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It is well known that the interpretation of permission sentences containing or – so called free choice
permission sentences – poses a problem for standard assumptions about the semantics of or.
Consider sentence (1), whose salient, problematic, interpretation is represented in (2):

(1) Jane may sing or dance. (2) �sing(j) v �dance(j)
On this interpretation, (1) entails the permissibility of both singing and dancing. Standard
assumptions, however,  predict that (1) should have only the disjunctive interpretation represented
in (3).

(3) �sing(j) w �dance(j)
The interpretation in (3), of course, lacks the observed “conjunctive” entailment.

It has also recently been noted (see among others Kratzer and Shimoyama 2002, Geurts 2004,
Allonso-Ovalle 2004) that the free choice problem disappears in downward entailing environments.
Thus, consider sentence (4):

(4) Jane may not sing or dance. (5)a. ¬�(sing(j) w dance(j)) /
(5)b. ¬�sing(j) & ¬�dance(j)

Assuming that the scope of the operators is as shown in (5)a., the standard account does make correct
predictions for sentence (4). (We set aside here issues concerning the scope of negation and modals.)

The recent literature contains a number of proposals for dealing with the problem of free choice
permission sentences (Zimmermann 2001, Aloni 2002, Geurts 2004, Simons 2004). But as some of
these authors acknowledge, extending their proposals to downward entailing environments requires
non-trivial extensions or the introduction of ambiguity. (See also Allonso-Ovalle 2004.) The goal
of this paper is to offer a modification of my proposal in Simons 2004 which will deal with the full
set of interactions between modals, or and DE operators. The central innovation lies in the claim that
free choice effects are the consequence of an extra-semantic condition on interpretation, the anti-
redundancy condition. It is proposed that the disappearance of free choice effects in DE
environments is due to the fact that in these cases the condition is straightforwardly satisfied, and
hence inert.

My original proposal contains two central claims. The first is that or coordinations denote sets
whose members are the denotations of the disjuncts (alternatives sets). The second is that alternatives
sets are required to “divide up” some domain provided by the semantic environment. In the case of
modal/or sentences, the relevant domain is the set of accessible worlds (ACC), or a subset thereof.
It is the requirement to divide up this domain among the members of the alternatives set which
produces free choice readings. Specifically, Simons offers the truth conditions in (6) for sentence (1):
(6) �S. SfACC & S is supercovered by {�jane sing�, �jane dance�}
(The notion of a supercover is the formal device which Simons uses to express the “dividing up”
requirement. A set S is supercovered by a non-empty set of sets SC iff �x0S,�X0SC s.t. x0X &
�X0SC, �x0S s.t. x0X.)

The truth conditions in (6) capture the observed entailments of (1). However, there is no way to
add negation (or set complementation) which correctly gives the truth conditions of (4). The latter
sentence can thus be accommodated in the original theory only by an apparently ad hoc stipulation.

The proposed modification of my account maintains the two central claims of the original
version, while adding the following:



1. The default strategy for semantic composition of an alternatives set introduced by or is to
simplify it by set union i.e. the standard boolean treatment.

2. This default strategy is constrained by the anti-redundancy condition mentioned above. As
a first approximation, I formulate this condition as follows: “Assign an interpretation which
maximizes the contribution of all linguistically introduced elements.” In our particular case,
the effect of the condition is to give rise to a preference for interpretations in which each
disjunct in a disjunction makes a contribution to the interpretation (presumably, truth
conditions) of the sentence which contains it.

I suggest that the supercover condition is a strengthening of the default truth conditions, which is
introduced when these do not result in satisfaction of the anti-redundancy condition.

To see how the default interpretation strategy works, and how it interacts with the anti-
redundancy condition, consider the truth conditions given in (7) and (8).
(7) Jane may sing or dance is true at w iff �w'0ACC s.t. w'0c{�jane sing�, �jane dance�}
(8) Jane may not sing or dance is true at w iff ¬�w'0ACC s.t. w'0c{�jane sing�, �jane dance�}
In order to guarantee that the truth condition in (8) is met, we must check the membership of each
set independently. That is, we cannot guarantee that no relevant world is in the union of the two sets
without taking both of the unioned sets into account. This contrasts with what is needed to guarantee
that the condition in (7) is met. Here, if we find some w' that is in one set, then we can ignore the
other. I propose that such an interpretation is in violation of the anti-redundancy condition, and that,
in order to avoid this violation, the truth conditions are strengthened to those I proposed.

The idea that free choice effects have their source in extra-semantic principles has also been
proposed by Kratzer and Shimoyama 2002. They suggest that the free choice reading associated with
certain indefinites is generated by Gricean style reasoning. I will argue, though, that the free choice
aspect of the sentences under consideration here cannot be separated from their truth conditional
component, and thus cannot be treated as a standard conversational implicature. In the proposal just
outlined, the condition on interpretation intervenes in the process of semantic composition and
affects the actual truth conditions assigned. This view of the interaction between semantic
composition and pragmatic inferencing seems to accord with that recently advocated by Gennaro
Chierchia (see e.g. Chierchia 2001). The proposed anti-redundancy condition, in turn, has the flavor
of the principles underlying default interpretation proposed in Levinson 2000. In the talk, I will offer
some brief discussion of the larger issues raised with respect to compositionality and the
semantics/pragmatics interface.

Finally, I turn to some additional observations concerning the interpretation of or which are
explained under the proposed account. Note that sentence (1) is ambiguous between the free choice
interpretation in (2) and the straightforward disjunctive reading represented in (3). Note further that
the default truth conditions in (7) correctly capture this reading. The disjunctive reading is generally
less salient, and must be triggered by some aspect of the discourse context or an explicit addition
such as “...but I don’t know which.” It is plausible that these are circumstances in which application
of the anti-redundancy condition is suspended, allowing the default truth conditions to emerge. This
proposal thus accounts straightforwardly for the observed ambiguity.

A second issue concerns the observation that in an unembedded disjunction, there is a strong
implication that each disjunct represents an epistemic possibility for the speaker (Zimmermann’s
(2001) Genuineness condition.) I will show that this implication can also be explained in terms of
the anti-redundancy condition, and that its suspension is associated with circumstances in which this
condition cannot be assumed to apply.
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