 
a multiplicity implicature generated by plural feature (which is obligatory, as was argued 
in (Chierchia et al.)); on the other hand, an exclusivity implicature generated by the scalar 
item or (which is not obligatory, but see the constraint in (8)). The two implicatures for 
(11) are informally represented in (a) and (b):  
(11’) [Bill or Fred]PL came.  
a. Bill or Fred came and it’s not true that only Bill came and it’s not true that only Fred 
came = Bill and Fred came.  
b. Bill or Fred came and it’s not true that Bill and Fred came.  
These two implicatures obviously contradict each other, which is taken to explain why 
the plural feature on disjunction and hence the plural agreement on the verb is blocked in 
sentences like (11).  
Let’s now look at cases like (12).  
(12’)  Every Tuesday [Bill or Fred]PL come.  
The multiplicity implicature we get in this case is shown in (a); the exclusivity 
implicature is given in (b):  
a. Every Tuesday Bill or Fred comes and it’s not true that every Tuesday Bill comes and 
it’s not true that every Tuesdays Fred comes.  
b. Every Tuesday Bill or Fred comes and it’s not true that every Tuesday Bill and Fred 
come.  
In this case, the two implicatures are consistent with each other, giving rise exactly to the 
right meaning: both boys have to come overall, but on no Tuesday, both boys have to 
come. 



For the formal implementation of the analysis, see Ivlieva 2011. 
Conclusion 
If the analysis of the facts is on the right track, this shows that obligatory implicatures do 
exist and it can serve as evidence in favor of grammatical theories of implicatures. 
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