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The constraint-based approach to pragmatics assumes that listeners integrate probabilistic infor-
mation from multiple sources to identify speaker meaning (e.g., Degen and Tanenhaus 2019). This
talk motivates a constraint-based approach to projection, the phenomenon whereby listeners can
infer that speakers are committed to an utterance content even when that content is in the scope of
an entailment-canceling operator. For instance, to identify whether Cam, who utters the question
in (1), is committed to the content of the clausal complement, listeners integrate information from
multiple sources, including the expressions uttered, the common ground, the information structure
of the utterance, what they know about Cam, and the Question Under Discussion (see, e.g., Beaver
2010; Beaver et al. 2017; Cummins and Rohde 2015; Djärv and Bacovcin 2017; Mahler 2020;
Simons et al. 2010, 2017; Tonhauser 2016, in press; Tonhauser et al. 2018, 2019).

(1) Cam: “Did Kim discover that Sandy’s work is plagiarized?”

From the constraint-based perspective, the overarching research question then is: which informa-
tion sources do listeners rely on in drawing projection inferences in the domain under investigation
and how is the information from these sources integrated?

In this talk, the constraint-based approach is illustrated on the basis of the projection of the con-
tent of the complement of a broad range of (factive and non-factive) clause-embedding predicates,
such as discover in (1), as well as know, think or confirm. The findings of two comprehension
experiments reveal two novel information sources that influence listeners’ projection inferences in
this empirical domain: (i) the lexical content of the predicate and (ii) listeners’ prior beliefs. Al-
though projection analyses currently on the market (e.g., Abusch 2010; Abrusán 2011; Heim 1983;
Simons et al. 2017; Schlenker ms/2019) already consider the first of these information sources, a
constraint-based recasting of these analyses highlights the danger of assigning too much privilege
to binary categories derived from lexical content, such as ‘factive predicate’, ‘presupposition’ or
‘entailment’. These analyses also differ in whether they are able to account for the second informa-
tion source, listeners’ prior beliefs. By forcing us to confront the multiple sources of information
that listeners rely on in drawing projecting inferences, the constraint-based approach brings out a
multitude of new research questions about projection cross-linguistically.
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