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Conquests of the Common Ground: Mansplaining and Under-Presupposing

Annelisa O’Neal

ABSTRACT

In ordinary conversations, a lot gets taken for granted. In order to communicate efficiently, speakers
make presuppositions, leaving out information that they know or assume their interlocutor already
accepts. Speakers try to match their presuppositions to their interlocutor’s, so that they presuppose
only what is in fact common ground. In practice, of course, speakers' presuppositions are often
imperfect matches. They may reflect an overestimation, or underestimation, of the set of
propositions presupposed by an interlocutor. Cases involving a speaker who overestimates her
interlocutor’s presuppositions are commonly discussed in the literature on accommodation and
presupposition exploitation, but cases involving speakers who underestimate their interlocutor’s
presuppositions have largely been ignored. This paper redresses the gap. My paper has two aims.
First, a broad aim: I'll demonstrate that under-presupposing is inherently bad for effective
communication, because it stunts the growth of the common ground and impedes conversation
participants’ sense of equal authority over its contents. I'll accomplish this broader aim in the pursuit
of my narrower goal: I'll show that mansplanations are paradigm examples of under-presupposing, and
use this notion to propose a new, linguistic account of mansplaining. Of recent pop culture
neologisms, ‘mansplain, used to call out men who give women unnecessary and unsolicited
explanations, has surely been one of the most influential. The term has recently been subject to
philosophical analysis, too, with an emphasis on the harms of mansplaining, by way of connection to
epistemic injustice (Dular 2021 and Manne 2021) or illocutionary silencing (Johnson 2020). My
focus is instead on mansplaining’s linguistic #odus operandi, in hopes of providing a clear, practical
criterion for identifying mansplanations in whatever context they are uttered. On my account,
mansplaining necessarily and centrally involves under-presupposing. An utterance is a mansplanation
just in case it amounts to under-presupposing, and is uttered by a man in conversation with a woman
(or women) in a broader context where women are marginalized.
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Annelisa O’Neal

GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT

In this thesis, I use resources from the philosophy of language to propose a new analysis of the
popular term "mansplanining." Mansplaining has broadly been understood as occurring when a man
explains something needlessly to a woman; however, a more precise account is needed in order to
effectively discriminate cases of mansplaining from other, look-alike cases. Current philosophical
analyses also fall short, I argue; they fail to account for central examples of mansplaining. My
analysis of mansplaining depends on the idea of "speaker presupposition” from the philosophy of
language. In brief: within any conversation, speakers take some information for granted. When they
do so, we say that the speaker has "presupposed" this information. In order to make conversation
efficient, speakers need to presuppose neither too much nor too little. I introduce the concept of
"under-presuppositon" to describe what goes wrong when a speaker does not presuppose enough,
and I argue that under-presupposition is central to mansplaining. On my analysis, mansplaining
occurs anytime a man underpresupposes in conversation with a woman, in a broader social context
where women are marginalized. Ultimately, this new analysis allows us to identify mansplanations in
the real world more effectively than previous philosophical analyses, and it also explains how
mansplaining is related to a more basic and familiar phenomenon--underpresupposing. In the course
of defending my analysis, I also shed light on debates in the philosophy of language about "common
ground" and what speakers ought to presuppose.
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Introduction

In ordinary conversations, a lot gets taken for granted. To communicate efficiently, we leave out, or
presuppose, information we think our interlocutors already know. Our goal is always to presuppose as
much as we can without exceeding what our interlocutors are presupposing—lest we risk leaving
them behind. Nonetheless, in practice, we often presuppose too much or too little. Cases where a
speaker presupposes fo0 much are commonly discussed in the philosophy of language in connection
with accommodation and presupposition exploitation.! However, very little attention has been paid
to cases where a speaker presupposes too little.

This paper will redress this gap. I argue that under-presupposing— presupposing less than one
ought— is intrinsically bad for informative conversation because it stunts the growth of the common
ground and impedes conversation participants’ sense of equal authority over its contents. At best,
these ill effects are irritating. At worst, they can reinforce unjust imbalances in epistemic and
conversational power.

In fact, some of the most recognizable examples of under-presupposing, I argue, are cases of
mansplaining. ‘Mansplain,” a portmanteau of “man” and “explain,” was popularized in the late 2010’
to refer to the behavior of men who give women unnecessary or unsolicited explanations. In
response to worries about the term’s usefulness, a couple of recent philosophical analyses (Johnson
2020 and Dular 2021) have attempted to identify precisely what counts as mansplaining; but, so far,
no analysis successfully accounts for all the putative cases of the phenomenon. If my account is
correct, then we can use the notion of under-presupposition to give a unified, linguistic analysis of
mansplaining and mansplanations. Mansplaining, on this picture, is a special variety of
under-presupposing, involving the utterance of a *splanation along a particular axis of oppression. The
distinctive harms of mansplaining derive from a more basic way in which ’splaining (i.e.,
under-presupposing) is bad for communication.

My paper proceeds as follows. {1 introduces a first-pass version of my analysis of
mansplaining as under-presupposing. Before that, I survey the popular conception of mansplaining
and the shortcomings of existing analyses. I discuss three putative cases, and show that no existing
analysis of mansplaining can account for all three. However, #nder-presupposition, as I'll show, offers a

unified explanation of what’s going wrong in each case. In §2, I detail the notion of

' See, e.g., Karttunen 1974, Stalnaker 1974, Lewis 1979.



under-presupposition and show how it is a natural addition to the Stalnakerian picture of speaker
presupposition and common ground. Using a series of cases, I'll illustrate that under-presupposing is
bad for communication in two interrelated ways: it makes conversation less efficient, and disrupts
interlocutors’ mutual presumption of cooperativity in the conversational enterprise. In §3, I address
a conceptual puzzle that threatens to make it impossible for speakers to under-presuppose. My
solution to this puzzle drives home the theoretical need for the notion of under—presupposition, and
its importance for theorizing about conversational context. In §4, I revisit my analysis of
mansplaining using the technical resources afforded by §2-3 and define mansplaining in terms of the
more basic notions of Splaining. In §5, I identify the distinctive harms of mansplaining. I’ll argue that
mansplaining necessarily reflects, and tends to reinforce, women’s marginalization in three ways— all

of which derive from the communicative badness of under-presupposing,

1. What’s Mansplaining?

‘Mansplaining’ has given us a new way to talk about a particular manifestation of a basic, deeply
familiar phenomenon: the experience of having something needlessly explained. Its inception in a
2008 Los Angeles Times article was followed by a cascade of women who recognized themselves as the
recipients of mansplanations, and took to the internet to share their experiences. The term cemented
its place in common vocabulary after a number of these stories—some involving high-profile figures

across politics, academia, and athletics—attracted wider media attention.” Its popularity spurred an

* For example, see Stephen Colbert on Donald Trump explaining midterms to female voters;

https:/ /www.rollingstone.com/tv-movies/tv-movie-news/stephen-colbert-trump-mansplain-the-midterms-fe
male-voters-745095

Matt Damon explaining diversity;

https: le.com/articles/11

ting-but-there-is-a-silver-lining

Steve Santagati explaining street harassment;
https:/ /www.washingtonpost.com/news/arts-and-entertainment/wp/2014/11/03/that-time-cnn-asked-a-ba
d-boy-expert-to-give-his-thoughts-on-catcalling/

and the ‘Academic Men Explain Things to Me’ blog;
https://www.insidehichered.com/news/2012/10/16/new-website

rovides-outlet-victims-academic-manspla
ining. Mansplaining has also been included in the Oxford English Dictionary since 2018, and even boasts
translation into a number of other languages (‘mecspliquer’ in French, ‘machoexplicacion’ in Spanish, and
‘herrklaren’ in German).



https://www.rollingstone.com/tv-movies/tv-movie-news/stephen-colbert-trump-mansplain-the-midterms-female-voters-745095/
https://www.rollingstone.com/tv-movies/tv-movie-news/stephen-colbert-trump-mansplain-the-midterms-female-voters-745095/
https://www.bustle.com/articles/110451-matt-damon-mansplaining-diversity-on-project-greenlight-is-frustrating-but-there-is-a-silver-lining
https://www.bustle.com/articles/110451-matt-damon-mansplaining-diversity-on-project-greenlight-is-frustrating-but-there-is-a-silver-lining
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/arts-and-entertainment/wp/2014/11/03/that-time-cnn-asked-a-bad-boy-expert-to-give-his-thoughts-on-catcalling/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/arts-and-entertainment/wp/2014/11/03/that-time-cnn-asked-a-bad-boy-expert-to-give-his-thoughts-on-catcalling/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/10/16/new-website-provides-outlet-victims-academic-mansplaining
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/10/16/new-website-provides-outlet-victims-academic-mansplaining

influx of other ’splaining terms: ‘white-splain,’ ‘west-splain,” ‘mom-splain,” and ‘Mitt-splain,” to name
a few.”

What exactly makes an utterance a mansplanation? On virtually all accounts, mansplaining
involves a man giving an explanation to a woman where he isn’t justified in doing so. Not much else
is a matter of consensus. Amidst inconsistencies in the term’s application, critics have worried that
the concept is being over-extended to reprimand men anytime they explain.* If ‘mansplaining’ is
going to fulfill its potential as a conceptual tool, we need to get clear on its contours. A successful
analysis will provide a set of criteria to discriminate zansplanations from benign over-explanations,
and from other kinds of prejudicial behavior (e.g., man-terrupting, testimonial injustice, silencing).
So far, a handful of academic analyses of mansplaining have attempted to do just this—but, as I’ll

show, they ultimately miss the mark.

1.1.  Current Analyses

Let’s first look at a classic example of mansplaining, from Rebecca Solnit’s essay “Men Explain
Things to Me.” Solnit recalls an exchange she had with the host of a dinner party—she calls him “Mr.
Very Important”— who began to explain her own book to her. Below is my paraphrasing of that

conversation.

My, Very Important

MR: I hear you’ve written a couple books. What are they about? (1)
S: Yes— several, actually. My most recent is about Eadweard Muybridge, and the
industrialization of everyday life. 2

MR: A very important Muybridge book came out this year... 3

He was already telling me about the very important book...Mr. Very Important was going on smugly about
this book. 1 should have known when Sallie interrupted him, to say, “Thats her book’...But be just
continued on his way. She had to say, “Thats her book” three or four times before he finally took it in
(2014, pp.2-3).

% See Solnit 2023

* See for example: https://wwwmprnews.org/story/2016/12/19/mansplaining-as-a-term;
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2016/06/30/feminists-treat-men-badly-its-bad-for-fe
minism/, Hart 2014, and Bridges 2017.



https://www.mprnews.org/story/2016/12/19/mansplaining-as-a-term
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2016/06/30/feminists-treat-men-badly-its-bad-for-feminism/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2016/06/30/feminists-treat-men-badly-its-bad-for-feminism/

There’s something ridiculous about the scene: Mr. Very Important proceeds without, apparently,

<

considering that Solnit’s book might’ve been the “very important” one — of, at the very least, that
she would already be familiar with it. Underneath the ridiculousness, it’s clear that Mr. Very
Important’s behavior is also harmful. He surely isn’t qualified to educate Solnit on the subject of her
own book—and by failing to presuming otherwise, he discredits her expertise. Perhaps this is the
feature of Mr. Very Important’s explanation that makes it a mansplanation: he explains something to
a woman who has greater expertise on the subject.

Indeed, according to one existing analysis, from Nicole Dular (2021), an epistemic gap, or
disparity in expertise, is essential to mansplaining” On Dular’s account, mansplaining occurs
whenever someone who should be in the role of “hearer” with respect to an area of knowledge
unjustifiably assumes the role of speaker, thereby relegating a woman who should really be speaker
(i.e., has greater expertise) to the role of hearer (p.9).°

The trouble is, not a// cases of mansplaining seem to involve an epistemic gap of the sort

Dular’s analysis requires. Take the following example:

Brake Light”

Melissa, a retired nurse who isn't especially familiar with cars, is conversing with Armond, the technician on

shift at a local anto parts store.

M: My driver’s side brake light has just gone out. The part number I found online for the
bulb I need is 744311 @
A: Are you sure it’s the brake light that’s out? The brake lights are the ones that come on

when you’re braking to alert the cars behind you. 5)

> Kate Manne’s description of mansplaining in her book Entitled: How Male Privilege Hurts Women (2021) also
makes reference to an epistemic gap. She writes that a paradigmatic act of mansplaining involves “... a man
presuming to explain something incorrect(ly) to a more expert female speaker or set of speakers—and in an overtly
confident, arrogant, or overbearing manner...” (2021, p.140; emphasis mine). Additionally, some
non-academic characterizations of mansplaining mention an expertise gap between ’splainer and splainee. For
instance, Lily Rothman defines mansplaining in The Atlantic as “explaining without regard to the fact that #he
explainee knows more than the explainer, often done by a man to a woman” (2012; emphasis mine).

% Dular further claims that this “dysfunctional subversion”—and moreover, mansplaining itself— is a su7 generis
epistemic injustice which precludes a woman’s ability to function as a giver of knowledge (p.10).

" Brake Light is a dramatized version of a post on r/TalesFromTheCustomer:
https://www.reddit.com/r/TalesFromTheCustomer/comments/lparin/please_dont mansplain _to_me



https://www.reddit.com/r/TalesFromTheCustomer/comments/lparin/please_dont_mansplain_to_me/

Armond’s explanation is intuitively recognizable as mansplaining, but he is certainly more
knowledgeable about car parts than Melissa!® Cases like Brake Light, involving a mansplainee who has
equal or lesser expertise (with respect to the subject matter at hand) than the mansplainer, are
excluded by Dular’s analysis.

What makes Brake Light, and other cases that do not involve an epistemic gap, instances of
mansplaining? Perhaps these cases count because they fulfill a counterfactual criterion: they involve male
speakers who give a needless explanation that they would not have given had their interlocutor not
been a woman. This is, roughly, Casey Rebecca Johnson’s (2020) suggestion. Johnson analyzes
mansplaining as an umbrella term for a variety of “benign” conversational practices that may be
exploited in a fashion that reinforces women’s epistemic marginalization.” On Johnson’ account,
mansplaining occurs whenever a speaker participates in one of these practices because their
interlocutor is a woman (i.e., when the counterfactual criterion is met).

My own analysis will follow Johnson in approaching mansplaining as a fundamentally
linguistic phenomenon, involving the intersection of a more basic conversational practice with a
system of misogyny. However, I'll propose a wnified analysis, in terms of just one conversational

practice; and, crucially, I’ll reject the counterfactual criterion.'’ This criterion makes an analysis like

® It might be objected that, although Armond is surely more knowledgeable than Melissa about car parts, they
are on an epistemic par with respect to the specific subject matter at hand: the function of brake lights. Even
so, Brake Light is a counterexample to Dular’s analysis, which requires the mansplainee to have greater expertise
than the mansplainer.

’ Johnson discusses three such practices, each corresponding to a distinct type of mansplaining (though
Johnson focuses the majority of her paper on the third vatiety, speech-act confusion mansplaining). The first type,
“well, actually” mansplaining, occurs when a speaker (usually a man) exploits the conversational practice of
providing an improved or alternative explanation in response to one that’s been given by the other
conversation partner (p.4). The second type, straw-mansplaining, involves the speaker exploiting the ordinary
practice of replying to a question or objection. Rather than addressing a difficult or nuanced point raised by a
woman, the mansplainer in these cases responds to a straw-man version of the point (p.5). Thirdly, Johnson
describes speech act-confusion mansplaining as a kind of “illocutionary mismatch” in which a man hears and
responds to a woman who intends to make an assertion as if she has asked a question or solicited his
explanation (p.17).

' So, what of the three conversational practices named by Johnson? All cases of Johsnon’s “well, actually”
mansplaining (e.g., Clinton and Kimmel, p.8 of my paper) are also cases of what I call under-presupposition, and
so my analysis neatly subsumes them. Johnson only very briefly characterizes straw-mansplaining, but based on
her remarks, I suspect these cases are likewise subsumed by under-presupposition. Johnson dedicates the
majority of her discussion to speech-act confusion mansplaining, but, for the reason articulated by Dular (2021), I
do not think these cases ought to be counted as mansplaining—and accordingly, my own analysis excludes
them. These cases involve a female speaker who is illocutionarily silenced—that is, whose intended speech act,
an assertion, fails because it is not recognized as such by her interlocutor (instead, it’s taken as a request for
explanation) (p.6). However, part of what is pernicious about mansplaining is precisely that the mansplainer



Johnson’s ovetly restrictive, by ruling out cases involving speakers who are disposed to give needless
explanations on the basis of gender and other identity features. By adding a bit more detail, we can
take Brake Light as one such case. Imagine that Armond is an opportunistic splainer; he has a
tendency to explain more than is appropriate to his female customers, and to his black and
queer-presenting customers. Thus, Armond’s behavior in (5) does not satisfy the counterfactual
criterion; had Melissa not been a woman, he may still have given the needless explanation (i.e., if she
were black or queer-presenting). But, surely, the fact that Armond is also a white-splainer and
straight-splainer makes him no less of a mansplainer."

In addition to being overly restrictive, the counterfactual criterion makes for an impractical
analysis of mansplaining. Though the criterion doesn’t stipulate that mansplainers have ill-intent, nor
consciously endorse any sexist beliefs (e.g,, “women are less knowledgeable about cars than men”), it
does suggest that mansplainers must have some differential attitude toward female interlocutors that
causes a difference in treatment. In practice, it will typically not be possible to determine whether a
potential mansplainer has such a differential attitude; and so, relying on the counterfactual criterion
will make it difficult to determine when mansplaining has occurred. Though my analysis isn’t
ameliorative, and does aim to capture everyday use of the term ‘mansplaining, it is, happily, made
more practical than Johnson’s by excluding the counterfactual criterion.

In general, whether an utterance counts as a mansplanation shouldn’t depend on facts about
the beliefs or intentions of the speaker; nor should it depend on the explanatory story behind an
utterance.”” These features are irrelevant to the distinctive conversational impact that a needless
explanation has— particularly when it’s given by a man to an audience of women. As I'll argue in §2,
anytime a speaker gives a needless explanation—that is, when they Iplun— their behavior reflects a
faulty assumption that their audience doesn’t already know or understand whatever it is they’re
explaining. And by proceeding to ’splain, the speaker further claims a kind of dominance for their
own contributions to the conversation. These effects are potentially irritating or offensive, and

genuinely harmful, for anyone on their receiving end. However, they amount to gppressive harms

does register his interlocutor’s intention to be making an assertion, but takes his own conversational
contributions to be more interesting or important (see Dular 2021, p.18 for this point).

! Indeed, as a sociological point, it seems likely that the tendency to mansplain often coincides with the
tendency to engage in other kinds of ’splaining; If this is right, it’s especially important that an analysis of
mansplaining can accommodate speakers like Armond.

"2 This isn’t to say that a mansplainer’s beliefs and intentions ate not zorally salient. I'll return to this point in
the conclusion of my papet.



when they intersect with a system of misogyny. I'll argue in {5 that whenever a man ’splains in
conversation with a woman— even when he isn’t a sexist-his behavior reflects and will tend to
reinforce an oppressive status quo, comprised of prejudicial norms, according to which women are
less credible as knowers and speakers than their male counterparts. Moreover, since women are
frequently exposed to various forms of silencing and epistemic injustice, the harmful effects of his
behavior aren’t ‘one-off” in the way they would be for a male explainee."

Having identified the shortcomings of Dular and Johnson’s analyses, I turn in the next

subsection to my own proposal.

1.2, Mansplaining as Under-Presupposing: The Proposal

Under-presupposing is something we do-—intentionally or accidentally—all the time. In order to
communicate, it’s essential that conversation participants presuppose, or take for granted, some
information. In particular, speakers should presuppose any information they think their interlocutor
will already be taking for granted. I should certainly presuppose zhat you have a younger sister, for
instance, after you’ve told me that you need to go pick up your younger sister at eight. And likewise, I should
presuppose that a glass has just shattered after we’ve both seen a glass shatter at the table next to ours
at dinner. Anytime a speaker presupposes less than they should, they #nder-presuppose.

One way that a speaker may under-presuppose is by making an assertion about a subject, .5,
to a person who is more knowledgeable about . Presumably, if your interlocutor is more
knowledgeable than you about, say, the habitats of poison dart frogs, anything yox know about their
habitats, your interlocutor already knows. So in the interest of making conversation efficient and
cooperative, you should operate on the assumption that you don’t need to educate your interlocutor
on the subject. And in fact there would be something inappropriate (not to mention, potentially
irritating or offensive) if you started rambling off facts about poison frog habitats. We’ve already
seen this sort of under-presupposition in action in Mr. Very Important. Mr. Very Important ought to
have assumed that Solnit, having just written a book on Eadward Muybridge, at the very least already

knew about the “very important” new book, and that she would’ve begun presupposing this

" Studies suggest women are still seen as less expert than their male peers (Thomas-Hunt and Phillips 2004;
Elmore and Luna-Lucero 2017), and that women continue to perceive difficulty “speaking while female” in
the workplace (Sandberg and Grant 2015). A number of authors have suggested that mansplaining either
amounts to, or makes one susceptible to, various forms of epistemic injustice (see, e.g., Manne 2021, Dular
2021, Fricker 2007, Wanderer 2011, and Pohlhaus 2014).



information upon learning that he, too, was a Muybridge fan."* But he fails to make this assumption:
he proceeds to assert information about the book, and so ipso facto doesn’t presuppose it.

Under-presupposition can also occur without any relevant gap in expertise. A speaker
under-presupposes anytime they assert some bit of information, p, that they ought to have known
their interlocutor was already presupposing. This is precisely what happens in Brake Light when
Armond explains to Melissa the purpose of a brake light. Armond is undeniably more
knowledgeable about car parts than Melissa; but he ought to have realized Melissa was already
presupposing the basic function of a brake light! After all, what kind of driver doesn’t know what a
brake light is?

Another common way under-presupposition occurs is when a speaker attempts to assert that
2, but their interlocutor has already asserted p. Once a conversation participant has asserted some bit
of information, other conversation participants who accept the assertion ought to presuppose it."
Indeed, many classic cases of mansplaining amount to under-presupposition in this sense. Take a
look at a third example of mansplaining, from Jimmy Kimmel’s live TV interview of Hillary Clinton

in 2016:

Clinton_and Kimmel

JK: Are you familiar with mansplaining? You know what that is? (6)

HC: That’s when a man explains something to a woman in a patronizing way. (7)

JK: Actually, it’'s when a man explains something to a woman in a condescending way. But

you were close. ®)

' You might think there’s something else going wrong in Mr. Very Important: namely, a kind of epistemic
injustice (e.g,, preemptive testimonial injustice, a la Fricker 2007). Mr. Very Important inappropriately
presumes Solnit was not the author of the “important” new book—seemingly, in part, because she was a
woman. I think this reading of the case is likely correct, and need not compete with my claim that
mansplaining has occurred.

® On the Stalnakerian view ll discuss in detail in §2, the content of an assertion should be added to all
conversation participants’ presuppositions so long as the assertion is not r¢ected. Rejecting an assertion,

according to Stalnaker, just means that one refuses to accept it, by explicitly challenging, questioning, or
making an inconsistent assertion (1978, p.323; 2014, p.47).



Kimmel's response (evidently a parody of mansplaining, rather than setious perpetration of it) is
dressed up as a correction to Clinton’s answer, despite repeating the same thing. We can explain the
inappropriateness of the repetition by identifying it as under-presupposition: speakers should
presuppose—and so #of (re)assert— what’s already been asserted in the course of conversation.

Let’s pause to take stock. We have three putative cases of mansplaining on the table— Clinton
and Kimmel, Brake Light, and Mr. Very Important. I've shown that neither of the existing analyses of
mansplaining, from Johnson (2020) and Dular (2021), can account for all three cases. Luckily,
however, there is a feature that unifies all three cases: they each involve a (male) speaker who
under-presupposes in conversation with a woman.

According to my analysis, mansplaining is just a special variety of under-presupposing. In
particular, mansplaining occurs whenever the harms of under-presupposing intersect with a system
of misogyny. So, while under-presupposing isn’t oppressive in itself, it frequently exploits and
perpetuates women’s marginalization—and when it does so, counts as mansplaining. This will occur
virtually anytime that a man under-presupposes in conversation with a woman (or women) in a
broader context where women are oppressed.

Analyzing mansplaining as a particular variety of under-presupposition offers a number of
advantages over alternative proposals. For one, identifying mansplaining with a more basic
conversational practice accounts for the concept’s widespread recognizability, and relation to other
kinds of ’splainings. A disjunctive account, like Johnson’s (2020), doesn’t capture this sense that the
concept of mansplaining carves at the joints. And, as we’ve seen, my analysis accommodates key
cases of mansplaining that the existing analyses from Dular and Johnson cannot. Finally, by
identifying the linguistic wodus operandi of mansplaining, my analysis provides a clear criterion for
spotting mansplanations ‘in the wild, without requiring appeal to alleged mansplainers’ mental states.

Here’s the plan for the rest of the paper. In the next section, I'll detail the notion of
under-presupposition that I’'ve sketched so far, and show how it is a natural addition to the
Stalnakerian picture of speaker presupposition and common ground. Then, in {3, I return to my
account of mansplaining as under-presupposing, I'll refine the proposal using the technical notion of
under-presupposition. Finally, in §4, I'll address the distinctive wrong of mansplaining gua

under-presupposing.



2. Under-Presupposition on the Stalnakerian Picture

The purpose of this section is twofold: first, to persuade readers who take on board the broadly
Stalnakerian conceptions of speaker presupposition and common ground that speakers sometimes
under-presuppose; and, second, to illustrate the ways that under-presupposing is necessarily bad for
communication.

In §2.1, I introduce Robert Stalnaker’s conceptions of speaker presupposition and common
ground and formulate a Stalnakerian norm on speaker presupposition, Match. 1 contend that
speakers may violate Match by over or under-presupposing. Over-presupposing has been discussed in
the literature on preposition exploitation and accommodation, but under-presupposing has received
very little attention. In §2.2, T discuss three cases of under-presupposition and use them to illustrate
the ways that under-presupposing is bad for communication. Then, in §2.3, I defend the notion of
under-presupposition from a conceptual puzzle that threatens to make it impossible for speakers to

under-presuppose.

2.1.  Speaker Presupposition and Common Ground

In order to communicate efficiently, speakers make presuppositions, leaving out information that they
know or assume their interlocutor already accepts. The idea that presuppositions are had by speakers,
and only derivatively by the sentences they utter, is attributed to the work of Robert Stalnaker (1973,
1974, 1979, 1999, 2002, 2014)." On the Stalnakerian picture, presuppositions are “complex
dispositions” which manifest in the utterances we do (or are disposed to) make ( Stalnaker 1972,
p.387). More specifically, a speaker presupposes that P in the context of a particular conversation just
in case he takes P to be a matter of commwon acceptance between himself and his interlocutors: that is, he
“assumes or believes that P, assumes or believes that his addressee assumes or believes that P, and assumes or believes
that his addressee recognizes that he is making these assumptions, or has these beliefs,” and so on ad infinitum

(Ibid. 1999, p.49).

' Stalnaket’s conception is often termed pragmatic presupposition; semantic presupposition refers to the view
that presuppositions are properties of sentences (cf. Van Fraasen 1968). However, the semantic and pragmatic
conceptions of presupposition need not be viewed as in tension with one another; rather, we can understand
them as two different senses of the same phenomenon.

10



The collection of propositions presupposed by all members of a conversation comprises the
common ground."”” BEven before the participants in a conversation have said anything, the common
ground will typically contain lots of propositions that are mutually presupposed in virtue of the
background against which their exchange is unfolding. (I'm willing to bet, without either of you
saying as much, that it'll be common ground between you and your dentist that water is H,o and
toothbrushes have bristles the next time you go in to have your teeth cleaned!) Yet more propositions
join the common ground as “manifestly observable events” unfold around us while we converse: the
glass shattering loudly at a neighboring table during dinner ought to make it common ground
between us that a glass has shattered, for example (Stalnaker 1999, p.101; 1978, p.323; 2014, p.47)."

Perhaps the most important way that propositions are added to the common ground is
through the speech acts of conversation participants. On the Stalnakerian picture, the point of
expressing a proposition (and, in fact, the entire point of conversing) is to “distinguish among
alternative possible ways that things may be” by narrowing down the set of worlds represented by
the propositions in the common ground (Stalnaker 1978, p.322). The paradigmatic speech act
speakers use to propose updates to the common ground is assertion (Stalnaker 2014., p.51)."” When
things go right, (and so long as you do not reject my assertion) it becomes common ground that p

after I assert that p.

" Most recently, Stalnaker has characterized common ground as “definable in terms of the propositional
attitudes of the members of some group” (namely, members’ presuppositions), and as having an izerative
structure like that of common knowledge and mutual belief (2014, p.3). For an overview of Stalnaker’s
characterizations of common ground across his work, see Simons 2013, pp.143-172.

' Of course, the making of a particular assertion (or the asking of a patticular question, etc.) is itself a
manifestly observable event. So, when things go right, a speaker’s assertion that p causes at least two
propositions to be added to the common ground: p, and So-and-so has just asserted that p. See Stalnaker 1978,
p.323 and 2014, p.47 for discussion of this point.

19" Although, assertion isn’t the on/y linguistic move speakers can make to do so. For instance: Green 2017
demonstrates how the common ground can be updated by asking certain kinds of questions (see p.1590, and
Brauer 2021, pp.40-1). Another common way speakers add to the common ground is by exploiting
conventions surrounding presupposition itself (sometimes termed the ‘informative use of presupposition’—
see Sbisa 2023, pp.63-64). Take the following exchange between Amy and Beatrice:

A: “The King of Bhutan is bald.”

B: “Hey, wait a minute, I didn’t know Bhutan had a King!”
Amy has managed to convey that Bhutan has a King without asserting it; instead, she’s made two crowns with
one jewel, so to speak, by uttering a sentence that carries this proposition with it as a semantic presupposition.
Speakers are able to efficiently add to the common ground in this fashion because of the way that cooperative
conversation participants accommodate their own presuppositions to match their interlocutors’. I discuss this
more below.
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A speaker’s ability to add to the common ground depends on conversation participants’
mutual presumption that a cogperative principle is being followed (Stalnaker 2014., p.42).*" A central
implication of the cooperative principle Stalnaker adopts is that, within a given conversation,
interlocutors should resolve discrepancies between their respective presuppositions  (Ibid., p.46).”" This

prescription can be formulated as a norm on speaker presupposition:

Match— Make your presuppositions match those of your intetlocutor(s).”

Any discrepancy between conversation participants’ presuppositions— or “defect” in conversational
context (Stalnaker 1999)— amounts to a violation of Match (by at least one participant).

I contend that there are two ways a participant may violate Mazh. On the one hand, they
could presuppose too much—or over-presuppose— by presupposing something their interlocutor(s)
doesn’t; and on the other, they could presuppose too little—or wnder-presuppose— by neglecting to
presuppose something their interlocutor(s) does. We can define these notions a little more carefully

as follows:

% Stalnaker adopts the following cooperative principle from Paul Grice: “Make your conversational
contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the
talk exchange in which you are engaged” (Grice 1989, p.26). A number of cooperative norms are derivative
from this principle, Match being one such norm.

! What should be done in cases where one has multiple interlocutors who presuppose different things?
Imagine you’re chatting with your friend, Randy, and a recent acquaintance, Quentin. It becomes evident
Randy is presupposing that you bave a younger sister named Sally (¢ ); but you know Quentin has no idea about
Sally (so he isn’t presupposing ¢). There’ll be a discrepancy between your presuppositions and oze of your
interlocutors’ whether or not you presuppose ¢. What should you do? Intuitively, you should not presuppose
@. You should presuppose only what’s presupposed by both Randy and Quentin, and then say something to
get Quentin up to speed (e.g., “My younger sister, Sally, was with Randy and I this time last week”). When we
squint at it, Match validates this course of action: you ought to make your presuppositions match the set of
propositions that are presupposed by (all) your interlocutor(s).

*? The title and verbiage of Match is my own, but the norm it articulates is well supported by remarks across
Stalnaker’s work, if one looks closely. For instance, he writes “since the presuppositions play such a large part
in determining what is going on in a linguistic situation, it is important that the participants in a single context
have the same set of presuppositions if misunderstanding is to be avoided” (1972, p.388); and even more
indicatively: “...it is a norm of communication that the presuppositions of the participants...should be the
same” (2014, p.406).

» When there’s a defect in a two-person conversation, both participants are necessarily in violation of Match,

in conversations with three or more participants, a defect does not necessarily implicate more than one of the
participants.
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Over-Presupposing. A conversation participant § counts as over-presupposing with respect
to a proposition, p, just in case, within a conversation, S presupposes p, while not every other
participant in that conversation presupposes p, and § has reason to believe p would not be

presupposed by all the other participants.

Under-Presupposing. A conversation participant § counts as under-presupposing with
respect to a proposition, p, just in case, within a conversation, § accepts, but does not
presuppose, p, while each of the other participants in that conversation do presuppose p, and

S has reason to believe p would be presupposed by the other participants.

Notice that there’s more to over or under-presupposing than simply presupposing more or less than
one’s interlocutor(s): the reasons one has to believe that one’s interlocutor(s) are presupposing a
particular bit of information are also salient. For, if they were not, almost any discrepancy between
two intetlocutors’ presuppositions would mean that one person is over-presupposing azd the other
under-presupposing. And we do not want this kind of stalemate: we want to be able to say which
participant’s presuppositions have gone awry, in the sense of being inappropriate or unwarranted.
Imagine, for instance, that participant A presupposes {7 #, v}, in conversation with participant B,
who presupposes just {7 #}. According to our definition, B is under-presupposing with respect to »
only if she bad reason to believe—or, in other words, had evidence— that » would be in A’s presupposition
set, and yet did not presuppose ». (And, on the flip side, A is over-presupposing with respect to »

only if she had reason to believe that » would not be in B’s presupposition set, and yet presupposed

y‘)24

* What would give B reason to believe that A is presupposing 2? We needn’t come up with an exhaustive list,
but it’ll be helpful to lay out some of the common circumstances that give a conversation participant, like B,
reason to believe their interlocutor is making a particular presupposition. So, for instance, B would have
reason to believe A is presupposing # if...

(1) Either A or B has asserted » earlier in conversation.

(2) B accepts that 4 B knows A knows that B accepts », and B knows that » falls within a subject matter
on which A is more knowledgeable than B.

(3) »is common knowledge or common belief among most members of a certain group, and it’s
common knowledge between A and B that A is a member of the group in question.

We can think of 1-3 as corresponding to distinct “types” of under-presupposition. Call it #pe 7
under-presupposition when (1) obtains and B doesn’t presuppose v; call it #ype 2 under-presupposition when (2)
obtains and B doesn’t presuppose #; and likewise for #ype 3 under-presupposition. There are certainly other types
of under-presupposition, too, corresponding to other ways one might possess evidence about an interlocutor’s
presuppositions— but these three types at least seem to capture the paradigm cases of the phenomenon.
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2.2.  Under-Presupposition in Action

Under-presupposing and over-presupposing are inappropriate in the same basic sense— as violations
of Match-but they aren’t on a par. Under-presupposing tends to be much more costly than its
counterpart. In fact, speakers frequently over-presuppose as a way of conveying information more
efficiently, as in cases of presupposition exploitation (see footnote 19). In response to
over-presupposition, competent and cooperative interlocutors will just update their presuppositions
to incorporate the presupposed information (see Lewis 1979 and Heim 1983). (Indeed, when the
over-presupposed information is non-controversial, such accommodation is typically so seamless
that, by the time the utterance is comprehended in its entirety, there’s no longer a discrepancy.” )
By contrast, there’s no costless way to accommodate in response to under-presupposition.
Under-presupposing is harmful for communication in two interrelated ways: (1) it reduces the
efficiency of conversation, and (2) undermines the sense of cooperativity between participants.

To illustrate the bad communicative effects of under-presupposition, let’s take a look at some

paradigm cases. First, take a case involving a speaker who attempts to (re)assert what’s already been

% The suggestion that such information is permissible so long as it’s “non-controversial” comes from Paul
Grice (1989). It’s permissible, according to Grice, for speakers to treat information as having “common
ground status” (i.e., by presupposing it) not only when it is actually common knowledge, but when “it is
non-controversial, in the sense that it is something we would expect the hearer to take from us (if he does not
already know)” (p.274). Grice’s example is not dissimilar to my example in footnote 26. Itd be quite natural,
he writes, when talking about a particular concert with a friend, to say “my aunt’s cousin went to that
concert,” without assuming that your friend knows you have an aunt, or that your aunt has a cousin (Ibid.).

% There are of course some cases where over-presupposition dves result in a lasting discrepancy between

participants’ presuppositions, and thus leads to a misapprehension. Here is one such case: Connor and
Daanesh are planning a party together, and have invited their friends John and Mary. Daanesh recently
learned that Mary is abroad for the semester, but he forgets that Connor doesn’t also know this, and proceeds
to presuppose it.

C: “Is John coming to the party?”
D: “Oh, John’s with Mary.”
n— Mary is abroad for the semester.
C: “Ok, great! I'm looking forward to seeing them.”
D: “Wait a minute—sorry, I should have mentioned, Mary is abroad for the semester.

Daanesh attempts to communicate to Connor that John won’t be coming to the party by presupposing that ©
and asserting that John is with Mary. However, Connor isn’t presupposing =, so he takes Daanesh to mean
that both John and Mary wi// come to the party. Daanesh’s presupposition is not one that can be easily
accommodated by his interlocutor, so his utterance produces a lasting discrepancy between what he and
Connor respectively take to be common ground (i.e., where Mary is) and leads to an additional discrepancy
(i.e., whether John is coming to the party), which Daanesh then has to remedy.
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asserted. In the following snippet from the The Adventures of Tintin, two detectives, Thompson and

Thomson, have just arrived at the scene of a crime:

Thompson and Thomson

Thompson: “First, here’s the victim...” )

Thomson: “To be precise: here’s the victim!” (10)

First, here's the victim ...

Tobe precise :
Here's the

Figure 1: Thompson and Thomson

By uttering 10, Thomson speaks as 7f he will issue a refinement to his partner’s assertion, thus
signaling that he has heard the assertion.”” And yet, what follows is merely a repetition of what
Thompson has said. (Moreover, it’s obvious Thomson is not merely echoing Thompson’s assertion

by way of emphasis or agreement: he’s trying to dress it up as an improvement.”) We wouldn’t be

7 “To be precise” seems to be functioning as what Grice calls a “conventional device” (1989, p.122). A
conventional device, for Grice, is a linguistic marker—a word or phrase— which generates an implicature just
via the conventional meaning of the word or phrase, and without impacting the utterance’s truth conditions.
For example, “but” is a conventional device in the utterance “Sally is poor but she is honest,” where it
generates the ‘conventional implicature’ that being honest contrasts with being poor (or at least that the
speaker thinks this is so) (see Petrus 2010 for discussion of this example from Grice 1961). In (7), “to be
precise” generates the conventional implicature that the proposition being asserted is an improvement or
correction upon whatever was last asserted (or at least that the speaker thinks this is so.)

* Cases of informational redundancy in which a speaker does not intend to make an assertion, but rather
intends to agree with what’s already been asserted or double-check to confirm what has been said, should not
be counted as instances of under-presupposing, Thus under-presupposing should be distinguished from
informational redundancy simpliciter: only cases of informational redundancy in which a speaker intends (or

15



surprised if Thompson were miffed about this. For one, Thomson’ failure to give uptake to his
partner’s assertion makes their joint project of investigating the murder less efficient: by attempting
to re-do what’s already been done (i.e., establish that Jere is the victim) Thomson is wasting time and
resources (L.e., his interlocutor’s energy and attention). And, perhaps worse, Thomson’s re(assertion)
threatens the sense of cooperativity underpinning the conversation. It will seem to Thompson that
cither (a) Thomson forgot, wasn’t paying attention to, or didn’t understand 9, (b) that he takes his
own articulation of the point to be better in some regard, or (c) that he is shirking the norm that
speakers be informative rather than repetitive (perhaps deliberately, in order to take credit for
identifying the victim). Whichever is actually the case, Thompson must suspend his assumption that
the usual norms of cooperative conversation are in place: namely, that interlocutors pay attention,
and dedicate the full extent of their cognitive capacities, to what others say; that they aim to make
informative contributions, and that they treat their fellow interlocutors as having equal standing to
update the common ground.”

Next, consider a case involving a speaker who under-presupposes by conjecturing something
that’s already been asserted. In the following exchange, Ibrahim and Otto are discussing with other
members of their biomedical design team how to fix a malfunction with their intra-tumoral

microdevices:

Qtto and Ibrabim

O: “It looks to me like reducing the angle of device insertion is by far the least costly way to
proceed.” (11)
Discussion continues for a few minutes, with other team members acknowledging Otto’s proposal before
moving on to consider 1o other alternatives.

I: “I wonder if the least costly solution would be to reduce the angle of device insertion? We
should at least seriously consider it.” (12)

O: “That was my ideal!” (13)

makes use of the conventional ‘move’) to (re)assert information amount to under-presupposing. Similarly, a
speaker does not under-presuppose when they (1) repeat what’s already been asserted by way of asking for
clarification or checking their comprehension, or (2) assert something they take to be common ground in
order to generate an implicature.

* These cooperative norms stem from the Gricean principle that cooperative conversation is premised upon
(see footnote 20).
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Ibrahim calls into question the proposal already given by Otto, as if it hadn’t already been suggested.
We might think Ibrahmin forgot, didn't comprehend, or wasn't paying attention to Otto’s proposal.
But, again, we might worry that something more sinister was afoot. Perhaps Ibrahim was deliberately
exploiting the norm of informativeness in order to co-opt Otto's contribution as his own! In any
case, like in Thompson and Thomson, Ibrahim’s failure to give uptake to Otto’s proposal slows the entire
group’s progress— since it results in Ibrahim making a repetitive proposal-and forces Ibrahim to
suspend his assumption that Otto is abiding by basic cooperative norms.

Finally, consider a case involving a speaker who under-presupposes by shirking a warranted
background assumption. The following conversation is between Smith and Walters, two nurses

working in a dialysis clinic:

Smith and Walters

*S directs W's attention to a figure on a patient’s chart*
S: “Let’s up his potassium. Anything below 3.5 mEq/L is outside the normal range. (14)
W: “..Gotit.” (15)

Smith ought to have recognized his colleague was already presupposing the range of normal
potassium levels. By telling Walter something he already presupposes, Smith wastes precious
time—even if only a little. What’s perhaps more striking here is the effect that Smith’s behavior has on
the underlying presumption of cooperativity. Smith’s over-explanation implies that either (a) he was
‘talking to himself, without attending to the identity of his interlocutor, or that (b) he assumes
Wialter lacks the requisite expertise to have known the patient’s potassium was low. Either way, it’s a
slight against Walter: his colleague is being inconsiderate, or has unduly assumed him to be less
knowledgeable than the standard of their profession requires. It will be difficult, and probably even
unreasonable, then, for Walter to maintain the assumption that Smith is abiding by the norms of
cooperative conversation.

In all three examples, under-presupposing is evidently bad for the conversation at hand. 1
contend that under-presupposing is necessarily bad for conversation in two respects: it reduces the

efficiency of conversation, and undermines the sense of cooperativity between participants.”’ In

 If the aim of conversation is something other than informative communication, under-presupposing may be
permitted, or even useful. If the aim of one’s talk is, as Stalnaker suggests, to be “polite, discreet, diplomatic,
kind, or entertaining,” for instance, then it may make sense to include propositions one already takes to be
common ground in the asserted content of what one says ( 1999, p.51). In order to pass the time during a
haircut, for example, you might say to the barber “it’s so rainy today!”, in full awareness that your barber
already knows as much—and knows that you know it, too (Ibid.). Likewise if the aim of one’s talk is not merely
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practice, these are two sides of the same coin: conversation will necessarily be less efficient when its
cooperativity is undermined, and a less efficient conversation is, most of the time, a less cooperative
one. As TI'll explain, both of these effects are also closely related to the observation that
under-presupposing makes it difficult for one’s interlocutor(s) to respond in a fashion that gets
things back on track.

Imagine you and your partner are in the process of redecorating your living room. This
should be a cooperative joint project; both of your efforts and inputs are crucial for a successful
refurbishing. But suppose your partner is not so cooperative. They keep un-doing any changes to the
furniture arrangement you make, even though they often end up putting things back the way you
already had it. An under-presupposer is analogous to your uncooperative co-decorator: in addition
to bogging down the progress of the joint project in which you are engaged, thus wasting your time
and energy, their behavior carries with it an implication that there’s something wrong with your
contributions— maybe, just in virtue of the fact that they came from you.

Recall that the aim of (informative) conversation, on the Stalnakerian picture, is to add
propositions to the common ground— thereby refining the set of possible worlds under
consideration. An efficient conversation, then, is just one where the common ground grows as it
should: anytime it would be appropriate for participants in a conversation to make a particular
presupposition, they all do make this presupposition. Anyone whose presuppositions aren’t ‘up to
speed,’ in the sense that they exclude some proposition their interlocutors are presupposing, makes
conversation less efficient by preventing that proposition from being in the common ground. Thus,
the central way that under-presupposers reduce conversational efficiency is by stunting the growth of the
common ground.

Now consider the way that under-presupposers hamper the sense of cooperativity between
conversation participants. Under-presupposers fail to properly acknowledge an interlocutor’s
contributions or preexisting understanding of the subject at hand; rather than building upon this
information, under-presupposers demonstrate an insistence on (re)contributing such information
themselves. In this fashion, under-presupposers (whether they intend to or not) become de facto

‘arbiters of the common ground,’ at the expense of their interlocutors’ ability to influence its contents.

to communicate but to zeach, or to ensure that a listener (usually someone with less expertise on the topic
under discussion) has some particular information or understanding committed to memory, it may also make
sense to (re)assert propositions one already takes to be common ground.
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Notice that, in the re-decoration case, it’s not clear how you should react to your partner’s
behavior to get things back on track. You could address your concerns explicitly (“hey— why do you
keep re-adjusting everything I touch? Am I doing something wrong?”); but this kind of
confrontation may be awkward, or even cause a larger dispute— not to mention, it will take even
more time away from the project itself. On the other hand, letting things slide isn’t a great option,
either: all signs suggest your partner will continue to behave the same way unless something changes.
Responding to an under-presupposer is, for similar reasons, less than straightforward. If you wish to
stay cooperative— despite your interlocutor’s wncooperative behavior— you will make your
presuppositions as Match and the other cooperative norms prescribe. But doing so will be
cumbersome: you should first drop whatever presupposition it’s evident your interlocutor is not
making, and then pick it back up once they’ve (re)contributed it to the common ground. Going this
route amounts to /etting things slide. You allow your interlocutor to function as the ‘arbiter of the
common ground, even though this isn’t an equitable state of affairs (you both ought to have an
equal opportunity to influence the common ground!) While it may appear to be the “noble” thing to
do, letting things slide will, in addition to the upfront convenience cost to you, carry the risk that
your intetlocutor will continue under-presupposing as the conversation continues.”

Your alternative is to refuse to let things slide. Rather than trying to fulfill Mazh by dropping
your own presuppositions, you could indicate to your interlocutor that they need to get heir
presuppositions up to speed. The trouble is, like in the re-decoration case, confronting your
interlocutor with their own bad behavior comes with a risk of further derailing the joint project.
Consider Thompson and Thomson, for instance. Here’s a version of the case where Thompson refuses

to let things slide:

Thompson and Thomson (cont.)

Thompson: “First, here’s the victim...” (16)
Thomson: “To be precise: here’s the victim!” (17)
Thompson: “I know... that’s exactly what I just said.” (18)

°' You might think that /letting things slide requires something even more radical than what I've suggested: how
can you be sure your interlocutor has heard anything you said, or is giving any consideration to what you’re
likely to be presupposing? Perhaps what you need to do, insofar as you’d like to abide by Match, is actually to
drop the bulk of your presuppositions that were acquired over the course of conversation. You would be, in
essence, starting over from square one— erasing the refinements you and your interlocutor have made to the
context set thus far (and risking under-presupposing yourself by doing so). If this is actually what it takes to
let things slide, then all the more reason to look for a better option!

19



If Thomson ’splained by accident, perhaps because he didn’t hear his partner (e.g., a jet plane flew
overhead right when Thompson uttered 106), it seems especially plausible that he will correct himself

when his error is pointed out to him, and all will be well:
Thomson: “Sorry, I hadn’t heard you!” (19)

But even in this best-case scenario, the confrontation (18-19) takes the detectives’ attention away
from the case at hand (if only briefly). And, as I've suggested, refusing to let things slide opens up a
worst case scenario, too. In this version of events, Thomson takes his partner’s attempt to get things
back on track as accusatory, and feels threatened or annoyed. This may even lead him to double
down and defend his ’splaining, spurring an unproductive debate.

So, in sum, there is not a straightforwardly effective way to respond to under-presupposition.
This is, largely, due to the suspension of the presumption of cooperative norms that
under-presupposing demands. And in itself, this difficulty demonstrates how under-presupposing
may undermine the long-run efficiency of conversation.

Where does this leave us? I've emphasized the ways under-presupposing is intrinsically bad
for communication in order to set the stage for my discussion of what goes wrong in cases of
mansplaining. In §3, I'll argue that since mansplaining necessarily involves under-presupposing, it
inherits all of the latter’s bad effects. Further, the intersection of these effects with a system of
misogyny accounts for the distinctive harms of mansplaining, But, first, there is a challenge for the

concept of under-presupposition that I've outlined which needs to be addressed. I turn to this task

now.

2.3. A Puzzle for Under-Presupposition

Under-presupposing, it seems, is common in everyday conversation. Why haven’t philosophers of
language spilled any ink about it? One reason, I think, is because of a conceptual puzzle which has
obscured the very possibility of under-presupposing. The remainder of this section is dedicated to
this puzzle, and to canvassing potential solutions. The stakes are high: for, if under-presupposition is
an uninstantiated concept, it can’t explain what’s going wrong in cases of mansplaining.

According to many renditions of the Stalnakerian picture, (i) conversation participants ought

to presuppose exactly what’s common ground, and (ii) propositions in the common ground are
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presupposed by all conversation participants.’”” Herein lies our puzzle. The following argument
illustrates that these two claims, taken together, rule out the possibility of a speaker

under-presupposing.

(PO) Under-presupposing is presupposing less than what one ought.
(P1) Conversation participants ought to presuppose exactly what’s common ground.
(P2) What’s common ground is presupposed by all conversation participants.

(C) No conversation participant under-presupposes.

The argument’s validity can be easily seen using a few intermediate conclusions. First, it follows from
P1 that to presuppose less than what one ought is to presuppose less than the common ground.
Then, from P2 it follows that no conversation participant presupposes less than the common
ground (since anything that isn’t presupposed zpso facto fails to be common ground). Together that
yields the claim that no conversation participant presupposes less than they ought. So, given P0, no
conversation participant under-presupposes. (And thus all conversation participants are guaranteed
to clear the minimum ‘bar’ of required presuppositions—since the bar is on the ground!)

However, (C) is highly counterintuitive. {1 and §2 have already made a compelling case for
the possibility of under-presupposition with Thompson and Thomson, Otto and Ibrabin, Clinton and
Kinmel, Mr. Very Important, and Brake Light. These examples, and the bounty of everyday cases which
resemble them, provide prima facie reason to think that it’s not only possible, but relatively common
for speakers to presuppose less than they ought.

Theoretical considerations also weigh against (C): if it’s impossible to under-presuppose,
speakers are not rationally required to presuppose anything. No matter how little a speaker
presupposes, they clear the minimum ‘bar’ of required presuppositions. And, since the argument
leaves open the possibility that a speaker presupposes more than they ought, it seems that (other
things being equal), speakers have reason to presuppose very little. For instance, even if a speaker is
90% confident that a proposition 7 is presupposed by their interlocutor, the safer bet—insofar as
the speaker aims to abide by the norm given in P1—is still to o presuppose 7. This implication is in

tension with a foundational Gricean insight which motivates the pragmatic approach to

% See, e.g., Caie (forthcoming), Clark (2006), and Stalnaker’s own remarks (1978). Although none of these
authors explicitly makes the argument I’ll formulate, it seems they agree with P1 and P2. Note, too, that I am
not claiming a Stalnakerian conception of the common ground #ust rule out the possibility of
under-presupposition; later in this section, I discuss the possibility of retaining the Stalnakerian conception of
common ground alongside Match.
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presupposition: namely, that communication is a cooperative activity which depends on
interlocutors’ use of a dynamic set of shared information—common ground— to convey meanings.
Since a robust common ground—and a common interest in refining it—is essential to successful
communication, speakers ought to be enterprising, rather than conservative, in making their
presuppositions.” A speaker who makes minimal presuppositions disrupts cooperative, efficient
communication by failing to foster a robust common ground. The notion of under-presupposition is
needed to capture the rational criticizability of such a speaker; and herein lies the theoretical
motivation for denying (C).

So, we should deny (C) because it is both counterintuitive and theoretically disadvantageous.
Of course, to do so while affirming the argument’s validity requires that we find fault with at least
one of its premises. On the face of things, though, neither of the key premises—P1 nor P2—is
objectionable. They each describe a theoretical role that the notion of ‘common ground’ has
standardly been taken to fulfill. P1 characterizes the common ground as a regulative ideal, containing
the propositions that an ideally rational conversation participant would presuppose; P2 characterizes
the common ground as a kind of shared attitude. I'll discuss both of these characterizations in turn.

The ‘regulative ideal’ conception of common ground, expressed by P1, is recommended by
the notion of the “conversational record” (Thomason 1990) or scoreboard (Lewis 1979). Much like
a baseball scoreboard represents information about the game underway, the conversational record is
a public representation of particular information regarding the conversation at hand. Participants
can propose changes to the record by making speech-acts in accordance with a set of publicly
recognized procedures. In addition to the conversational record itself, each participant has their own
private representation of the record. A participant’s private representation of the record is analogous
to their presuppositions, or what they take the public record (i.e., the common ground) to be. And,
in accordance with P1, each participant will be rational to make their private record match the public
record. On the ‘regulative ideal conception, the common ground has a degree of independence
from what conversation participants fake¢ to be common ground—analogous to the way that the
score of a baseball game doesn’t depend on what anyone #hinks the score is. There are rules speakers

must follow in order to update the common ground, just as a baseball team must fulfill certain

¥ A related insight can be found in Heim (1991), Sauetland (2003, 2008), and a number of subsequent
authors who defend the Maximize Presupposition principle. Roughly, the principle states that, given multiple
presuppositional alternatives in a context, the sentence carrying the “strongest” should be preferred. As
Schlenker 2012 summarizes: “in a context C in which (1) it is raining, and (ii) John knows that it is raining has the
same assertive component as John believes it is raining, the former sentence should be preferred to the latter
because it marks a stronger presupposition” (p.393).
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parameters in order to add a run or an out to the board. So long as these rules have been followed,
the record changes to reflect the speaker’s update. Ideally, each conversation participant updates
their presuppositions accordingly—but whether they do has no bearing on the contents of the
common ground.

One way to cash out the regulative ideal conception follows Una Stojnic’s (2021)
understanding of confext as “a running record of linguistic information...contributed by
discourse-internal, linguistic cues” (p.10).>* The thrust of Stojnic’s view is that the context of a
conversation (and, accordingly, the meaning of context-sensitive expressions, like ‘I, ‘that,” and ‘she’)
is determined, at any given moment, by linguistic features of the utterances which have been made
thus far—and 7ot by the propositional attitudes of participants.”® Contra Stojnic, the regulative ideal
conception can alternatively be cashed out using an extra-linguistic, objectivist notion of
context—according to which the meaning of context-sensitive expressions is fixed by certain facts
about the world, like a speaker’s accompanying hand gestures, or the location and time of
conversation.” Both alternatives—Stojnic’s linguistic account and the extra-linguistic objectivist
account—make a clear distinction between context and participants’ beliefs or assumptions about
context. The ideally rational conversation participant takes the context to be precisely what it is; but,
simply put, not all conversation participants are ideally rational. Moreover, what participants in fact
do presuppose will not necessarily match what an ideal participant would presuppose. Take for
example Thomson and Thompson. Thompson appears to follow a number of plausible, conventionally
established rules for adding a proposition to the common ground (e.g., his utterance is grammatical,
meaningful, relevant, and takes the form of an assertion). Surely, an ideal conversation participant

would update their presuppositions to include the asserted proposition; the fact that Thomson fails

% To be cleat, Stojnic’s linguistic account of context is a departure from the Stalnakerian extra-linguistic
framework of common ground. Stojnic’s project is not to argue for a revised understanding of ‘common
ground,” but rather to propose an entirely new, linguistic way to conceive of conversational context. So, by
suggesting that Stojnic’s account is a way of cashing out the ‘regulative ideal’ conception of common ground,
I'm using common ground just as a synonym for conversational context, and leaving the Stalnakerian
conception at the door.

% Details of Stojnic’s view on the resolution of context-sensitive expressions, though interesting in their own
right, can be set aside for the purposes of present discussion.

% Stojnic (p.4) suggests that this kind of view is considered by Wettstein (1984), Reimer (1992), Glanzberg
(2007), and Lewis (2019). Another recent example of an extra-linguistic, objectivist account of context is
found in McGowan’s (2019) analysis of ‘conversational exercitives.’
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to do so makes him non-ideal.”” In sum, insofar as we conceive of common ground in line with P1
(that is, as a regulative ideal) we should reject P2’s claim that what’s common ground is presupposed
by all participants.

The ‘shared attitude’ conception of common ground, expressed by P2, describes the
common ground as a kind of shared attitude akin to common knowledge or common
belief—defined “in terms of the propositional attitudes of the members of a group,” rather than as
an individual propositional attitude (Stalnaker 2014, pp.3-4). On the shared attitude conception, the
common ground is demarcated by the overlap of conversation participants’ individual propositional
attitudes, namely their presuppositions. Thus the contents of the common ground are ultimately
dependent on each individual’s presuppositions; anything that one or more participants doesn’t
presuppose is 7pso facto not common ground. Insofar as one wishes to endorse this conception, in
keeping with the standard Stalnakerian picture, the norm on presupposition given by P1 will need to
be reexamined. Maintaining that conversation participants need only make their presuppositions
match the common ground leads to the problematic implication discussed earlier in this section: it
will be rational for participants to presuppose very little, thereby shrinking the common ground.”
But if not P1, what’s a plausible way to articulate the rational constraints on speaker presupposition?

Enter Match, the norm on presupposition proposed in §2.1. Match states that conversation
participants ought to presuppose exactly what their interlocutor(s) presuppose. (They should, in
other words, make their presuppositions match those of their interlocutor(s).) My aim here isn’t to
argue that March is the best way to capture the rational constraints on speaker presupposition, rather,
just to pose it as a viable option. (It strikes me that there are probably a number of alternative norms

that do equally well, whose future consideration would be welcome.) On the face of things, it isn’t

%7 Stojnic’s account also nicely rules out the possibility that Thomson is (rationally) asserting something
different than what Thompson has already asserted by assigning a different referent to the true demonstrative
“here.”

% Another consideration that can be leveraged against P1 from the perspective of the shared attitude
conception is that, in all likelihood, relatively few propositions actually fulfill the criteria for membership in
the common ground. Recall that the Stalnakerian common ground “comprises a set of propositions p such
that everyone in the conversation accepts that p, and they all believe that they all accept that p, and all believe
that all believe that they all accept that p, and so on, ad infinitum,”” modeling the iterative structure of common
knowledge (Stojnic, p.76). Lederman (2017) has convincingly demonstrated that this iterative structure is quite
difficult to satisfy, which seems to suggest that fewer propositions than have usually been thought are
propetly common ground. Some of the propositions that strike us as intuitively rational for a speaker to
presuppose may not actually satisfy the criteria for common ground. If this is right, we have further reason to
deny that the common ground sets the rational standard for participants’ presuppositions.
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obvious that Match will fare any better than P1 from the perspective of the shared attitude
conception. But as it turns out, Match is substantively different from P1. Crucially, it’s more
demanding,

Whenever all conversation participants satisfy Mazch, they necessarily also satisfy P1—since
on the shared attitude conception, what’s mutually presupposed by conversation participants is
common ground. However, only Ma#ch can identify a problem with cases like Thompson and Thomson
which involve a participant who fails to respond to what their interlocutor is obviously
presupposing, According to P1, Thomson is rational whether or not he presupposes what his
partner has asserted. (And in fact, as previously illustrated, he rationally ought to prefer not
presupposing this information, despite a high credence that Thompson presupposes it.) Match
straightforwardly distinguishes between the rational permissibility of these two possibilities and
delivers a verdict which coheres with our intuitions about the case: Thomson is not an ideally
rational presupposer because he does not adjust his presuppositions to match his interlocutors. In
sum, if we maintain the shared attitude conception of common ground given in P2, we should reject
P1 in favor of Match (or some other norm on speaker presupposition that captures the irrationality
of presupposers like Thomson).

So, the trouble with the argument is that P1 and P2, though independently plausible, can’t be
true at the same time. I've argued that we should conceive of the common ground as eiher a
regulative ideal or a shared attitude—but not both. If we conceive of the common ground as a
regulative ideal, we’ll need to supplement an explanation of how it’s composed and modified over
the course of conversation. On the other hand, if we conceive of the common ground as a shared
attitude in line with the classic Stalnakerian picture, we’ll need to supplement a norm that captures
the rational constraints on speaker presupposition (like Mazch). I've canvassed ways to provide the
supplementation that each path demands.

At this point, I hope to have shown that speakers a7 and do under-presuppose—and that
when they do, they undermine the efficiency and cooperativity of the conversation in which they’re
engaged. In the next section, I turn back to my analysis of mansplaining to refine it by introducing a

few key definitions.
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3. To be Precise...

With the Stalnakerian picture in tow, we’re in a better position to see precisely how the notion of
under-presupposing lends itself to an analysis of mansplaining. On my account, mansplaining
centrally and necessarily involves under-presupposing—but under-presupposing, on its own, is not
sufficent for mansplaining. What else is required? For one, mansplaining clearly requires the utterance
of a mansplanazon. By contrast, under-presupposing need not involve any utterance—since to
under-presuppose is, fundamentally, just for one’s propositional attitudes to bear a certain relation to
one’s interlocutors’ propositional attitudes. That said, under-presupposing often makes itself
manifest in an utterance—as it does in each of the three cases in §2.2. Such utterances necessitate, or
guarantee, that a speaker is not presupposing a particular proposition.” Call these utterances

splanations.

’Splanation. A speaker, S, utters a ’splanation just in case they under-presuppose with

respect to a proposition(s), p, and assert that p.

So, to ’splain (i.e., to utter a ’splanation) is just to make one’s under-presupposing manifest in an
utterance. We’ve already seen three different examples of ’splaining in the previous section: Thompson
and Thonison, Otto and Ibrahim, and Swith and Walters.

"Splaining sometimes occurs along an axis (or axes) of oppression. That is, a ’splanation may
be uttered by a person whose social identity puts them in a position of privilege relative to the
person they utter the splanation to. As I'll argue in {4, there’s an important distinction between
ordinary cases of splaining, and ’splaining that occurs along an axis (or axes) of oppression: namely,
in the latter case, ’splaining reflects and tends to reinforce the oppressive status quo in a way that’s
harmful to the individual on its receiving end. To keep these cases distinct, we can give a special

name for ’splanations that occur along an axis (or axes) of oppression:

* According to Stalnaker, anytime a speaker utters a sentence that semantically presupposes some proposition
p, they necessarily presuppose p (1972, p.387). Likewise, anytime a speaker asserts p, they necessarily do not
presuppose it.
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X- splanation. A speaker, S, utters an X-splanation just in case S is a member of social
group X, and ’splains in conversation with a member of social group Y, in a broader context

where Y is marginalized relative to X4

According to my analysis, mansplaining is a particular variety of splaining— and more specifically, a

particular variety of X-splaining, where the salient axis of oppression is between women and men.

Mansplanation. A speaker, S, utters a mansplanation just in case S is a man and ’splains in
conversation with a woman, in a broader context where women are marginalized relative to

men.

Thus any mansplanation is necessarily also an X-splanation; and any X-splanation is itself a
’splanation.
In the next section, I’ll describe the distinctive harms of mansplaining, and how they are

related to the harms incurred by *splaining,

4. What’s Wrong with Mansplaining?

A satisfactory analysis of mansplaining ought to explain why the behavior is wrong. On the popular
conception, mansplaining is not merely bad for communication— it’s disproportionately harmful to
the women on the receiving end. Furthermore, we have some evidence to suggest the popular
conception is right about this aspect of mansplaining (and thus that an analysis of mansplaining
really ought to preserve it).*' So, the aim of this section is to show how my analysis captures the
distinctive harm of mansplaining;

I'm going to argue that mansplaining necessarily reflects, and tends to reinforce, women’s
marginalization in three ways. First, it hinders men and women from having epistemically productive
exchanges; second, it imposes a power imbalance between (male) ’splainer and (female) ’splainee, and
third, it places the ’splainee into an oppressive double bind. These harms are distinct from the bad

effects of under-presupposing—but, as I’ll explain, they are also derived from them.

“ I'm borrowing the term “X-splanation” from Dular (2021).

! Recent empirical study of mansplaining and related competence-questioning behaviors suggest a negative
impact on women’s self-efficacy and job satisfaction (Smith et al. 2022, Briggs et al. 2023).
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t.) Mansplaining Hinders Epistemically Productive Exchanges Between Men and Women

Recall the reduction in conversational efficiency that’s characteristic of under-presupposing. This
comes to something more specific in cases of mansplaining. Here, we have an impediment to a
(male) ’splainer and (female) ’splainee having an epistemically productive exchange, an exchange in which
one or both parties come away with knowledge about a particular subject of discussion that they
didn’t already possess. An epistemically productive exchange typically requires: first, that the parties
involved possess different background knowledge and unique perspectives that shape how they
evaluate new information; and second, that these parties engage in conversational practices
conducive to an efficient interchange of information. The former is almost always a given, but the
latter clearly isn’t met in cases of ’splaining, nor, more specifically, in mansplaining. So, in any given
instance, mansplaining will likely prevent the ’splainer and ’splainee from having an epistemically
productive exchange.

This is certainly already a bad thing, but there’s a deeper problem. Women’s marginalization
as knowers—that is, their epistemic marginalization— is premised on the false view that women are less
likely to contribute to epistemically productive exchanges because they are less competent than their
male peers. Thus, the effect of mansplaining in any particular instance (i.e., the epistemic
unproductiveness of an exchange between a male ’splainer and female ’splainee) reflects the broader
status quo of women’s epistemic marginalization; and not only this, it reinforces the false view on
which the status quo is premised (i.e., that women cannot participate in epistemically productive

exchanges with men).

1.) Mansplaining Imposes a Gendered Inmbalance in Conversational Power

Recall the way that under-presupposing undermines the cooperativity of conversation. Whether
they intend to or not, under-presupposers position themselves as arbiters of the common ground,
and, in doing so, indicate to other participants an under-valuation of their capacities as knowers and
speakers. Ultimately, this is a way of exerting conversational power. In precisely the same fashion,
mansplainers exert conversational power over their (female) interlocutors. The salient difference is
that, in cases of mansplaining, the resulting disparity in conversational power reflects a broader,
pernicious status quo, according to which women are less empowered to speak than their male peers.

This status quo will itself make the disparity in conversational power that occurs as a result

of mansplaining more long-lasting. By contrast, the power disparity created by non-oppressive
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splainers is often quickly dissolved because ’splainees go on to (successfully) propose their own
additions or revisions to the common ground. But in cases of mansplaining, where the ’splainer’s
behavior inevitably harkens to a looming web of harmful stereotypes, splainees are often too deeply
discouraged to continue trying to exert influence over the common ground.* This is perhaps one of
the most identifiable ways that mansplaining is harmful from the first-person. As Rebecca Solnit

puts it:

“Every woman knows what I'm talking about. It...keeps women from speaking up and
being heard when they dare; that crushes young women into silence by indicating, the way
harassment on the street does, that this is not their world. It trains us in self-doubt and

self-limitation just as it exercises men’s unsupported overconfidence.”

Thus mansplaining often yields a lasting power disparity in the particular conversations where it
unfolds; and, on the collective scale, augments social norms according to which women are less
empowered to assert what they know, or to challenge the assertions of men with whom they

disagree.

2t.) Mansplaining Puts The “Splainee in an Oppressive Double Bind

Recall the bind that anyone on the receiving end of a ’splanation faces: whether or not they choose
to let things slide, they risk further derailing the progress of conversation. The situation is notably
worse when you have been mansplained (or otherwise X-splained) to. While it will sometimes be a
viable strategy in a non-oppressive context to refuse to let things slide— to interrupt an
under-presupposer and inform them of one’s expertise— this will not be a tenable strategy within
oppressive contexts, due to the presence of oppressive norms which one necessarily comes into
conflict with (hence risking censure or punishment) by doing so. And on the other hand, /#ting things
slide is an especially bad alternative in these contexts: to do so is to condone a behavior which
reflects and reinforces one’s oppression. In this fashion, X-splaining puts the ’splainee into an
oppressive double bind— a choice situation where, no matter what the agent does, they are complicit in
their own oppression (see Hirji 2021).

Let’s examine the oppressive double bind involved in cases of mansplaining a bit more

closely. Just as in ordinary cases of ’splaining, a woman on the receiving end of a mansplanation can

“2 In this fashion, it is very plausible that mansplaining contributes to festimonial smothering (Dotson 2011).
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respond in one of two ways— by letting things slide, or refusing to do so. If she lets things slide, she
lets him ‘off the hook’ with his oppressive behavior, which ultimately makes her complicit in
perpetuating the patterns of behavior that oppress her. But if she refuses to let things slide by
interrupting or challenging him, she exposes herself to being labeled “pushy,” arrogant, or bitchy (as
assertive women frequently are), or even worse, to some form of more violent retaliation. Of course,
there’s no reason to think every mansplainer will respond this way to being challenged; the problem
is that, for any given mansplainer, a ’splainee cannot be sure she will #o# face such censure or

punishment, nor that surrounding social institutions would offer her recourse in the case that she

did.

5. Conclusion

In this paper, I've introduced the key notion of under-presupposing and used it to give a new
linguistic analysis of mansplaining. On my view, mansplaining is a special variety of
under-presupposing that occurs against the backdrop of a system of misogyny. As I've argued, my
analysis improves on extant alternatives (Johnson 2020 and Dular 2021) by providing a unified and
practical account of what’s wrong with the utterances of mansplainers. By analyzing mansplaining in
terms of a more basic inappropriate conversational practice, we can easily locate it among related
phenomena (e.g., white-splaining, straight-splaining, mom-splaining), and ascertain precisely how it
harms those on its receiving end. Ultimately, my analysis demonstrates a new way that—as a number
of authors have argued (e.g, MacKinnon 1993, Langton 2009, Kukla 2014, McGowan 2019)—our
linguistic practices play an important role in maintaining structures of oppression.

One important avenue for future work is how we ought to regard mansplainers orally. My
analysis draws no conceptual distinction between mansplainers of the malicious, prejudiced, and naive
varieties. Malicions mansplainers speak with the intent to undermine their female counterparts;
preudiced mansplainers endorse sexist stereotypes (either explicitly or implicitly); and nazve
mansplainers do neither of these things. Standard accounts of moral responsibility and
blameworthiness suggest that malicious mansplainers are blameworthy for their harmful behavior,
but that naive mansplainers— and some prejudiced mansplainers— are #o#, since they do not act with a

“bad will.”* T suspect that the majority of mansplainers are not malicious, and that when prejudice is

* The idea that an agent’s “quality of will” is what’s central for moral responsibility is articulated by Strawson
(1962) and Frankfurt (1971). To act from a “bad will” has typically been understood as either (a) to act badly
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involved, it is often operating at the subconscious level. However, as for other kinds of oppressive

behavior, there may be political and pragmatic considerations in favor of holding even the strictly

blameless mansplainers responsible.44

in full knowledge of what you are doing, or (b) to act from bad motivations that one isn’t aware of. See Mason
2018 for discussion of this point.

* Cheshire Calhoun (1989) has argued, for example, that letting sexists who lack bad will “off the hook”
amounts to condoning their behavior which impedes moral progress.
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