Only XL: The assertoric asymmetry of exponibles

For medieval logicians, an exponible is an apparently simple proposition that can be expounded (unpacked) into a more complex proposition, typically a conjunction.  Thus, symmetricalists from Peter of Spain to Atlas (1991 et seq.) unpack (1) into a conjunction of its two entailed components (1') and (1"):

(1)
Only love counts.  [< Nur die Liebe zählt, German TV series]

(1')
Love counts.

(1")
Nothing distinct from love counts.

This approach accounts for the falsity of (1) if nothing counts (or if only formal semantics does) but fails to explain why only XP can license negative polarity items—Only love could ever make anyone so miserable—and trigger inversion and other syntactic, semantic, and discourse correlates of negation. (Atlas 1993 and Giannakidou 2006 have challenged the polarity evidence, but their evidence is unpersuasive.)  Beginning with Horn 1969, asymmetricalists (Geach 1972, McCawley 1981, Ippolito 2006, van Rooij & Schulz 2007) have argued that (1), while indeed entailing (1"), at most presupposes or implicates (1'). Such approaches successfully predict the negative behavior of only XP but not the fact that the positive component is generally uncancellable (a nihilist would not accept (1) on the grounds that nothing counts) and that downward entailment as such does not obtain (from Only Sarah can see Russia from this porch it does not follow that Only Sarah can see Russia from this porch with her eyes closed).    

In addition to only constructions and their exceptive (Q X but Y) cousins, other exponible operators, e.g. cease and begin, were traditionally analyzed as simple conjunctions, where subtler analyses would typically distinguish assertive from presupposed components. (Indeed, the first distinction between what an expression præsupponit and what it denonat arose within a 14th century treatise on exponibles.) But deciding between symmetric and asymmetric analyses is not a simple matter. The only debate naturally extends to proximative adverbs, as exemplified in (2) and (3). 

(2)
Bush barely won.
(3)
Gore almost won.

(2')
Bush won.
(3')
Gore didn’t win.

(2") 
Bush came-close-to not winning. 
(3")  
Gore came-close-to winning. 

Thus, barely is an NPI licenser (Bush barely won any northeastern states) and a scale reverser despite its positive meaning component (3'), while almost isn’t, notwith​standing its salient negative meaning component. Here too, symmetricalists (Hitzeman 1992, Sevi 1998, Rapp & von Stechow 2000, Morzycki 2001), for whom proximatives are conjunctive exponibles, have jousted with asymmetricalists (e.g. Sadock 1981, Ziegeler 2000, 2006), for whom (2) and (3) merely conversationally implicate (2') and (3') respectively. 

Unfortunately the standard entailment vs. implicature diagnostics are equivocal, including the crucial cancellability judgments in (4) and (5):

(4)  ?Only Hillary trusts Bill and maybe even she doesn’t.                        
(Ippolito 2006)

(5)  ?Not only did Bill almost swim the English Channel, he did swim it.  
(Sadock 1981)

Other standard diagnostics are even more empirically flawed.  To fill this void, I propose a new test frame, the subset diagnostic. While I liked the movie implicates that I didn’t love it, All my friends liked the movie is felicitous even if some of them adored it.  The sentences in (6), similarly based on scalar implicature, are similarly inclusive; if 5 of the students in (6a) succeeded, that still amounts to 20 students who tried.    

(6)

a.  20 students tried to solve the problem.  
[includes any who succeeded]


b.  20 students solved most of the problems.  
[includes any who solved them all]


c.  20 students don’t drink much.  

[includes any who don’t drink at all]
But in (7), only exclusive readings are possible; if 5 of the (7c) students succeeded, we have a total of 25 students—the 20 who almost solved it but didn’t, and the 5 who did solve it.    

 (7)

a.  20 students solved only the last problem.  
[excludes any who solved none]


b.  20 students barely passed the test.   

[excludes any who failed]


c.  20 students almost solved the problem.  
[excludes any who succeeded]

The subset diagnostic supports the assertoric inertia account of Horn 1996, 2002 (cf. Amaral 2007) which combines a symmetricalist analysis of the truth-conditional semantics of the exponibles with a pragmatic account of the functional asymmetry of the conjuncts. On this account, the prejacent (1') component of only XP and the polar (2', 3') component of proximatives is entailed but non-asserted; such assertorically inert material is transparent to such diagnostics as polarity licensing. Additional evidence for the assertoric inertia construct will be provided by the behavior of such scalar adverbs as at most (cf. Geurts & Nouwen 2007) and “scalar only” (She’s only a sophomore). 
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