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Hyperbole: the phenomenon
A hyperbole is an exaggerated statement that isn’t meant literally and is used for effect
(typically, to convey affect or make an evaluation of either positive or negative valence).
For example:
The water in the bath is boiling!
⇝ The water is very hot—and I’m frustrated about this.
John is the most intelligent person alive!
⇝ John is extremely intelligent—and I admire him for this reason.
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Hyperbole: the phenomenon
The water in the bath is boiling!
⇝ The water is very hot—and I’m frustrated about this.
John is the most intelligent person alive!
⇝ John is extremely intelligent—and I admire him for this reason.

Descriptively, then, two things take place when a sentence is used/interpreted hyperbolically:
(i) The speaker communicates some information about the world (e.g. ‘The water in the bath
is very hot’ or ‘John is extremely intelligent’).
(ii) The speaker expresses a positive or negative evaluation about this information (e.g. ‘I’m
frustrated about the water’s temperature’, ‘I’m positively impressed by John’s intellectual
abilities’).

3

Hyperbole: the phenomenon
 Grice (1975), as is known, characterised hyperbole (together with irony and metaphor)
as a conversational implicature, one arising from the speaker flouting (‘blatantly
violating’) the maxim of Quality. No formal account.
Since Grice (1975), there have been two major efforts in the quest to explain hyperbole:
 Relevance theory (Carston 2002; Sperber and Wilson 2008; Wilson 2011):
Hyperbole is (mostly) treated as an instance of lexical context-sensitivity.
 RSA (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016). Core idea: speakers can
say literally false things to achieve communicative goals other than communicating
information about the world (e.g. expressing their affect).
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Plan for the talk
SECTION I
 I will review (and call into question) the relevance-theoretic and the RSA approach to hyperbole
interpretation.
SECTION II
 I will put forward (and empirically motivate) the following idea:
Scalar alternatives are implicated in the process of hyperbole interpretation.
SECTION III
 I will show how this idea can help us to shed light on two issues:
(i) What triggers hyperbole?
(ii) Why are hyperbolic statements interpreted the way they are?
5

SECTION I
EXISTING ACCOUNTS
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The lexical account (Carston 2002; Sperber and Wilson 2008; Wilson 2011)
The lexical account of hyperbole, popularised by relevance theorists, has it that hyperbole
interpretation, at least in many instances, involves pragmatically adjusting (or modulating)
the denotation of some lexical item.
(1)

Context: John is struggling to do his math homework; he complains to his mother…
a. The exercise is impossible (to do).
b. The exercise is very difficult (to do).

 The meaning of ‘impossible’ is sensitive to
contextual pressures.
 In this context, ‘impossible’ ends up having
a weaker denotation than it typically has.
 This process feeds composition.

7

The lexical account (Carston 2002; Sperber and Wilson 2008; Wilson
2011) I]
[Section
An alternative (lexical) account: ‘impossible’ is ambiguous (i.e. ‘impossible’ means either
NOT-POSSIBLE or VERY-DIFFICULT) and context helps the interpreter to select the appropriate
sense.
(1)

Context: John is struggling to do his math homework; he complains to his mother…
a. The exercise is impossible (to do).
b. The exercise is NOT-POSSIBLE / VERY-DIFFICULT (to do).

On this kind of approach—lexical modulation or lexical ambiguity—a hyperbolic
interpretation is a reading that a given sentence can have.
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The lexical account (Carston 2002; Sperber and Wilson 2008; Wilson 2011)
The lexical account doesn’t seem to be correct.
(2)

Context: John is struggling to do his math homework; he complains to his mother…
a. The exercise is impossible (to do).
b. The exercise is very difficult (to do).
c. # The exercise can be done but it is impossible (to do).
d. The exercise can be done but it is very difficult (to do).

If hyperbole interpretation was just an instance of lexical modulation (or disambiguation),
then why is that this mechanism can be applied on ‘impossible’ in (2a), but not on
‘impossible’ in (2c)?

9

The lexical account (Carston 2002; Sperber and Wilson 2008; Wilson 2011)
Furthermore…
(3)

Context: John’s mother prepared a bath for her son.
Mother:
John:

How’s the water John?
a. The water is boiling.
b. The water is very hot.

No explanation for why (3a) expresses more negative affect than (3b).
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
Recently, a global account of hyperbole has been put forward: I will refer to this account,
which is couched in the RSA framework, as the two-dimensional account.
Two distinctive features:
(i) The ‘interpretation space’ consists of two dimensions, namely, the state of the world and
the speaker’s affect.
(ii) The speaker chooses her utterances to maximise the probability of successfully
accomplishing her communicative goals, which can be either communicating information
about the world, communicating her affect, or communicating both.
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
Model simulation (from Bergen 2016)
Utterance: ‘Bob owes me $1,000,000.’
2 dimensions (formalised as QUDs): (i) What’s the state of the world?, (ii) Is the speaker affected?
3 possible money states M: 10, 100, and 1,000,000 (corresponding to the amount of money that Bob owes
the speaker).
2 possible affect states A: ☹, which indicates negative affect, and 😐, which indicates the absence of
affect.
Each world consists of a money-affect pair (M = x, A = y). This gives us 6 worlds:
(M = 10, A = ☹), (M = 100, A = ☹), (M = 1,000,000, A = ☹)
(M = 10, A = 😐), (M = 100, A = 😐), (M = 1,000,000, A = 😐)
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
The listener’s prior (which is also the common prior) is assumed to satisfy the following two
constraints:
(i)

P(A = ☹ | M = 10) < P(A = ☹ | M = 100) < P(A = ☹ | M = 1,000,000)
The greater the amount of money that Bob owes the speaker, the likelier it is that the speaker is unhappy.

(ii) P(M = 1,000,000) < P(M = 100) ≤ P(M = 10)
Bob is less likely to owe a million dollars than he is to owe smaller amounts of money.

x

P(M = x)

P(A = ☹ | M = x)

10

0.495

0.1

100

0.495

0.33

1,000,000

0.01

0.9

Table 1. The values of the prior used in Bergen’s (2016) simulation.
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
Speaker
The speaker wants to communicate her affect and, to do so, she can utter either ‘(Bob owes
me) $10’, ‘(Bob owes me) $100’, or ‘(Bob owes me) $1,000,000’.
According to the prior, ‘$1,000,000’ is the best that she can do to communicate her affect.
Hence, the speaker utters ‘$1,000,000’.
x

P(M = x)

P(A = ☹ | M = x)

10

0.495

0.1

100

0.495

0.33

1,000,000

0.01

0.9

Table 1. The values of the prior used in Bergen’s (2016) simulation.
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
Listener
Upon hearing ‘$1,000,000’, the listener will resist the conclusion that the speaker wants to
communicate that Bob owes her $1,000,000. Why? Because Bob is very unlikely to owe
the speaker $1,000,000!
A more likely explanation for why the speaker chose ‘$1,000,000’ as an utterance is that
she wants to communicate her affect.
x

P(M = x)

P(A = ☹ | M = x)

10

0.495

0.1

100

0.495

0.33

1,000,000

0.01

0.9

Table 1. The values of the prior used in Bergen’s (2016) simulation.
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
Listener
So, the listener will conclude that the speaker is trying to communicate that she has
(negative) affect.
The listener will also gain information about the state of the world…

x

P(M = x)

P(A = ☹ | M = x)

10

0.495

0.1

100

0.495

0.33

1,000,000

0.01

0.9

Table 1. The values of the prior used in Bergen’s (2016) simulation.
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)

Bergen (2016: 149)
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
Listener
The listener will also gain information about the state of the world…
According to the prior, if the speaker has negative affect, then Bob is more likely to owe
the speaker $100 as opposed to $10.

x

P(M = x)

P(A = ☹ | M = x)

10

0.495

0.1

100

0.495

0.33

1,000,000

0.01

0.9

P(M = 100 | A = ☹) = 0.75
P(M = 10 | A = ☹) = 0.23

Table 1. The values of the prior used in Bergen’s (2016) simulation.
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
In plain English…
(i) The speaker utters Bob owes me $1,000,000.
(ii) ‘This can’t be true!’, the listener says to herself. ‘The speaker is surely trying to communicate
something else other than state-of-the-world information.’
(iii) ‘If the speaker was in a world in which Bob owed her $1,000,000,’ the listener reasons, ‘she’d be,
almost certainly, unhappy.’
(iv) ‘Voilá’, the listener concludes, ‘the speaker is trying to tell me she’s very unhappy (i.e. the speaker is
trying to communicate her affect).’
(v) ‘And, surely, if the speaker is very unhappy, then Bob must owe her a significant amount.’
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
In plain English…
(i) The speaker utters Bob owes me $1,000,000.
(ii) ‘This can’t be true!’, the listener says to herself. ‘The speaker is surely trying to communicate
something else other than state-of-the-world information.’
(iii) ‘If the speaker was in a world in which Bob owed her $1,000,000,’ the listener reasons, ‘she’d be,
almost certainly, unhappy.’
(iv) ‘Voilá’, the listener concludes, ‘the speaker is trying to tell me she’s very unhappy (i.e. the speaker is
trying to communicate her affect)’.
(v) ‘And, surely, if the speaker is very unhappy, then Bob must owe her a significant amount.’
WARNING: (v) works insofar as the only reason for having negative affect is Bob owing the speaker money.
In real life, there are many reasons why someone can have negative affect. In real life, therefore, one cannot
infer that Bob owes the speaker a lot of money from the fact that the speaker has negative affect.
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The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
Overgeneration issue
The 2D account is global in nature: it sees nothing else but the literal meaning of sentences (propositions).
Therefore, on this account, it is just not possible to explain the following contrasts:
(4)

a. Erdős has proved millions of theorems.
b. Erdős has proved the Riemann Hypothesis.

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE ✗)

(5)

a. Chomsky wrote thousands of brilliant books.
b. Chomsky won the Nobel Prize in Physics.

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE ✗)

(6)

a. This exercise is impossible to do.
b. This exercise doesn’t have a solution.

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE ✗)

The 2D account is bound to overgenerate hyperbolic interpretations.

21

[Section I]
The 2D account (Kao, Wu, Bergen and Goodman 2014; Bergen 2016)
Overgeneration issue
The 2D account is global in nature: it sees nothing else but the literal meaning of sentences (propositions).
Therefore, on this account, it is just not possible to explain the following contrasts:
(4)

a. Erdős has proved millions of theorems.
b. Erdős has proved the Riemann Hypothesis.

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE ✗)

(5)

a. Chomsky wrote thousands of brilliant books.
b. Chomsky won the Nobel Prize in Physics.

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE ✗)

 Irony (!)
 Hyperbole interpretation is sensitive to lexical choices (which suggests that there’s a semantic side to
hyperbole interpretation)
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SECTION II
THE SEMANTICS OF HYPERBOLE

23

Observation
All the sentences in (7) can, quite indisputably, be interpreted hyperbolically.
(7)

a. The exercise is impossible.
b. The water in the bath is boiling.
c. John has proved thousands of theorems.
d. All girls at school like John.
e. Bob owes me $1,000,000.

These sentences have something in common: they all contain expressions that have been claimed to belong to
a so-called lexical scale or quantitative scale (Horn 1972):
‘boiling’ to 〈warm, hot, boiling〉,
‘impossible’ to 〈difficult, impossible〉,
‘thousands’ to (roughly) 〈…, dozens,…, hundreds, thousands,…〉,
‘all’ to 〈some, many, most, all〉,
‘(at-least) 1,000,000’ to a scale with other numerals, e.g.
〈…(at-least) 1,000, (at-least) 10,000, (at-least) 100,000, (at-least) 1,000,000, (at-least) 10,000,000…〉.
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Observation

[Section 2]

I’m assuming that the hyperbole-triggering ‘1,000,000’—the ‘1,000,000’ in ‘Bob owes me $1,000,000’—is
the ‘(at-least) 1,000,000’, as opposed to the ‘(exactly) 1,000,000’ (cf. Geurts 2006 and Spector 2013).
This assumption has empirical support:
(8)

a. Bob owes me $1,000,000.
b. Bob owes me at least $1,000,000.
c. Bob owes me exactly $1,000,000.

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE ✗)

The presence of scalar items (items that form Horn scales) seems to be correlated with
the emergence of hyperbole: this, in turn, suggests that scalar alternatives are
implicated in the process of hyperbole interpretation.

25

Conjecture

[Section I]

Conjecture:
Having at least 1 scalar item is a pre-requisite for a sentence to be interpreted hyperbolically.
This conjecture, if true, can help us to answer two questions:
(i)

Why, say, ‘Chomsky wrote thousands of brilliant books’ can be interpreted hyperbolically whereas
‘Chomsky won the Nobel Prize in Physics’ cannot?

26
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Conjecture

[Section I]

Conjecture:
Having at least 1 scalar item is a pre-requisite for a sentence to be interpreted hyperbolically.
This conjecture, if true, can help us to answer two questions:
(i)

Why, say, ‘Chomsky wrote thousands of brilliant books’ can be interpreted hyperbolically whereas
‘Chomsky won the Nobel Prize in Physics’ cannot?

The former contains a scalar item, the latter doesn’t.
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Conjecture

[Section I]

Conjecture:
Having at least 1 scalar item is a pre-requisite for a sentence to be interpreted hyperbolically.
This conjecture, if true, can help us to answer two questions:
(i)

Why, say, ‘Chomsky wrote thousands of brilliant books’ can be interpreted hyperbolically whereas
‘Chomsky won the Nobel Prize in Physics’ cannot?

The former contains a scalar item, the latter doesn’t.
(ii)

Why, say, ‘All the girls at school like John’ can be (hyperbolically) interpreted as ‘Many (or most)
girls at school like John’ and not, for example, as ‘All the girls at school like John or John is a
good-looking chap’?
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Conjecture

[Section I]

Conjecture:
Having at least 1 scalar item is a pre-requisite for a sentence to be interpreted hyperbolically.
This conjecture, if true, can help us to answer two questions:
(i)

Why, say, ‘Chomsky wrote thousands of brilliant books’ can be interpreted hyperbolically whereas
‘Chomsky won the Nobel Prize in Physics’ cannot?

The former contains a scalar item, the latter doesn’t.
(ii)

Why, say, ‘All the girls at school like John’ can be (hyperbolically) interpreted as ‘Many (or most)
girls at school like John’ and not, for example, as ‘All the girls at school like John or John is a
good-looking chap’?

Interpreting a sentence hyperbolically amounts, at least in part, to discarding its literal meaning—on the
grounds of implausibility—and updating the common ground with one of its weaker scalar alternatives.
(To be refined.)

29

Potential problems
〈or, and〉
(9)

a. Chomsky is a Nobel-prize winner and a very smart linguist.
b. ⇝ Chomsky is a Nobel-prize winner or a very smart linguist.

Why?

30
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Potential problems
〈or, and〉
(9)

a. Chomsky is a Nobel-prize winner and a very smart linguist.
b. ⇝ Chomsky is a Nobel-prize winner or a very smart linguist.

The ‘scale’ of disjunction/conjunction is only partially ordered by entailment (Sauerland 2004).

If Sauerland (2004) is right, then ‘and’ and ‘or’ aren’t scalar items (i.e. such items do not form a quantitative
scale).

31

Potential problems

[Section I]

〈permissible, obligatory〉
(10) a. It is permissible for ENS professors to wear a tie.
b. ⇝ It is not obligatory for ENS professors to wear a tie.
Hyperbole from ‘X is obligatory’?
It’s possible, I think: the trick is to find a case like (i) and not like (ii).
(i)

P(‘X is obligatory’) = 0
P(‘X is permissible’) << 1
P(‘X isn’t permissible’) >> 0

(ii)

P(‘X is obligatory’) = 0
P(‘X is permissible’) = 1
P(‘X isn’t permissible’) = 0

E.g. It is obligatory for ENS professors to wear a tie.
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Potential problems

[Section I]

〈permissible, obligatory〉
(10) a. It is permissible for ENS professors to wear a tie.
b. ⇝ It is not obligatory for ENS professors to wear a tie.
Hyperbole from ‘X is obligatory’?
It’s possible, I think.
(11) Context: Two women in a cafe inside a Government building.
Woman A [visibly shocked by the fact that people are smoking]:
Woman B [who works in the building]:

a. Is one allowed to smoke here?
b. It is obligatory to smoke here!
⇝ It is allowed and I’m not happy
about this.

33

Potential problems

[Section I]

〈hot, boiling〉 & 〈difficult, impossible〉
(12) Context: John’s mother prepared a bath for him; John complains…
a. The water is boiling.
b. The water is very hot. [and *not* just hot]
(13) Context: John is struggling to do his math homework; he complains to his mother…
a. The exercise is impossible (to do).
b. The exercise is very difficult (to do). [and *not* just difficult]

Is this a problem?
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Potential problems

[Section I]

〈hot, boiling〉 & 〈difficult, impossible〉
 ‘Hot’ and ‘difficult’ are relative adjectives, i.e. something isn’t hot simpliciter or difficult simpliciter: the
meaning of these adjectives depends on some threshold or comparison class.

35

Potential problems

[Section I]

〈hot, boiling〉 & 〈difficult, impossible〉
 ‘Hot’ and ‘difficult’ are relative adjectives, i.e. something isn’t hot simpliciter or difficult simpliciter: the
meaning of these adjectives depends on some threshold or comparison class.
 If the alternative of ‘The water in the bath is boiling’ is ‘The water in the bath is hot for bath water’, then
the problem dissolves: ‘The water in the bath is hot for bath water’ means, roughly, that the water in the
bath is hotter than it should be.
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Potential problems

[Section I]

〈hot, boiling〉 & 〈difficult, impossible〉
 ‘Hot’ and ‘difficult’ are relative adjectives, i.e. something isn’t hot simpliciter or difficult simpliciter: the
meaning of these adjectives depends on some threshold or comparison class.
 If the alternative of ‘The water in the bath is boiling’ is ‘The water in the bath is hot for bath water’, then
the problem dissolves: ‘The water in the bath is hot for bath water’ means, roughly, that the water in the
bath is hotter than it should be.
 In addition, the affective/evaluative component of the inference may help to create the illusion that the
alternative is stronger than it in fact is: if the speaker has negative affect about the temperature of the water
and the water is hot for bath water, then it is likely than the water is a lot hotter than it should be.
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Potential problems

[Section I]

Comparatives and superlatives
(14) Mark is the greatest linguist in the world.
(15) John is taller than a giraffe.

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE 🗸)

Where are the scalar (lexical) items?
It looks as if Horn’s idea needs to expanded: it could be proposed that there are such things as scalar (nonlexical) expressions that also ‘activate’ quantitative scales; for example:
〈adj, among the adj-est, the adj-est〉
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Potential problems

[Section I]

Irrespective of what one thinks about Horn/quantitative scales and the vexing question of how alternatives
should be derived…
(16) a. Mark isn’t the GREATEST linguist in the world.
b. ⇝ Mark is among the greatest linguists in the world.
To derive (16b), ‘Mark isn’t among the greatest linguists in the world’ needs to be an alternative.
(17) a. X is taller than a sheep.
b. ⇝ X isn’t a lot taller than a sheep (e.g. X isn’t taller than an elephant, X isn’t taller than a giraffe, etc.)
To derive (17b), presumably, alternatives of the form ‘X is taller than Y’ are needed, where Y are things other
than ‘a sheep’.
The alternatives that one need to posit for hyperbole also need to be posited to derive scalar inferences such as
(16b) and (17b).

39

SECTION III
REFINING THE PROPOSAL
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Refining the proposal

[Section I]

(i) Under which conditions is hyperbole triggered, and how are scalar alternatives
implicated in this process? Hyperbole’s triggering problem.
(ii) How is the (unlikely) literal meaning of a hyperbolic utterance turned into something
plausible? Hyperbole’s weakening problem.
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Refining the proposal

[Section I]

(i) Under which conditions is hyperbole triggered, and how are scalar alternatives
implicated in this process? Hyperbole’s triggering problem.
(ii) How is the (unlikely) literal meaning of a hyperbolic utterance turned into something
plausible? Hyperbole’s weakening problem.

42
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem
Global pragmatic condition:
 The uttered sentence must be very unlikely to be true (it must be ‘unbelievable’).
Bob owes me $1,000,000.
The exercise is impossible to do.
Global semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must not be a logical contradiction.
# The exercise can be done but it is impossible (to do).
# Bob owes me less than $10,000, but he still owes me $1,000,000.
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

[Section I]

Global semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must not be a logical contradiction.
# The exercise can be done, but it is impossible (to do).
# Bob owes me less than $10,000, but he still owes me $1,000,000.
Why?
Hyperbole interpretation is likely to involve, at least at some level, hypothetical reasoning about what the
speaker’s affective state would likely be if a sentence S that is either very unlikely to be true or known to be
false was in fact true. If S is a logical contradiction, then S can never be true; and if S can never be true, it is not
possible to reason hypothetically about what the speaker’s affective state would be if S was true.
(The two-dimensional account can be seen as an attempt to formalise this idea.)
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

[Section I]

(Local) semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must contain at least 1 scalar item/expression.
Chomsky wrote thousands of brilliant books.
Chomsky won the Nobel Prize in Physics.

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE ✗)
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

[Section I]

Global pragmatic condition:
 The uttered sentence must be very unlikely to be true (it must be ‘unbelievable’).
Global semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must not be a logical contradiction.
(Local) semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must contain at least 1 scalar item/expression.
These conditions won’t be enough.
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[Section I]

Refining the proposal: the triggering problem
(18)

Context: Paul and John go to a small rural school. There are only 10 girls at this school, and it is
common ground between Paul and John that exactly 4 of them like John. John is depressed
nonetheless: he feels unattractive and alienated. Paul, his friend, tells him.*
a. Come one John! All (of) the girls at school like you!
b. Come one John! Most (of the) girls at school like you!

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE ✗)

Extra Condition v.1:
 For a sentence to be interpreted hyperbolically, it must not be entailed by any of its
alternatives.
Intuition behind this condition: if you want to be hyperbolic, say the strongest thing that you
can (on the relevant scalar dimension).
* I’m

indebted to Tadeusz Ciecierski for this observation.
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem
(19)

[Section I]

a. Chomsky wrote 10,000 books.
b. Chomsky wrote 1,000,000 books.
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem
(19)

[Section I]

a. Chomsky wrote 10,000 books.
b. Chomsky wrote 1,000,000 books.

Extra Condition v.2:
 For a sentence to be interpreted hyperbolically, it must not be entailed by any of its
alternatives—unless the sentence has infinitely many alternatives.
Intuition behind this condition: if you want to be hyperbolic, say the strongest thing that you
can (on the relevant scalar dimension)…, if there is ‘a strongest thing’ that you can say.
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem
(20)

[Section I]

Most of the exercises were impossible.
⇝ Most of the exercises were very difficult.

(20) has an alternative, namely, ‘all the exercises were impossible’, that entails it. Hence,
Condition v.2 blocks hyperbole from (20).
Extra Condition v.2:
 For a sentence to be interpreted hyperbolically, it must not be entailed by any of its
alternatives—unless the sentence has infinitely many alternatives.
Extra Condition v.2 is wrong.
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[Section I]

Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

Possible strategy: only top-of-the-scale items give rise to ‘hyperbole’ alternatives…
(20)

Most of the exercises were impossible.
⇝ Most of the exercises were very difficult.

〈some, many, most, all〉, 〈difficult, impossible〉
This can’t be the case:
(21)

This exercise isn’t doable. 〈doable, easy〉
This exercise is impossible. 〈difficult, impossible〉

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
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[Section I]

Refining the proposal: the triggering problem
Quick recap:
(18)

(20)

Context: Paul and John go to a small rural school. There are only 10 girls in this school, and it is
common ground between Paul and John that exactly 4 of them like John. John is depressed
nonetheless: he feels unattractive and alienated. Paul, his friend, tells him.
a. Come one John! All (of) the girls at school like you!
b. Come one John! Most (of the) girls at school like you!

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)
(HYPERBOLE ✗)

Most of the exercises were impossible.
⇝ Most of the exercises were very difficult.

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)

Intuitively, what we want to say is that ‘most’ doesn’t contribute to the process of generation
of alternatives.
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem
(20)

[Section I]

Most of the exercises were impossible.
⇝ Most exercises were very difficult.

The idea is then this: before generating the alternatives of a hyperbolic statement, we check,
for each scalar item, whether it is a hyperbole trigger (h-trigger for short).
H-triggers (informal def.)
An expression is an h-trigger in a sentence S iff it is a scalar item/construction that meets either of the
following conditions:
(i) Replacing it (but no other scalar item in the sentence) does not generate an alternative that is
stronger than S.
(ii) The item gives rise to an infinite set of alternatives (e.g. 1,000,000 is an h-trigger).
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

[Section I]

H-triggers (informal def.)
An expression is an h-trigger in a sentence S iff it is a scalar item/construction that meets either of the
following conditions:
(i) Replacing it (but no other scalar item in the sentence) does not generate an alternative that is
stronger than S.
(ii) The item gives rise to an infinite set of alternatives.
(20)

Most of the exercises were impossible.
all
many
some

‘Most’ *isn’t* an h-trigger: it does gives rise to an alternative that entails (20).
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

[Section I]

H-triggers (informal def.)
An expression is an h-trigger in a sentence S iff it is a scalar item/construction that meets either of the
following conditions:
(i) Replacing it (but no other scalar item in the sentence) does not generate an alternative that is
stronger than S.
(ii) The item gives rise to an infinite set of alternatives.
(20)

Most of the exercises were impossible.
difficult

‘Impossible’ *is* an h-trigger: it doesn’t give rise to an alternative that entails (20).
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

[Section I]

Extra Condition v.2:
 For a sentence to be interpreted hyperbolically, it must not be entailed by any of its
alternatives—unless the sentence has infinitely many alternatives.
Extra Condition v.3:
 For a sentence to be interpreted hyperbolically, it must contain at least 1 h-trigger.
An expression is an h-trigger in a sentence S iff it is a scalar item/construction that meets either of the following conditions:
(i) Replacing it (but no other scalar item in the sentence) does not generate an alternative that is stronger than S.
(ii) The item gives rise to an infinite set of alternatives.
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

[Section I]

Global pragmatic condition:
 The uttered sentence must be very unlikely to be true (it must be ‘unbelievable’).
Global semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must not be a logical contradiction.
(Local) semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must contain at least 1 scalar item/expression.
Extra Condition v.3:
 The uttered sentence must contain at least 1 h-trigger.
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

[Section I]

Global pragmatic condition:
 The uttered sentence must be very unlikely to be true (it must be ‘unbelievable’).
Global semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must not be a logical contradiction.
(Local) semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must contain at least 1 scalar item/expression.
Extra Condition v.3:
 The uttered sentence must contain at least 1 h-trigger.
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Refining the proposal: the triggering problem

[Section I]

Global pragmatic condition:
 The uttered sentence must be very unlikely to be true (it must be ‘unbelievable’).
Global semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must not be a logical contradiction.
New (local) semantic condition:
 The uttered sentence must contain at least 1 h-trigger.
Necessary, but possibly not sufficient, conditions.
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem
(i) Under which conditions is hyperbole triggered, and how are scalar alternatives
implicated in this process? The triggering problem.
(ii) How is the (unlikely) literal meaning of a hyperbolic utterance turned into something
plausible? Hyperbole’s weakening problem.
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem
(22)

[Section I]

Context: Paul and John go to a small rural school. There are only 10 girls in this school, and it is
common ground between Paul and John that exactly 4 of them like John. John is depressed
nonetheless: he feels unattractive and alienated. Paul, his friend, tells him.

a.
Come one John! All (of) the girls at school like you!
b.
Come one John! Most (of the) girls at school like you!
c. ** Come one John! Many (of the) girls at school like you! **
d.
Come one John! Some (of the) girls at school like you!
Why not (b)? (b), like (a), is a contextual contradiction.
Why not (d)? (d) is less informative than (c).
(Tentative) proposal: weakening the literal meaning of a hyperbolic utterance involves
picking the most informative alternative among the ‘believable’ alternatives.
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem

[Section I]

(Tentative) proposal: weakening the literal meaning of a hyperbolic utterance involves
picking the most informative alternative among the ‘believable’ alternatives.
‘The most informative’ can mean ‘the strongest’ (logical informativeness) or ‘the least likely’
(the probabilistic informativeness).
A close-up look at the data suggests that, for hyperbole, we need probabilistic informativeness.*

*

Cf. Denic (2021).
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem

[Section I]

An argument for probabilistic informativeness:
(23)

All the ENS professors have read millions of books.

Hyperbole is expected:
(i) (23) is very unlikely to be true (and isn’t a logical contradiction).
(ii) Both ‘all’ and ‘millions’ are h-triggers.
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem
(23)

[Section I]

All the ENS professors have read millions of books.
all the ENS professors have read thousands of books
all the ENS professors have read hundreds of books
all the ENS professors have read dozens of books
most ENS professors have read millions of books
many ENS professors have read millions of books
some ENS professors have read millions of books
most ENS professors have read thousands of books
many ENS professors have read thousands of books
some ENS professors have read thousands of books
most ENS professors have read hundreds of books
many ENS professors have read hundreds of books
some ENS professors have read hundreds of books
most ENS professors have read dozens of books
many ENS professors have read dozens of books
some ENS professors have read dozens of books

〈…, dozens,…, hundreds, thousands,…, millions,…〉
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem
(23)

[Section I]

All the ENS professors have read millions of books.
all the ENS professors have read thousands of books
all the ENS professors have read hundreds of books
all the ENS professors have read dozens of books
most ENS professors have read millions of books
many ENS professors have read millions of books
some ENS professors have read millions of books
most ENS professors have read thousands of books
many ENS professors have read thousands of books
some ENS professors have read thousands of books
most ENS professors have read hundreds of books
many ENS professors have read hundreds of books
some ENS professors have read hundreds of books
most ENS professors have read dozens of books
many ENS professors have read dozens of books
some ENS professors have read dozens of books

[plausible]

[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem
(23)

[Section I]

All the ENS professors have read millions of books.
all the ENS professors have read thousands of books
all the ENS professors have read hundreds of books
all the ENS professors have read dozens of books
most ENS professors have read millions of books
many ENS professors have read millions of books
some ENS professors have read millions of books
most ENS professors have read thousands of books
many ENS professors have read thousands of books
some ENS professors have read thousands of books
most ENS professors have read hundreds of books
many ENS professors have read hundreds of books
some ENS professors have read hundreds of books
most ENS professors have read dozens of books
many ENS professors have read dozens of books
some ENS professors have read dozens of books

[plausible]
One cannot pick ‘the strongest’ among
the plausible ones because there is no
unique strongest alternative (two of
them are logically independent).
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem
(23)

[Section I]

All the ENS professors have read millions of books.
all the ENS professors have read thousands of books
all the ENS professors have read hundreds of books
all the ENS professors have read dozens of books
most ENS professors have read millions of books
many ENS professors have read millions of books
some ENS professors have read millions of books
most ENS professors have read thousands of books
many ENS professors have read thousands of books
some ENS professors have read thousands of books
most ENS professors have read hundreds of books
many ENS professors have read hundreds of books
some ENS professors have read hundreds of books
most ENS professors have read dozens of books
many ENS professors have read dozens of books
some ENS professors have read dozens of books

[plausible]
However, one can pick the least likely
alternative among the plausible ones:

[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]
[plausible]

Most ENS profs have read hundreds
of books is less likely (hence
probabilistically more informative) than
All the ENS profs have read dozens of
books.
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem
(23)

[Section I]

All the ENS professors have read millions of books.
all the ENS professors have read thousands of books
all the ENS professors have read hundreds of books
all the ENS professors have read dozens of books
most ENS professors have read millions of books
many ENS professors have read millions of books
some ENS professors have read millions of books
most ENS professors have read thousands of books
many ENS professors have read thousands of books
some ENS professors have read thousands of books
** most ENS professors have read hundreds of books **
many ENS professors have read hundreds of books
some ENS professors have read hundreds of books
most ENS professors have read dozens of books
many ENS professors have read dozens of books
some ENS professors have read dozens of books
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Refining the proposal: the weakening problem

[Section I]

Another argument for probabilistic informativeness:
(24)

A: Why are you angry?
B: I’m angry because Bob owes me trillions of dollars.

The alternatives are bound to be logically independent (this is because ‘because’ creates a
non-monotonic environment).
 H-triggers
An expression is an h-trigger in a sentence S iff it is a scalar item/construction that meets either of the following conditions:
(i) Replacing it (but no other scalar item in the sentence) does not generate an alternative that is stronger than
(probabilistically) more informative than S.
(ii) The item gives rise to an infinite set of alternatives.
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Closing remarks
 I have argued that hyperbole interpretation shares a common element with scalar
implicature calculation—namely, reliance on scalar items/alternatives.
 Conceptually, the idea that certain expressions—by virtue of being the kind of expressions
that they are—give rise to alternatives (Horn 1972) is at odds with the idea that the
process of generation of alternatives can be reduced to considerations of structural
complexity (Katzir 2007; Fox and Katzir 2011).
 This raises the question: Can hyperbole inferences be derived without an appeal to
triggers? I suspect that the answer to this question is ‘no’ (though I haven’t thought about
this hard enough).
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THANKS
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EXTRA SLIDES
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Negation
The fact that (a) doesn’t have the reading in (b) suggests that hyperbole interpretation cannot be
embedded.
(a) # The exercise can be done but it is impossible (to do).
(b) The exercise can be done but it is very difficult (to do).
But what about (i) and (ii)?
(i) a. John: I can’t do this exercise, it’s just too complicated.
b. Paul: Come on John! It’s not impossible.
(ii) a. John: I’m not sure whether I should buy these shoes.
b. Paul: Come one John! They don’t cost $1,000,000.
Are (i) and (ii) hyperboles computed under negation? No (as far as I can tell).
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Negation
(i)

a. John: I can’t do this exercise, it’s just too complicated.
b. Paul: Come on John! It’s not impossible.

(ii)

a. John: I’m not sure whether I should buy these shoes.
b. Paul: Come one John! They don’t cost $1,000,000.

(iii) Context: John is a junior linguist. He’s stressed because he has to give a talk and Irene
Heim will be there. He’s so stressed he’s considering cancelling the talk.
Paul: Come on John! Irene Heim isn’t the US president.
Needless to say, ‘Irene Heim is the US president’ cannot be interpreted hyperbolically: so, it makes no sense
to say that (iii) is hyperbole under negation.

74

Talk given at the LINGUAE seminar (ENS/IJN)
Paris - June 3, 2021

37

Negation
(i)

a. John: I can’t do this exercise, it’s just too complicated.
b. Paul: Come on John! It’s not impossible.
⇝ Stop behaving as if the exercise was impossible.

(ii)

a. John: I’m not sure whether I should buy these shoes.
b. Paul: Come one John! They don’t cost $1,000,000.
⇝ Stop behaving as if the shoes cost $1,000,000.

(iii) Context: John is a junior linguist. He’s stressed because he has to give a talk and Irene
Heim will be there. He’s so stressed he’s considering cancelling the talk.
Paul: Come on John! Irene Heim isn’t the US president.
⇝ Stop behaving as if Irene was the US president.
This phenomenon *isn’t* parasitic on scalar items.

75

Negation
(i)

a. John: I can’t do this exercise, it’s just too complicated.
b. Paul: Come on John! It’s not impossible.
⇝ Stop behaving as if the exercise was impossible.
[unnamed phenomenon]
⇝ (The speaker believes) the exercise is difficult.
[indirect implicature]
⇝ (The speaker believes) the exercise isn’t outrageously difficult.

(ii) This exercise is impossible!
⇝ (The speaker believes) the exercise is outrageously difficult.

[hyperbole inference]
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Disjunction
(iv)

The bath water is either boiling or very cold

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)

This looks like a problem:
‘The water is either boiling or very cold’ isn’t unbelievable.
Do we have to conclude that hyperbole can be embedded? I don’t think we do.
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Disjunction
(iv)

The bath water is either boiling or very cold

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)

An utterance of ‘p or q’ triggers 4 pragmatic inferences, namely:
(a) K(p or q)
(b) K¬(p & q)
(c) ¬Kp
(d) ¬Kq
If p is a contextual contradiction, the probability that the speaker believes that q is true is
extremely high; and, if so, the probability that the speaker doesn’t believe that q is true is
extremely low.
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Disjunction
(iv)

The bath water is either boiling or very cold

(HYPERBOLE 🗸)

An utterance of ‘p or q’ triggers 4 pragmatic inferences, namely:
(a) K(p or q)
(b) K¬(p & q)
(c) ¬Kp
(d) ¬Kq
If p is a contextual contradiction, the probability that the speaker believes that q is true is
extremely high; and, if so, the probability that the speaker doesn’t believe that q is true is
extremely low. So, the probability of (iv)&(a)&(b)&(c)&(d) being true is extremely low.
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