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Taste predicates and the acquaintance inference ∗
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Abstract Simple sentences containing predicates like tasty and beautiful typically
suggest that the speaker has first-hand knowledge of the item being evaluated.
I consider two explanations of this acquaintance inference: a presuppositional
approach and a pragmatic-epistemic approach. The presuppositional approach
has a number of virtues, but runs into trouble because the acquaintance inference
has a very different projection pattern from that of standard presuppositions. The
pragmatic-epistemic approach accounts for the main data discussed in the paper, but
faces challenges of its own.

Keywords: taste predicates, contextualism, relativism, presupposition, implicature, epis-
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1 Introduction

This paper concerns a puzzling feature of taste and aesthetic predicates, adjectives
like tasty, delicious, and beautiful. Utterances of simple sentences containing such
predicates typically suggest that the speaker has first-hand knowledge of the item
being evaluated. Normally, an utterance of (1) would suggest that the speaker had
actually tasted the lobster rolls in question, and the utterance would be odd if this
were not so. Similarly, an utterance of (2) would usually suggest that the speaker
had seen St. Mark’s and would otherwise be odd.

(1) The lobster rolls at Neptune Oyster are tasty.
(2) St. Mark’s Basilica is beautiful.

This point is brought out more clearly by contrasting (1) and (2) with their ‘hedged’
variants:

∗ Some of this material was presented to audiences at Tufts University, the University of St Andrews,
MIT, and SALT 2014 at NYU. For helpful comments and conversations, thanks to these audiences
and to Anthony Adrian, Chris Barker, Alex Byrne, Alejandro Pérez Carballo, Herman Cappelen, Josh
Dever, Matt Dupree, Andy Egan, Justis Koon, Michael Glanzberg, Jordan Gray, Sally Haslanger,
Torfinn Huvenes, Jonathan Jenkins Ichikawa, Matthias Jenny, Justin Khoo, Leonardo Moauro,
Jeanne-Marie Musca, Sarah Moss, Andrew Peet, Jim Pryor, Agustin Rayo, Damien Rochford, Gillian
Russell, Anders Schoubye, Gillian Sinnott, Brad Skow, Declan Smithies, Jack Spencer, Tim Sundell,
Oliver Traldi, Steve Yablo, Seth Yalcin, and several referees for SALT 2014.

©2014 Ninan

http://journals.linguisticsociety.org/proceedings/index.php/SALT/


Taste predicates

(3) I’ve heard the lobster rolls at Neptune Oyster are tasty.

(4) Apparently, St. Mark’s Basilica is beautiful.

When the speaker lacks the relevant first-hand knowledge, these hedged variants are
more appropriate than their hedge-free counterparts.1

Why should this be puzzling? After all, how else does one find out that something
is tasty other than by tasting it? The puzzle is that one can ordinarily learn and
report various kinds of facts without having had this sort of first-hand experience.
For example, I can learn that the lobster rolls contain paprika via testimony from
the waiter. Once he tells me this, I don’t have to taste or even see the lobster rolls in
order to turn around and tell you that they contain paprika. Similarly, I can learn that
St. Mark’s Basilica has multi-colored columns by reading about them on Wikipedia.
Again, once I possess this knowledge, I don’t have to see these columns for myself
in order to tell you that St. Mark’s has multi-colored columns.

What is the range of expressions for which this sort of requirement holds?
Pearson (2013: 118) suggests that a similar requirement holds for the verb seems: “I
can only say that John seemed tired yesterday if yesterday I had some contact with
him that gave me this impression. If my information comes from Mary’s description
of an encounter with him, I should say, Apparently John seemed tired yesterday.”
Pearson goes on to suggest that the generalization applies to all predicates that
take ‘experiencer’ arguments, conjecturing that both seems and taste predicates
“take covert Experiencer arguments that in the unmarked case include the speaker”
(Pearson 2013: 118). Perhaps it is not surprising then that certain uses of verbs
of sensory perception (looks, tastes, feels) are similar in this respect. If I say that
John’s house looks like a Victorian manse, you will normally take me to have seen
his house. If I say that cashmere feels soft, it would be odd for me to then admit that
I’d never actually felt the stuff.

Note that I formulated the initial observation by saying that simple sentences
containing taste and aesthetic predicates typically require the speaker to possess
first-hand knowledge of the relevant sort. This suggests that the requirement is not
always present. For example, suppose you ask me how Joe’s trip to Chicago is
going. I might reply by saying, “He’s having a great time. He had a delicious meal
at his favorite restaurant last night.” Here my utterance doesn’t seem to imply that I
sampled Joe’s meal, nor even that I’ve been to the restaurant in question. Of course,
in this case, it seems natural to assume that the meal in question was one that Joe
found delicious; perhaps in calling it “delicious”, I am tying my judgment to Joe’s
tastes and sensibilities, not to my own. In the literature on predicates of personal

1 This observation has appeared in both the aesthetics literature and in the literature on predicates of
personal taste. See Mothersill 1984: 160; Pearson 2013: 117–118; Bylinina 2013; MacFarlane 2014:
3-4. The observation is related to one in Kant 1790/2000: §33.
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taste, this is sometimes called an exocentric reading of a taste predicate (Lasersohn
2005: 670ff.). Exocentric uses contrast with the more usual autocentric uses, wherein
the speaker judges the matter by employing her own tastes and sensibilities.2

There may be other sorts of cases in which the requirement of first-hand knowl-
edge is suspended, but I put these aside here.3 In what follows, I mostly focus on
the predicate tasty, and I will call the inference from an utterance of the form o’s
are tasty to the sentence the speaker has tasted an o an acquaintance inference. I
will be organizing my discussion around a series of observations concerning such
inferences. So let us set out our initial observation as follows:

Observation 1
Normally, utterances of the form o’s are tasty suggest that the speaker
has tasted an o. And such utterances are usually odd if this suggestion
turns out to be false.

Although this focuses on simple sentences with plural subjects in the present tense,
I intend the generalization to cover variations involving singular subjects and past
tense.4

In what follows, I focus largely on two approaches to this phenomenon. Ac-
cording to the first account, the presuppositional, judge-dependent account, taste
predicates carry a presupposition that gives rise to the acquaintance inference in
normal contexts. While this approach predicts some of the behavior of the acquain-
tance inference, it faces some problems. In particular, the acquaintance inference
has a rather different projection pattern from ordinary presuppositions. The second
account, the epistemic account, consists of two main claims: (i) in order to know
that something is tasty, one must have tasted it; and (ii) knowledge is the norm
of assertion (cf. the Maxim of Quality). This account correctly predicts all the
observations discussed in this paper, but faces challenges of its own. Thus, while
I do believe that something like the epistemic account might be on the right track,
the main aim of this paper is to demonstrate just how puzzling the acquaintance

2 I use the terms exocentric and autocentric merely to describe different readings/uses of the relevant
predicates; I do not mean to be presupposing any particular explanation of the distinction.

3 Pearson (2013: 118) discusses a couple of other examples.
4 I have been speaking rather loosely of first-hand knowledge. In simple cases, it is relatively clear what

this means: for predicates of gustatory taste, tasting is required; for aesthetic judgments concerning
how something looks, seeing is required; and so on and so forth. But there are some difficult questions
lurking in this vicinity. If I merely see a photograph of St. Mark’s Basilica, does that put me in
a position to declare it beautiful? (And what if the photograph is blurry?) If a musician reads the
score of a sonata and ‘hears’ the music in her head, does that put her in a position to make aesthetic
assertions concerning it? These are interesting and difficult questions, but not ones that we need
answer here.
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phenomenon is.5

2 The presuppositional, judge-dependent account

It is natural (if not wholly uncontroversial) to think that taste and aesthetic matters
are in some sense subjective or relative. Tastiness, one might think, is not a property
that things have in and of themselves; something counts as tasty (or not tasty) only
relative to some subject or group of subjects. How exactly we ought to understand
these claims is not entirely clear, as the recent debate between contextualism and
relativism about taste predicates demonstrates.6 But one might nevertheless suspect
that the acquaintance phenomenon is in some way linked to the subjectivity of
matters of taste.

This broad idea is plausible; but how exactly do we get an explanation of the
acquaintance inference out of this thought? Suppose we start out with a semantics
on which predicates like tasty are given judge-dependent lexical entries, in roughly
the manner of Lasersohn 2005 and Stephenson 2007.7 Then the truth-at-a-point
conditions of sentence (1) might look roughly like this:

(5) Jthe lobster rolls are tastyKc,(w,t, j) = 1 iff the lobster rolls are tasty relative to
j at t in w

Here c is a context, something that determines a possible world wc, a time tc, a
speaker sc, and a ‘judge’ jc; (w, t, j) is a triple consisting of a possible world w, a
time t, and a judge j. Suppose now that it is normally appropriate to assert a sentence
φ only if φ is true relative to one’s context, where truth-at-a-context is defined in the
usual way (Kaplan 1989):

(6) Sentence φ is true at context c iff JφKc,(wc,tc, jc) = 1

Further, suppose that for most normal contexts c, the judge determined by c is
simply the speaker of c ( jc = sc). In that case, it will normally be appropriate for
you to assert (1) only if the lobster rolls in question are tasty relative to you. But

5 The restriction that taste predicates place on the source(s) of evidence for taste claims is obviously
reminiscent of evidential expressions that appear in certain natural languages. But that observation
doesn’t by itself offer obvious guidance on how the present phenomenon is to be explained. Of
course, it may be useful to examine how taste predicates interact with evidentials in languages that
contain them; see Bylinina 2013 for some relevant discussion.

6 See, for example, Egan, Hawthorne & Weatherson 2005; Lasersohn 2005; Stephenson 2007; Schaffer
2011; Sundell 2011; MacFarlane 2014.

7 I don’t think it would make much of a difference at this point if we instead took tasty to combine
with a covert ‘experiencer’ argument, as Pearson suggests in the passage quoted earlier. In general,
I suspect that less hangs on the distinction between positing a variable in the syntax and positing a
‘judge’ parameter in the evaluation indices than is often thought. See Ninan 2010 for some relevant
discussion.
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we allow—as our exocentric example above suggests—that sometimes the judge
determined by the context will be someone other than the speaker.

So far we have a bare-bones judge-dependent proposal, one which is (I believe)
neutral between contextualism and relativism.8 Even though a full-dress account
would require us to fill in more semantic and pragmatic details, we can already begin
to ask how a proposal of this sort might help to explain the acquaintance inference.
Focus on the relation of o’s being tasty relative to x in w, the relation in terms of
which our truth conditions for (1) are stated. Although this relation – or something
like it – plays an important role in the literature on taste predicates, not all that
much has been said about how exactly one ought to understand it.9 But it is usually
assumed that whether something is tasty relative to me depends in some way on my
gustatory preferences, sensibilities, and dispositions. But the crucial question for us
is: Can something be tasty relative to someone even if she hasn’t tasted it before?

The observation that tasty gives rise to an acquaintance inference might be taken
to motivate a negative answer to this question: in order to for something to be tasty
relative to someone, she must have tasted it. In that case, a sentence like (1) will
be true at a context c only if the judge of c has tasted the lobster rolls in question.
Since in standard contexts, the judge of the context will typically be the speaker,
utterances of (1) will normally be true at a context only if the speaker has tasted the
lobster rolls in question. That seems like a simple and well-motivated explanation of
Observation 1.

But, as it stands, this proposal is too simple. Given a classical semantics in which
sentences are either true or false (at a point), this will mean that if I were to utter (1)
in a context in which I am the judge, then my utterance would be false if I hadn’t
tasted the lobster rolls in question. Worse, given the standard semantics for negation,
(7) will be true in a context in which I am the judge if I haven’t tasted the lobster
rolls in question:

(7) The lobster rolls at Neptune Oyster are not tasty.

But my not having tasted something isn’t sufficient to render it bland. The lobster
rolls aren’t tasty because I’ve never tasted them is absurd, not a near-tautology.

A more promising proposal, however, is suggested by reflecting on a feature
of (7), namely that it too seems to give rise to an acquaintance inference. In other
words:

Observation 2
8 See MacFarlane 2014: §5 for a thorough discussion of how to draw the distinction between contextu-

alism and relativism.
9 Though see MacFarlane 2014: 143–144 for some discussion of the notion of a ‘standard of taste’,

which is sometimes used in place of a judge parameter.
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The acquaintance inference projects over negation.

If φ is a simple sentence and O an operator, then a property of φ projects over O iff
the complex sentence O(φ) also has the property. Sentence (1) has the following
property: utterances of this sentence in normal contexts suggest that the speaker has
tasted the lobster rolls in question, and is odd if this suggestion is false. And (1)’s
negation—sentence (7)—also has this property. So we can say that this property
projects over negation.

Observation 2 suggests that the acquaintance requirement is a presupposition.
This is because a characteristic—some would say defining—feature of presupposi-
tions is that they project over negation.10 To see this point, first consider these two
sentences, both of which are standardly assumed to carry presuppositions:

(8) The prime minister of Egypt is bald.
(9) John stopped smoking.

Utterances of (8) typically presuppose that Egypt has a unique prime minister, and
utterances of (9) typically presuppose that John used to smoke. Moreover, these
presuppositions are preserved when these sentences are negated:

(10) The prime minister of Egypt is not bald.
(11) John hasn’t stopped smoking.

This similarity suggests that we might attempt to build the acquaintance require-
ment into the lexical meaning of tasty predicates, by encoding it as a presupposition.
A familiar idea is that presuppositions are conditions on definedness, so that a sen-
tence with a false presupposition lacks a truth value. I take this not as a definition
of presupposition, but as a substantive theory for handling the relevant empirical
phenomena. I adopt this approach here mostly for the sake of familiarity and con-
creteness; my discussion of the presuppositional hypothesis won’t depend too much
on this choice. Within a trivalent framework of this sort, we might propose the
following semantics for (1):

(12) Jthe lobster rolls are tastyKc,(w,t, j) is defined only if j has tasted the lobster
rolls prior to t in w
Where defined, Jthe lobster rolls are tastyKc,(w,t, j) = 1 iff the lobster rolls are
tasty relative to j at t in w

Our semantic theory also needs to include an appropriate semantics for negation:

(13) Jnot φKc,(w,t, j) is defined only if JφKc,(w,t, j) is defined
Where defined, Jnot φKc,(w,t, j) = 1 iff JφKc,(w,t, j) = 0

10 I assume a basic familiarity with the relevant notion of presupposition. Beaver & Geurts 2013 is a
useful introduction to the topic.

295



Ninan

And we adjust our definition of truth-at-a-context accordingly:

(14) Sentence φ is defined at a context c iff JφKc,(wc,tc, jc) is defined
Where defined, φ is true at c iff JφKc,(wc,tc, jc) = 1

Thus, in an autocentric context (a context in which the judge jc is identical to
the speaker sc) a sentence like (1) will be undefined—and so infelicitous—if the
speaker hasn’t tasted the lobster rolls before. And, given our semantics for negation,
the same goes for (7). Thus, this proposal predicts Observations 1 and 2. But note
that in an exocentric context (a context in which jc 6= sc) utterances of (1) will not
require that the speaker has tasted the lobster rolls before, but only that the judge, jc,
has. If, as we conjectured earlier, exocentric uses of taste predicates do not give rise
to speaker acquaintance inferences, this would seem to be a welcome prediction of
the present account.

It is worth mentioning another piece of evidence in favor of the presuppositional,
judge-dependent approach:

Observation 3
If tasty occurs in a positive environment (i.e. simple sentence, con-
junction), its acquaintance inference typically resists cancelation.

As a number of theorists have noted, it is difficult to make a simple taste claim and
then go on to explicitly deny its associated acquaintance inference:

(15) ?? These cookies are tasty, but I’ve never tried one. (Klecha forthcoming)

(16) ?? It’s such a wonderful novel; insightful and moving, with the most beautiful
and bewitching language. It’s such a shame I’ve never read it.
(Robson 2012: 4)

In this respect, the acquaintance inference again behaves like a presuppositional
inference:

(17) ?? The prime minister of Egypt is bald, but there is no prime minister of
Egypt.

(18) ?? John stopped smoking, but he never smoked in the past.

Given a trivalent theory of presupposition, (17) and (18) will presumably be
odd because there will be no context at which they are true: any context in which
the second conjunct of, e.g., (17) is true is one in which the first conjunct is unde-
fined. And if the first conjunct of a conjunction is undefined, the sentence itself is
presumably not true. The situation with (15) and (16) will be slightly different on
the present approach. The theory predicts that there will be contexts in which (15),
for example, is true. But any such context will have to be an exocentric context,
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a context in which the judge is not the speaker. For if c is an autocentric context,
then if the second conjunct of (15) is true at c, the first conjunct will be undefined
at c, and so (15) will not be true at c. Presumably, (15) and (16) seem bad ‘out of
the blue’ because the autocentric reading of taste predicates tends to be the default
reading.

Note that Observation 3 seems to provide evidence against a hypothesis often
mentioned in the philosophical aesthetics literature: that the acquaintance inference
is a standard conversational implicature in the sense of Grice 1989.11 Observation 3
tells against this hypothesis because it is a characteristic—some would say defining—
feature of conversational implicatures that they are cancelable. The fact that the
acquaintance inference resists cancelation would suggest that it is not a standard
conversational implicature.12

There is much to like about this presuppositional, judge-dependent approach to
the acquaintance inference.13 But it also faces some problems. The first worry also
concerns cancelability, albeit of a different variety:

Observation 4
Sometimes negation can ‘cancel’ a presupposition, but presupposition-
canceling negations cannot target the acquaintance inference.

This requires some unpacking. I said above that standard presuppositions are
difficult to cancel in positive environments. But things are different when we
place a presupposition trigger in the scope of a negation operator. In the right
sort of context—and with the right intonation—a negation can be used to cancel a
presupposition:

(19) John didn’t stop smoking – he’s never smoked a cigarette in his life!
(20) The prime minister of Egypt didn’t give you that ring, for Egypt has no prime

minister.

In contexts in which (19) is acceptable, it would obviously not be taken to presuppose
that John used to smoke, and the same goes, mutatis mutandis, for (20).

But attempting to cancel the acquaintance inference in this way produces bizarre
results:

11 See, for example, Mothersill 1984: 159–160; Hopkins 2000, 2011; Meskin 2004: 76. These authors
discuss the acquaintance inference in the course of addressing the issue of whether it is possible to
gain aesthetic knowledge via aesthetic testimony. That issue is relevant to the proposal I examine in
the next section, though I will not have space to examine that literature in any detail.

12 It might still be another kind of pragmatic meaning, as the proposal discussed in the next section
suggests. (On the possibility of analyzing the acquaintance inference as a conventional implicature,
see footnote 17.)

13 Readers familiar with the “Hey, wait a minute!” test for presuppositions (Shanon 1976; von Fintel
2004) can confirm that this diagnostic also suggests that the acquaintance inference is a presupposition.
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(21) ?? The lobster rolls at Neptune Oyster aren’t tasty – I haven’t even tasted
them!

(22) ?? St. Mark’s Basilica isn’t beautiful – I’ve never seen it!

These are odd: (22), for example, seems to suggest that something cannot be beautiful
unless the speaker has seen it—a rather perverse interpretation of the dictum that
‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder.’ But if the acquaintance inference is a matter of
presupposition, it is difficult to see why it can’t be canceled via this mechanism.

Let’s be clear about why this is a problem, rather than merely a difference be-
tween standard presuppositions and the acquaintance inference. The problem is that
the explanation of (19) and (20) is presumably purely general. Where φ is a simple
sentence with presupposition p, then there is presumably some general explanation
for why Not φ can sometimes be used to deny p. For example, perhaps the right
explanation is that not is ambiguous between the presupposition-preserving (aka
choice) negation of (13) and the following presupposition-denying (aka exclusion)
negation (cf. Horn 1985, 1989; Beaver & Geurts 2013):

(23) Jnote φKc,(w,t, j) = 1 iff JφKc,(w,t, j) 6= 1

If it’s possible to interpret English negation as note, then, given our semantics for
(1), (21) ought to have a true reading. But this prediction seems false.14,15

A second—and perhaps more serious—problem also concerns the differences
between the embedding behavior of standard presupposition triggers on the one
hand, and taste predicates on the other:

Observation 5
While the acquaintance inference projects over negation (Observa-
tion 2), it fails to project over other standard “presupposition holes”.

It is well-known that presuppositions generally project out of the antecedents of
indicative conditionals, over epistemic modals, and out of question environments
(so-called “presupposition holes”). That is, if a simple sentence φ presupposes p,
then utterances of the following sentences will also usually presuppose p: If φ , χ ; It
might be/must be/is probably the case that φ ; Is it the case that φ?

14 I am not advocating the idea that English negation is ambiguous. The point is simply that any
satisfactory story that explains examples like (19) and (20) will likely be purely general, and so
will make false predictions with respect to (21) and (22) if the presuppositional account of the
acquaintance inference is correct.

15 One might reply to this objection by saying that not all presuppositions are the same with respect
to cancelability under negation (e.g., perhaps those generated by too are different in this respect).
But even if this correct, the present objection still stands as an objection to the specific semantic
proposal being made in this section. And in any case, I place more weight on the next objection to be
discussed in the text, the one based on Observation 5.
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For example, sentence (9), John stopped smoking, presupposes that John used
to smoke. And utterances of the following sentences that embed (9) also typically
presuppose this:

(24) a. If John stopped smoking, his doctor will be happy.

b. John might stop smoking.

c. John probably stopped smoking.

d. John must have stopped smoking.

e. Did John stop smoking?

But if we embed a simple taste claim in similar contexts, the acquaintance
inference vanishes. For example, while The lobster rolls are tasty suggests that the
speaker has tasted the lobster rolls in question, none of the following sentences do:

(25) a. If the lobster rolls are tasty, I’ll have two.

b. The lobster rolls might be tasty.

c. The lobster rolls are probably tasty.

d. The lobster rolls must be tasty.16

e. Are the lobster rolls tasty?

(Note that while this last sentence doesn’t presuppose that the speaker has tasted the
lobster rolls in question, it does suggest that the hearer has.) Again, the problem
here is that any account of how presupposition projection works is likely to be
purely general, and so won’t distinguish between the projection behavior of ordinary
triggers like stops and that of taste predicates like tasty. This will lead to false
predictions concerning the interpretation of sentences like (25a–25e).17

There are at least two potential responses to this last problem that we can make
on behalf of the presuppositional approach. First, we might try to appeal to local
accommodation. As we have seen, if φ presupposes p, p will normally project out
of certain environments in which φ is embedded. Normally, but not always. For
example:

(26) I don’t know if John was ever a smoker. But if he quit smoking recently, he
can join the Cambridge Ex-Smokers’ Alliance.

16 Pearson (2013: 118) also observes that the acquaintance inference doesn’t project over epistemic
must.

17 Given the account of conventional implicature in Potts 2005, the projection behavior of the ac-
quaintance inference makes it unlikely that it is a conventional implicature. I say that because, on
Potts’s account, conventional implicatures project out of more environments than presuppositions do,
whereas the acquaintance inference projects out of fewer.
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Here the speaker is clearly not taking it for granted that John used to smoke, even
though He quit smoking presupposes that John used to smoke and even though
presuppositions normally project out of conditional antecedents.

Arguably, what’s happening in (26) is that the presupposition associated with He
quit smoking does not simply disappear, but is instead somehow interpreted inside
the scope of the conditional; it is locally accommodated. That is, the conditional in
(26) is treated as equivalent to (27):

(27) If John used to smoke and does not now smoke, he can join the Cambridge
Ex-Smokers’ Alliance.

But the mechanism of local accommodation will not rescue the presuppositional
approach. Suppose the acquaintance inference were a presupposition that tended to
be locally accommodated for some reason. Then (25d), for example, would typically
be heard as equivalent to:

(28) It must be the case that: I’ve tasted the lobster rolls and they are tasty.

But this is not what (25d) means. For I can say that the lobster rolls must be
tasty even if I know full well that I haven’t tasted them. Those lobster rolls must
be tasty, but I haven’t tried them yet is felicitous. Similar remarks apply to the
other sentences mentioned above, (25a–25c) and (25e). Unlike presuppositions, the
acquaintance inference just disappears when simple taste claims are embedded under
most presupposition holes. The inference is not globally accommodated (projected),
and it is not locally accommodated either.

Another possible response on behalf of a presuppositional approach can be found
in Pearson 2013. Pearson’s semantics differs somewhat from the simple judge-
dependent approach we’ve been discussing. On her approach, simple sentences
containing tasty are generics of a certain kind: they say that people meeting certain
conditions generally find such-and-such tasty. Simplifying somewhat, here are the
truth-at-a-context conditions that Pearson’s account assigns to (1) (cf. Pearson 2013:
136):

(29) JGEN the lobster rolls are tastyKc,wc is defined only if every c-accessible
world-individual pair (w,x) is such that x has tasted the lobster rolls in w
Where defined, JGEN the lobster rolls are tastyKc,wc = 1 iff every c-accessible
pair (w,x) is such that the lobster rolls are tasty to x in w

Pearson analyzes the notion of c-accessibility into a number of components, but those
details are not relevant here (or so it seems to me). The crucial issue concerns when
the pair (wc,sc) consisting of the world and speaker of the context are included in
the set of contextually-accessible pairs. Pearson’s view is that this pair is included in
this set by default, but that this default can be overridden in certain situations. Thus,
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in contexts in which this default is in place, a sentence like (1) will be undefined if
the speaker hasn’t tasted the relevant lobster rolls in the world of the context. This
predicts Observation 1.

Pearson (2013: 142–143) observes that this presupposition does not project over
epistemic must, and seeks to explain this fact as follows. A familiar observation
is that an utterance of must φ signals that the speaker’s evidence for φ is indirect
(see e.g., von Fintel & Gillies 2010). Pearson assumes that this means that an
utterance of (25d), The lobster rolls must be tasty, will typically signal that the
speaker hasn’t tasted the lobster rolls before. She then reasons that if the speaker
hasn’t tasted the item under evaluation, the speaker’s actual tastes will be irrelevant
to the interpretation of the taste predicate, which means that (wc,sc) will be excluded
from the set of c-accessible pairs. But in a context in which (wc,sc) is not included
in the set of c-accessible pairs, a sentence like (25d) will not presuppose that the
speaker has tasted the lobster rolls in question. This is how the account predicts the
disappearance of the acquaintance presupposition under must.

The trouble with this proposal is that it doesn’t seem to predict Observation
3, the fact that the acquaintance inference is difficult to cancel. For on Pearson’s
account, must serves to override the inclusion of (wc,sc) by signaling the fact that
the speaker hasn’t tasted them item under evaluation before. But the speaker can
communicate this fact more directly: by simply telling her audience that she hasn’t
tasted the item in question before. So I suppose I tell you that the lobster rolls are
tasty, but then immediately add that I haven’t tasted them before. According to
Pearson’s reasoning, this should be felicitous: by making it explicit that I haven’t
tasted the lobster rolls before, I will thereby exclude myself and the actual world
from the set of c-accessible pairs, and so the presupposition associated with my
utterance need not fail. But as we saw in our discussion of (15)—These cookies are
tasty, but I haven’t tried them—such utterances are not generally felicitous.18

3 The epistemic account

I don’t claim to have shown that no version of the presuppositional approach can
be made to work. Perhaps there is a version of that approach that avoids the
problems discussed above. Nevertheless, those problems at least warrant us in
looking elsewhere for an account of the acquaintance inference. To that end, I want
to consider an account that does seem to predict all of the preceding Observations.

Before I state the account, a few preliminaries are in order. For the remainder of

18 Pearson (2013: 143) does argue that there are contexts in which sentences like (15) are fine. And
of course any account that predicts exocentric readings for tasty will allow that, as we noted. But
that observation isn’t sufficient for answering the challenge here. For it is still true that, in standard
contexts, there is something odd about (15).
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the paper, I will be assuming very little about the semantics of taste predicates. In
particular, I don’t assume that the semantics of tasty involves a judge parameter (nor
do I assume the opposite). But I will assume that a sentence like (1) has autocentric
and exocentric uses, and that the proposition I express with such a sentence when
I use it autocentrically differs from the propositions I express with it when I use
it exocentrically. An autocentric context is now simply a context in which a taste
predicate is being used autocentrically, and an exocentric context is simply a context
in which a taste predicate is being used exocentrically. For simplicity, I will for the
most part restrict the discussion that follows to autocentric contexts. So when I say
that x asserts or knows that o’s are tasty, I mean that x knows the proposition that x
would express by using o’s are tasty autocentrically.

The epistemic account is a broadly pragmatic account that consists of two claims
(letting sc be the speaker of c, and JφKc the proposition expressed by sentence φ in
c):

Acquaintance Principle (AP)
Normally, in an autocentric context c, sc knows (at tc in wc) whether Jo is tastyKc

is true only if sc has tasted o prior to tc in wc.

Knowledge Norm
For all contexts c, sc must assert p only if sc knows p at tc in wc.

Together, these two claims predict that, in autocentric contexts, one can assert that
something is tasty only if one has tasted it. The name “Acquaintance Principle” and
the idea behind it come from Wollheim (1980) who wrote:

“...judgments of aesthetic value... must be based on first-hand expe-
rience of their objects and are not, except within very narrow limits,
transmissible from one person to another.” (Wollheim 1980: 233)

The Knowledge Norm of assertion is perhaps one way of interpreting Grice’s
Maxim of Quality; it has been defended by, among others, Williamson (1996, 2000).
So, on the epistemic account, the acquaintance inference is a type of pragmatic
meaning—a Quality implicature of sorts. But it is not a standard conversational
implicature, at least not if cancelability is taken to be a hallmark feature of standard
conversational implicatures.19

19 While I have formulated the two claims of the epistemic account in terms of knowledge, the account
wouldn’t be all that different if we instead formulated them using another epistemic/psychological
notion like justified belief or even mere belief. What matters is the following idea: there is a
propositional attitude A such that one must bear A to p in order to assert p, and one can only bear A
to o’s are (not) tasty if one has tasted an o. Any account that has this structure will be able to offer an
explanation of our Observations similar to the one offered here.
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The epistemic account obviously predicts Observations 1 and 2 in a straight-
forward manner. If I am in an autocentric context, then by the Knowledge Norm, I
can assert that the lobster rolls are tasty only if I know this. By AP, I can only know
this if I have tasted them. Thus, I can only assert that they are tasty if I have tasted
them. The account of Observation 2 is entirely parallel, since AP also implies that
I cannot know that the lobster rolls are not tasty if I have not tasted them.

To understand the explanation of Observations 3 and 4, it will help to define the
notion of an epistemic implication. Suppose that Knowledge Norm holds and that
competent hearers are generally aware of this. Now suppose that, for some p and q,
competent hearers generally know that: if a particular speaker knows p, then q is also
true. In that case, an assertion of p by that speaker will typically convey q. This is
because the hearer will assume that the speaker is intending to conform to the norm
of assertion, and if the speaker is so conforming, then she will know p, in which
case q will also be true. In such cases, we say that an assertion of p epistemically
implies q. A simple example of an epistemic implication is the inference from a
speaker’s assertion of p to the proposition that the speaker knows p (here q = the
speaker knows p).

Observation 3 was that the acquaintance inference resists easy cancelation,
as evidenced by (15), These cookies are tasty, but I’ve never tried one. Note that
epistemic implications cannot in general be canceled, as the Moore-paradoxical (30)
demonstrates:

(30) ?? It’s raining, but I don’t know that it’s raining.

In this respect, epistemic implications differ from standard conversational implica-
tures.

The epistemic account offers a simple explanation of why (15) is bad in autocen-
tric contexts.20 Suppose (for reductio) that a speaker in an autocentric context was
in a position to assert the proposition expressed by (15), i.e. q = (that the cookies in
question are tasty, but the speaker has never tried one). If she was in a position to
assert this, then she would have to know it, given the Knowledge Norm. But if she
knows q, she knows that the cookies are tasty. If AP holds and her case is a normal
one, then she must have tried one of the cookies in question. But if she’s tried one of
the cookies, q is false, and hence not known by the speaker. But that contradicts the
assumption that the speaker was in a position to assert q.

Observation 4 was that the acquaintance inference could not be targeted by
presupposition-canceling negations, as illustrated by the contrast between the fol-
lowing pair:

(19) John didn’t stop smoking—he’s never smoked a cigarette in his life!

20 This explanation parallels standard explanations for why (30) is bad (see e.g., Williamson 1996: 506).
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(21) ?? The lobster rolls at Neptune Oyster aren’t tasty—I haven’t even tasted
them!

This is not surprising if the acquaintance inference is an epistemic implication, since
epistemic implications cannot generally be targeted by presupposition-canceling
negations:

(31) ?? It’s not raining because I don’t know that it’s raining.

This at least gives us a partial explanation of the oddness of (21), since we can
subsume (21) under a larger empirical generalization. But explaining that gener-
alization itself would require us to have in place a general story about how such
‘meta-linguistic’ negations work, and why they can be used to target some inferences
(presuppositions, scalar implicatures), but not others. I leave this as a task for future
inquiry.

What about Observation 5, the fact that the acquaintance inference fails to
project over most presupposition holes? The epistemic account faces no problem
here. For AP only makes a claim about what it takes to know whether something is
tasty, i.e. what it takes to know that something is tasty and what it takes to know that
something is not tasty. It simply doesn’t say anything about, for example, what it
takes to know whether something might be tasty or whether something is probably
tasty. So it doesn’t lead us to expect the acquaintance inference to project over might
or probably or any of the other operators/environments discussed above.21

Sentence (25d) raises some interesting issues. Why does (25d) lack the acquain-
tance inference? On the epistemic account, this would presumably be because one
can know that something must be tasty even if one hasn’t tasted it. This has an
interesting consequence: it would seem to force us to deny either the claim that
must φ entails φ or the claim that knowledge is closed under competent deduction
(epistemic closure).22 Otherwise, whenever one was in a position to assert that the
lobster rolls must be tasty, one could easily deduce, and so come to know, that they
are tasty. Given the Knowledge Norm, one would then be in a position to assert
this, even if one hadn’t tasted the lobster rolls in question. But one cannot get into a
position to assert that something is tasty so easily.

I won’t attempt to resolve this puzzle here. But it’s worth nothing that, assuming
Knowledge Norm, we can generate the conflict between epistemic closure and the
claim that must φ entails φ independently of anything to do with taste predicates

21 If the ‘at-issue’ content of a hedged claim (e.g., Apparently φ , I’ve heard φ ) is roughly equivalent
to an epistemically modalized claim (cf. Murray 2013), then we might have the beginnings of an
explanation of why hedging a taste claim removes its associated acquaintance inference (recall (3)
and (4)).

22 For discussion of the claim that must φ entails φ , see von Fintel & Gillies 2010 and the references
therein.
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and the acquaintance inference. All we need is to find a case in which a speaker
appears to know must φ , but is not warranted in asserting φ . Here is one attempt to
construct such a case. Suppose A and B are friends with a couple, Carl and Diane,
who have been dating for a long time and are likely to get married at some point in
the future. Suppose that, prior to the following dialogue, B has not heard any recent
news concerning Carl and Diane’s relationship. Now consider:

(32) A: Carl proposed to Diane yesterday!
B: At last! She must have said “yes”.
B: ?? At last! She said “yes”.

Assuming, as we are, that B has not heard any news of the proposal prior to A’s
utterance, it seems that the bare assertion of She said “yes” is dispreferred to its must-
ified variant. Intuitively, it seems like the evidence B has (her general knowledge
of Carl and Diane’s past history, her knowledge of what Diane is like, etc.) doesn’t
license the bare assertion.23 And yet that evidence does seem to license an assertion
of She must have said ‘yes’.

Just how this general puzzle concerning closure and must ought to be resolved
is a question that I leave for future research. The point here is simply that the
epistemic account of the acquaintance inference doesn’t seem to raise a problem
about epistemic must that we could otherwise avoid.

An apparently related issue is raised by sentences in which a taste predicate is
embedded under a future operator such as going to or will. For as Klecha (forthcom-
ing) points out, such sentences don’t seem to give rise to an acquaintance inference.
To see this, suppose I say, These lobster rolls are going to be delicious as I walk
into a restaurant. This doesn’t seem to suggest that I’ve tasted the lobster rolls at the
restaurant before; perhaps I’ve just heard about them from others. Furthermore, the
use of will or going to doesn’t even require that the speaker will taste the item under
evaluation at some point in the future, as (33) demonstrates:

(33) The cookies in the oven will be tasty when they’re done. It’s a shame that
they contain arsenic and so will have to be destroyed.

That the acquaintance inference disappears under future operators would seem
to add to the woes of the presuppositional approach. But it might also seem to raise
a problem for the epistemic account. For the fact that the acquaintance inference
disappears under future operators might seem to suggest that the inference is a
somewhat idiosyncratic feature of the lexical semantics of taste predicates, not
something that falls out of general principles concerning the epistemology of taste.

23 To bolster this judgment, imagine A and B are on the phone, and that their phone call gets cut-off
after A’s utterance. Is B now in a position to turn around and start telling other people that Carl and
Diane are getting married? It seems not.
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But in fact this is not so clear. I say this because there is independent evidence that
one can often assert FUT φ on the basis of indirect evidence even when relatively
more direct evidence is needed to assert φ itself.

Here is an example of what I’m talking about. Suppose I am a personal chef
to a wealthy entrepreneur, Ellen. I’m making a new dish for her. Based on my
knowledge of the sorts of foods that she usually likes, I say to my friend Fatima,
Ellen is going to love this. I finish preparing the dish, and head home for the night,
before Ellen gets back from work to eat dinner. Suppose I find out the next day that
Ellen ate the dish I had prepared (maybe the housekeeper tells me this), but I don’t
hear specifically whether she liked it. Now suppose another friend, George, asks me,
Did Ellen enjoy the dish you made yesterday? I think it would seem odd here for me
to flat-out assert that she did, i.e. to say, Oh, yes, she loved it. In order to make that
claim, I would need to be more directly connected to the fact (assuming it is a fact)
that Ellen enjoyed the dish in question. For example, I would need to have been told
by Ellen or someone else that she enjoyed the dish. Absent evidence of that sort,
it would be better for me to make a modalized claim: She probably loved it or She
must have loved it – it had all her favorite ingredients.

Note that I assert Ellen is going to love this on the basis of indirect evidence:
my claim is based on general considerations about the sorts of things she usually
likes and the nature of the dish I’ve prepared. But in order to later assert She loved it,
my evidence needs to be more directly connected to the fact being reported. Given
this more general phenomenon, it seems unsurprising that placing a taste predicate
under a future operator obviates the acquaintance requirement, even though that
requirement is usually in place for simple taste sentences. Again, I haven’t attempted
to explain these facts about the usage of future operators; I’m merely observing
that they don’t appear to pose a threat to the epistemic account of the acquaintance
inference.24

We have now seen the virtues of the epistemic account, and defended it from
some potential objections. But the main challenge for the epistemic account is much
simpler. It concerns AP. If that principle is true, why is it true? Why can’t I know the
‘autocentric proposition’ associated with The lobster rolls are tasty without having
tasted the lobster rolls at issue?25 And why can I know an ‘exocentric proposition’
associated with that sentence even if I haven’t tasted the relevant lobster rolls?
Presumably, this difference has something to do with the fact that when I believe an

24 It is worth noting that will can be used in a purely epistemic, non-temporal way, as when I say, “It’s
4:30pm, so Bill will be in Paris now” (cf. Palmer 1986: 25).

25 Talk of “autocentric/exocentric propositions” is a bit sloppy, since it might be that one and the same
proposition is autocentric relative to me, exoecentric relative to you. What I mean is: “Why can’t I
know the proposition that I would express were I to use The lobster rolls are tasty autocentrically?”
And so on.
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autocentric proposition, the truth of my belief depends on my tastes and sensibilities,
whereas the truth of an exocentric belief depends on the tastes and sensibilities of
someone else. But what exactly is the connection here?

Suppose that for me to believe the autocentric proposition expressed by The
lobster rolls are tasty is for me to believe that the lobster rolls are tasty relative to
me. But what is it for something to be tasty relative to me? Perhaps this should
be understood in terms of dispositions: something is tasty relative to me iff it is
disposed to cause pleasant gustatory experiences in me if I were to taste it. But then
the question arises: why can’t I know that something is disposed to cause pleasant
gustatory experiences in me unless I actually taste it? In general, one doesn’t need
to realize a disposition of something in order to know that it has the disposition in
question. For example, I can know that this vase is fragile without striking it to see
if it breaks.

Much more could be said about the dispositional analysis of taste claims and
the epistemology of dispositions. But the preceding remarks should give the reader
a sense of the general challenge facing the advocate of AP. The defender of AP
needs to come up with a plausible account of the meaning of taste predicates which
helps to explain why autocentric taste propositions cannot be known unless the agent
has the relevant kind of first-hand experience (and why exocentric knowledge is
not subject to this requirement). This is, to my mind, a difficult challenge, and I
presently know of no satisfactory way to meet it.26 If this challenge cannot be met,
we might wish to re-visit the idea that the acquaintance requirement is somehow
hard-wired into the lexical entries of taste predicates, as on the presuppositional,
judge-dependent semantics discussed earlier. But any such attempt will of course
need to circumvent the problems that dogged that approach (i.e. Observations 4
and 5), while also accounting for the other Observations discussed above.
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