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ABSTRACT

The Journal of Studies in Language 34.3, 457-473. There are plenty of culture-bound 

words, phrases and utterances in a person’s language that is difficult (or almost 

impossible) to presuppose and accommodate, for the reason that they are unique 

only to the speakers of that particular language (i.e., not universally shared across 

languages and cultures). Therefore, the current study aims to shed light on 

cultural presuppositions, and on how accommodation takes place between 

languages. This study hopes to identify culture-specific presuppositions found in 

English and Filipino, discuss and elaborate the adjustments done by the 

participants in accommodating cultural presuppositions. Moreover, this study 

gives emphasis to the significance of the hearer’s willingness to accept the 

speaker’s cultural beliefs, background, values and systems without creating a fuss

—or defying it—in order to build a common cultural ground and successfully 

accommodate cultural presuppositions. (Chungnam National University)
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1. Introduction

Cultural presuppositions exist in certain languages like Filipino and, by nature, 

they are culturally-derived. Given that Filipino language is diverse, it sets a good 

example for cultural presuppositions. Filipino language represents a language that 

is culture-bound where words, phrases and utterances affect the interpretation of 

the pragmatic context of the utterance in presuppositions, in the same manner as it 

affects the language translation which leads to misreading and misinterpretation 

of presuppositions. Hence, this study suggests that there are plenty of words, 

phrases and utterances in one’s language which may be seemingly equivalent in 

other languages yet hold different meanings, interpretations or presupposed 

contexts as culture takes place. Inconsistencies or discrepancies in the interpretation 

of the context of the utterance usually occur in international and cross-cultural 

communication as translation is involved. In order to avoid this, recognizing the
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appropriate topics in a conversation, properly addressing our thoughts and appropriate use of expressions of speech acts 

are rather more important than grammar lexis or phonology since they are not the same across cultures (Smith, 1978). 

The same applies to the interpretation of the context of utterances in the study of pragmatics involving presuppositions 

that are culture-specific. Utterances that do not share the same implications and presuppositions with other languages 

are said to be culture-bound or—classified as cultural presuppositions. Culture-specific languages such as Filipino, have 

cultural presuppositions that either do not exist in other languages or have interpretations that become seemingly 

uncommon or odd when translated to another language. Therefore, a native speaker of Filipino should neither expect the 

interpretation of presuppositions in English to be the same as his own, nor base the behaviors of English language on his 

own cultural presuppositions as both languages clearly have presuppositions that are culturally-derived.

von Fintel (2008) first introduced the idea of accommodation in presupposition which he defines as “the process by 

which the context is adjusted quietly and without fuss to accept the utterance of a sentence that imposes certain 

requirements on the context in which it is processed” (p. 12). According to him, in this phenomena, the hearer is 

expected to adjust to the speaker’s presupposed context of the utterance without creating further discussion and vice 

versa. As we take into account von Fintel’s (2008) approach on the accommodation of presuppositions, we suggest in 

this study that the hearer and speaker are expected to address their intention or presupposed context of the utterance 

without challenging one’s cultural background and beliefs to avoid further discussion and to freely allow accommodation 

to take place. We propose that in order to accommodate presuppositions which are culture specific (i.e cultural 

presuppositions), there has to be adjustments to be made that would allow the formation of a common cultural ground 

between participants. Ping (1999) suggests that common cultural ground can be achieved if both participants are willing 

to set aside one’s self cultural roots, embedded beliefs, and ingrained values and systems and share a greater degree of 

mutual understanding, appreciation and a lesser degree of ethnocentrism and prejudice. Stalnaker (1999) on the other 

hand, views this as a shared background of beliefs or assumptions by the speaker and hearer. Hence, cultural 

presuppositions can be accommodated if the speaker and his audience are willing to accept and accommodate one’s 

culture, beliefs, values and systems without defying them to create a common cultural ground. Otherwise, translation of 

presupposition materializes. If translation takes place, so does the misinterpretation of the presupposed utterance. Ping 

(1999) describes inconsistencies in translation as “misreadings” and suggests that misreadings in translations of 

presuppositions “are often caused by a translator’s presuppositions about the reality of the source language community 

and are usually culturally-derived” (p. 133). Misinterpretations or inconsistencies which may be caused by ideological 

or cultural differences occur when a person tries to translate words, phrases sentences or utterances from his or her own 

language to a culture-bound language.

This paper therefore follows von Fintel’s (2008) approach on accommodation of presuppositions and Stalnaker’s 

(1974) notion on common ground. We propose that, the accommodation of presupposition is also applicable to cultural 

presuppositions. For example, when the listener is unable to assume or presuppose a cultural-bound context, he is 

required to find ‘a closely related concept’ to adjust to the speaker’s cultural-bound context of utterance by integrating 

his acquired cultural information into its current cultural background to form a common ground. In this study, we define 

this process as “the adjustment of the participants to a cultural-bound context of the utterance that allows their cultural 

beliefs, values and systems to be accommodated without creating a fuss.” In this case, the accommodation between two 

cultures takes place when the hearer is not necessarily required to presume before the information is available to him or 
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during the course of utterance, rather he is expected to accept and adjust to the utterance without creating a fuss as soon 

as the information is communicated. The information being shared by the speaker to the listener may be assumed at the 

same time upon utterance regardless of whether the assumption of the listener has been made false or not. The speaker 

then may assume that he has satisfied the conditions in entailing a common ground between him and the listener. In case 

the speaker and the listener are not culturally aware of each other’s cultural presuppositions, both are expected to adjust 

to each other’s cultural background and language and assume that they mutually believe in the same presupposed 

context of utterance despite the gap in cultural context to successfully accommodate cultural presuppositions and 

achieve a common cultural ground.

Moreover, in this study, section 2 discusses the theoretical background of culture and cultural presuppositions. 

Section 3 presents some examples of cultural presuppositions in Filipino and English, and their corresponding cultural 

and historical account and section 4 elaborates the notion of common ground and the phenomena of accommodation in 

cultural presuppositions.

2. The Idea of Culture in Language

The idea of culture as a system of participation is related to culture “as a system of practices and is based on the 

assumption that any action in the world, including verbal communication, has an inherently social, collective, and 

participatory quality. This is a particularly useful notion of culture for looking at how language is used in the real world 

because to speak a language means to be able to participate in interactions with a world that is always larger than us as 

individual speakers and even larger than what we can see and touch in any given situation. Words carry in them a 

myriad possibilities for connecting us to other human beings, other situations, events, acts, beliefs, feelings” (Duranti, 

1997, p. 46). A “complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, customs and any other capabilities 

and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor, 1871, p. 1).

According to Smith (1987), our culture provides us with knowledge of how to communicate and how to interpret the 

information being communicated by other people. Our communication system along with our culture is fixed and 

interchangeable. Our culture produces presuppositions that are not the same across the world for they are social and 

cultural-bound, which results in communication problems despite a proper command of linguistic competence.

A good example that makes a culture unique in a language is the existence of cultural words that may neither be found 

in other languages nor exist at all. Cultural words represent a cognitive model. A cognitive model is formed through the 

situations which we have experienced and which our cultural background has provided. According to Ungerer and 

Schmid (2013), “descriptions of cognitive models are based on the assumption that many people have roughly the same 

basic knowledge about things like sand castles and beaches; they are not universal, rather they depend on the culture in 

which a person grows up and lives. Basically these cognitive models are psychological view of the stored knowledge 

about a certain field. For example, a Russian or German may not have formed a cognitive model of cricket simply 

because it is not part of the culture of his own country to play that game. So, cognitive models for particular domains 

ultimately depend on so-called cultural models. In reverse, cultural models can be seen as cognitive models that are 

shared by people belonging to a social group or subgroup” (pp. 51-52).

The term “culture” is used in this study to emphasize its significant role in one’s language as well as in the 
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interpretation of presuppositions. As mentioned, culture roots the knowledge, thoughts and behavior of a group in a 

community and each member of the group, sharing the same culture, shares the same common ground. The notion of 

cultural presupposition sums up with a complex whole of beliefs, attitudes, customs, social norms and values that are 

shared by a group of people in a community and set the group apart from another, the rest of the world and the like.

3. Cultural Presupposition

General assumptions that are shared by language users who share a cultural surrounding are called cultural presuppositions 

(Strevens, 1987; Gonzales, 1987). Presuppositions have also been used to identify cultural differences in communication. 

Cultural differences or ideologies may cause misinterpretations between the speaker and hearer. It has been observed by 

psychologists, anthropologists and sociolinguists that there is a tendency to find presuppositions that are bound to 

culture and society in addition to grammatical or pragmatic conditions. Though not necessarily found in syntax level, 

translation may cause misinterpretation due to cultural loading (Strevens, 1987; Smith, 1987).

Ping (1999) describes cultural presuppositions as “underlying assumptions, beliefs, and ideas that are culturally 

rooted and that are generally shared by persons, but rarely described or defined simply because they seem basic and 

obvious as not to require verbal formulation.” He claims that there are presuppositions which are culturally derived and 

one must give special attention to the translation of these presuppositions for often these presuppositions are not 

described as it seems natural for people who share the same culture not to discuss them. Hence, this causes misunderstanding 

and misinterpretation between participants who don’t share the same culture. He cited a passage from Nida and Reyburn 

(1981) to emphasize the philosophy of presupposition which reads as follows:

Truth in the Bible is presupposed to be essentially about moral behaviour rather than an abstract definition of reality 

or being; likewise, wisdom is seen as the ability to decide moral and human issues with justice, rather than the 

intellectual capacity to formulate philosophical questions and create cogent systems. The symbols of light and darkness 

are not related in the Bible to knowledge and ignorance, but to deliverance from or enslavement to evil. And “to know” 

the Lord, sin, or deliverance, is not to “know about” then but to experience them (Ping, 1999, p. 133-134). 

Gudykunst (1994) however, suggests that incorrect attributions of information are likely to occur in cultural 

interaction because people often base their explanation of proper information on cultural presuppositions.

3.1 Examples of Cultural Presupposition in Filipino

The Philippines is classified as an heterogenous country with over 175 languages spoken. The country’s cultural 

influences are results of previous colonization, mainly from Spain and the United States. Historically, for over three 

centuries, under Spain’s colonial rule, Spanish was the official language of the Philippines. In the early 20th century, 

Spanish was spoken as either a first, second or third language by majority of the population. The use of Spanish 

language in the Philippines began to decline after the United States’ occupation in the early 1900’s. The Constitution of 

the Philippines then named both Spanish and English as the Philippines’ official languages. In 1973, Tagalog language 

became the national language of the Philippines which was then renamed to “Filipino” (Constitution of the Philippines, 

1987).
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At present, the Constitution declares Filipino and English as joint official language of the Philippines. Given that the 

Philippine’s language and culture is diverse, cultural-bound words, phrases and sentences can naturally be found in its 

language. Despite the fact that English has been one of the Philippines official languages spoken, its translation and usage 

in Filipino widely vary because of the language’s culture. Thus, it sets a good example for cultural presuppositions.

Levinson (1983) suggests that contextual triggers signal the existence of a presupposition by presupposition triggers. 

Presupposition triggers play an important role in locating the implicit meaning of a presupposition and help the listener 

infer a pragmatic meaning or context that is not given or inexplicit during the course of the utterance. In the case of 

cultural presupposition, these triggers could affect the meaning of a presupposition as culture takes place and might 

block the listener’s capability to presuppose as there are words, phrases, sentences or utterances that are culture-bound.

Moreover, following White’s (1975) concept of cultural systems, we came up with three categories that characterize 

cultural presuppositions namely: (i) ideological, (ii) sociological and (iii) techno-economical. From here, we would like 

to present and discuss the cultural presuppositions in English and Filipino along with their contextual triggers under 

each category.

 

3.1.1 Ideology-related Cultural Presupposition

In English, definite descriptions involve proper nouns like John, Mary, single nouns phrases the king of France, 

personal pronouns I, you, he, she, it and demonstrative pronouns this, that, those. Similarly in Filipino, proper nouns 

also trigger definite descriptions found in Juan, Maria, ang hari ng Pransiya, ito, iyon, ang mga yon, ako, ikaw, siya 

(lalaki), siya (babae), yon/yung, respectively.

Let us take a look at the following examples:

(1) English: a. John saw the lady in a white dress.

>> There exists a lady.

Filipino: b. Nakakita si Juan ng babaeng nakasuot ng puting bestida.

Saw    he John the   lady     wearing   a  white    dress

>> There exists a lady ghost.

In sentence (1a), the definite description ‘the lady in a white dress’ triggers the presupposition “There exists a lady” 

or an existence of a person.

In sentence (1b), the definite description ‘the lady in a white dress’ triggers the presupposition “There exists a lady 

ghost” or an existence of a ghost. As seen in translation, both languages describe the same existence of a thing and share 

the same presupposition trigger that has the same function yet are presupposed differently—as ‘a lady in a white dress’ 

in (1b) is a Filipino myth that is based on Philippine’s history of urban legends. It is believed that ‘a lady in a white 

dress’ refers to a female ghost seen roaming around in rural areas or mountainous provinces. It is commonly associated 

with an urban legend of tragedy and superstitious belief that if you happen to pass by at this lady on the road or while 

walking in the middle of the night, some sort of bad luck or misfortune might come after you. 
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In English, change of state verbs involve the beginning and stopping of actions like begin, start, finish, stop, continue, 

resume, quit, and give up. In Filipino, they are found in the verbs inumpisahan, sinimulan, tinapos, hininto, 

ipinagpatuloy, itinuloy, itinigil and isinuko, respectively.

Let’s take a look at the following examples: 

(2) English: a. He began calling his saints.

>> He was not calling the saints (at first).

Filipino: b. Inumpisahan na niyang tawagin ang mga santo.

Began      that   he        call    the   saints

>> He was not praying (at first).

In sentence (2a), the change of state of the verb ‘began’ triggers a shift of activity upon utterance. In sentence (2b) the 

change of state of the verb ‘inumpisahan’ rather triggers a shift of mood upon utterance. The difference is that this mood 

is intense; hence, it makes the person act ‘as if in a hurry’ and implies an act of desperation which urges the person to 

recite a prayer, i.e., a person who is in life and death situation. The utterance evokes a presupposition that ‘someone has 

begun to learn praying and calling saints e.g. his gods to save his life’ - assuming that the person is in a serious trouble 

at the moment of utterance. To further understand this, in Filipino ideology, utterance of a prayer like calling saints is a 

common myth among Filipinos. Given the fact that the Philippines is a Catholic country, and the majority of Filipinos 

live by the principle and belief that “All saints in the Bible are holy, thus hold a divine appointment from God,”  they are 

believed to be saviors of people in times of crisis or danger.

3.1.2 Sociology-related Cultural Presupposition

Factive predicates in English like realize, understand, know, and regret can also be found in Filipino as napagtanto, 

naintindihan, and nalaman, respectively.

Let’s take a look at the following examples: 

(3) English: a. John realized that Mary was Magdalene.

>> Mary was in fact Magdalene.

Filipino: b. Napagtanto ni Juan na si Maria ay Magdalena.

Realize   he John that she Maria was Magdalene

>> Mary was a prostitute.

>> Mary was mentally ill.

>> Mary was a gorgeous lady.1)

1) In Polish, a ‘Magdalena’ is defined as (1) a girl who either steals your heart away like a thieving magpie stealing a shiny object or who 

resembles the small black-and-white bird in appearance, (2) often used to describe the most beautiful girl you've ever seen, (3) "Rare 

beauty" in bird-watchers' terms (Urban Dictionary, 2016).



Cultural Presupposition and Accommodation ∙ 463

The Journal of Studies in Language Vol. 34, No. 3, 2018

In sentence (3a), the factive predicate triggers a presupposition ‘Mary was in fact Magdalene’ as if, ‘Magdalene’ is 

her original name, and there was a realization made by the speaker.

In sentence (3b), the factive predicate triggers a presupposition involving a religious belief of, or relating to the story 

of Mary Magdalene in the Bible where Magdalene is described as a very beautiful but sinful woman. ‘Magdalene’ or 

‘Magdalena’ in current Filipino, is a name used to refer to a woman who is mentally ill. In the past, however, it was used 

to refer to a prostitute. In other words, the perspective of the Filipino society to ‘Magdalene’ has changed over 

generations. The name ‘Magdalena’ (or Magda, in short) is now associated to a woman who is mentally ill or incapable. 

The term ‘Magda’ is rooted from the Filipino word ‘magdala’ (‘brought/carried’ in past form) and ‘magdadala’ 

(‘bringing/carrying’ in gerund form), which could also refer to the expression “Mabigat ang dinadala mo” or “You are 

carrying heavy loads” in English. 

In Filipino, change of state predicate (as discussed in example 2), illustrates a sudden change of situation, mood or 

activity. However, in this case, the shift is focused on the person’s character, being or condition. A shift from an original 

state to a new state takes places—or a change that has come into being. Change of state is demonstrated by dynamic 

adjective markers like maging and naging, which correspond to English adjectives be and become, respectively.

Let’s take a look at the following examples: 

(4) English: a. John has happened to be a crab.

                   >> John became a crab.

Filipino: b. Si Juan ay naging talangka.

                      He John is became  crab

                   >> John has behaved like a crab.

 In sentence (4a), the word “crab” is a cognitive model that literally refers to a sea animal. Apparently, crabs can’t be 

humans so this sentence becomes odd if literally translated. However, it can be personified.

 In sentence (4b), the implicative predicate triggers a presupposition that has a rather indirect meaning - crab 

mentality. In Filipino, a person is called ‘crab’ when he behaves like one—popularly termed as “crab mentality” or 

“crabs in a bucket syndrome.” This negative trait implies an attitude of ‘not wanting others to succeed’ or ‘a greed of 

power or position.’ To further understand this, if we take a closer look at the behaviour of the crabs placed in a bucket or 

barrel, we would first notice that they are all desperate to reach the top to escape. They would step on each other and pull 

each other down in order for them to make it to the top ignoring those they had hurt, constantly stepping on those below 

them until they lose grasp, fall and tremble down. They would keep pulling each other down and continuously attempt 

to take one another’s place until no one reaches the top. In English, this behaviour is described as ‘crabs in a bucket 

syndrome’ which is further illustrated as follows:

When a single crab is put into a lidless bucket, they surely can and will escape. However, when more than one share 

a bucket, none can get out. If one crab elevates itself above all, the others will grab this crab and drag them back down 
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to share the mutual fate of the rest of the group. Crab bucket syndrome is often used to describe social situations where 

one person is trying to better himself and others in the community attempt to pull them back down. Also often used in 

describing the ghettos of America (or anywhere, for that matter) (Urban Dictionary, 2008).

Moreover, we have iteratives. Iteratives involve verbs like return, again and no longer which are translated to 

Filipino as binalikan, muli and hindi na, respectively.

Let’s take a look at the following examples:

(5) English: a. Mary returned to where she came from.

>> Mary was there before.

Filipino: b. Binalikan ni Maria ang kanyang pinanggalingan.

Returned she Maria the    her        came from

>> Mary gave gratitude to her past.

In sentence (5a), the presupposition triggered by the verb ‘returned’ suggests a place where the speaker used to be. It 

could also suggest a place she has lived or stayed in (for quite a long time).

In sentence (5b), the presupposition implies a rather values-oriented trait which is specific to Filipino values. In Filipino, 

“going back to a significant place in your past” implies gratitude, respect and honour. This particular kind of trait is highly 

regarded as one of the significant Filipino values. The expression “return to where you came from” or “looking back to 

humble beginnings” in English, suggests a traditional practice that must be done by every Filipino who later on succeeds in 

life. It has been taught to Filipinos that in order to avoid mockery and despise after becoming successful, one must go back 

to the place where he was born and raised, or to the place where he started off low. He is then expected to return and give 

back the gratitude or favor to the people and place through service or acknowledgement. In other words, when a Filipino 

goes far away and leaves his hometown, he must give acknowledgement to that place upon return.

Factive predicates do not only involve perception or realization (as illustrated in example 3), it also involves 

reinforcement of mood: a positive or negative mood, attitude or emotion such as ipagmalaki (be proud), ikasiya (be 

glad) and ikalungkot (be sad). Hence, they are called emotive factives.

Let’s take a look at the following examples: 

(6) English: a. It’s sad to say that you need to go to Japan/abroad.

>> Someone needs to go to Japan.

Filipino: b. Ikinalulungkot kong sabihin na kailangan mong mag-Japan/mag-abroad.

Sad             I         say   that  have       you  go to Japan/abroad

>> Someone needs to earn money in another country.

In sentence (6a), the emotive factive triggers a presupposition of ‘necessity to travel to Japan/abroad.’ In Filipino, the 

term “mag-abroad” stereotypically implies that “going to another country or any developed country to earn money is far 
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better than staying in the Philippines.”

In sentence (6b), the emotive factive triggers a presupposition of a ‘necessity to earn money in Japan/abroad in order 

to improve one’s life or status.’ The utterance in (6b) implies an old common saying which goes, “if you are desperately 

in need of money go to Japan.” In the same way the term ‘mag-abroad’ and ‘mag-Saudi’ are used. Due to the mentality 

that colonialism has brought, Filipinos believed that people who went abroad for work or marriage have become 

wealthy and successful in life; popularly, in Japan or Saudi Arabia.

3.1.3 Techno-economical-related Cultural Presupposition

There are two kinds of cleft construction: it-clefts and wh-clefts. It-clefts is found in the sentence “It was John who 

kissed Mary” while “What John broke was a keyboard” is a wh-cleft sentence. In Filipino -wh and -it clefts act as the 

focused elements that serve as the predicate of the sentence (in copula constructions).

Let’s take a look at the following examples:

(7) English: a. It was a local Louis Vuitton bag that John bought for Mary.

>> John bought Mary a bag.

Filipino: b. Yung lokal na Louis Vuitton bag ang binili ni Juan para kay Maria.

It  local the Louis Vuitton bag that bought he John for  her  Mary

>> John bought Mary an fake, cheap and inferior in quality, China-made bag.

In sentence (7a), the cleft structure triggers a presupposition that “John bought Mary a bag” regardless of whether the 

bag is manufactured locally or abroad.

In sentence (7b), the use of the word “local” presupposes that the bag is locally made, therefore having the quality of 

being inferior, cheap, and holds the impression of being fake or imitated. The term ‘local’ accommodates a stereotypical 

thinking that all products produced locally are either cheap, fake or made in China. The opposite term for this is 

“imported.” In Filipino, words that are borrowed from English such as ‘local’ and ‘imported’ have changed their meanings 

and usages over time. The word ‘local’ in Filipino refers to ‘cheap and fake’ while ‘imported’ refers to the opposite.

Let’s take a look at the following examples:

(8) English: a. What John bought was an imported Chanel bag.

>> John bought a bag.

Filipino: b. Kung ano ang binili ni Juan ay isang imported na Chanel bag.

If   what the bought he John is  an  imported  the Chanel bag

>> John bought a genuine, expensive, high quality, US/UK-made bag.

In sentence (8a), the pseudo-cleft wh-structure triggers a presupposition that “John bought a bag” regardless of 
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whether it was bought locally or imported abroad.

In sentence (8b), the word ‘imported’ presupposes that the bag is not locally made; hence, it is imported, and has the 

quality of being superior, genuine and pricey. The term ‘imported’ entices a stereotypical thinking that ‘all imported 

products genuinely produced in the United States or the United Kingdom are superior in quality and expensive’ 

(regardless of whether they are manufactured locally or in other foreign countries).

4. Accommodation of Cultural Presupposition

Thomason (1990) emphasizes the phenomenon of accommodation as follows:

Acting as if we don’t have a flat tire won’t repair the flat; acting as if we know the way to our destination won’t get us 

there. Unless we believe in magic, the inanimate world is not accommodating. But people can be accommodating, and 

in fact there are many social situations in which the best way to get what we want is to act as if we already had it. 

Leadership in an informal group is a good case. Here is an all-too-typical situation: you are at an academic convention, 

and the time comes for dinner. You find yourself a member of a group of eight people who, like you, have no special 

plans. No one wants to eat in the hotel, so the group moves out the door and into the street. At this point a group decision 

has to be made. There is a moment of indecision and someone takes charge, asks for suggestions about restaurants, 

decides on one, and asks someone to get two cabs while she calls to make reservations. When no one objects to this 

arrangement, she becomes the group leader, and obtains a certain authority. She does this by acting as if she had the 

authority; and the presence of a rule saying that those without authority should not assume it is shown by the fact that 

assuming authority involves a certain risk. Someone could have objected, saying Who do you think you are, deciding 

where to go for us? And the objection would have had a certain force. (Thomason, 1990, p. 342)

 Moreover, he stated another familiar situation where people are encouraged to accommodate and that a process of 

accommodation will have come to the rescue whenever we establish intimacy such as when beginning to use a familiar 

pronoun to someone in a language like French or German. This also applies to languages such as Korean where pronouns 

‘our’ and ‘you’ are culture-sensitive. Similar to Filipino, pronouns attached with certain nouns such as ‘woman’ in ‘my 

woman’ implies a culture-sensitive context (which will be further discussed in the latter part of the study). As mentioned, 

culture-sensitivity is a challenge to accommodation. Thomason (1990) emphasizes that the problem in accommodation is 

that “...there is a rule that forbids us to act intimate unless we are on intimate terms; and yet there are situations in which 

we want to become intimate, and in which it is vital to do it spontaneously, rather than by explicit agreement. If I find 

myself in such a situation, my only way out is to accept the risk, overcome my shyness, and simply act as if you and I are 

intimate, in the hope that you will act in the same way. If my hopes are fulfilled, we thereby will have become intimate, 

and it will be as if no social rule has been violated” (p. 343). Hence, presuppositions that are culture-specific are 

sometimes not accommodated successfully but are rather accepted to meet a common ground.

Aside from Thomason (1990), the accommodation of presupposition is also discussed by Bond and Yang (1980) in 

their study on cross culture. They labelled the phenomena as “cultural accommodation.” They suggest that bilinguals 

depend their thoughts and responses according to the language they use, i.e. their native language or their second 

language. Thus, when a person acquires a mastery of a second language, he as well acquires the cultural values and 

attitudes that are naturally attached to that language. This phenomena is also known as “incidental acculturation” (pp. 
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169-185). Bond and Yang (1980) further elaborates that when a person’s values are assessed through an instrument (that 

assesses his values), his responses are consistent to his values which are influenced by the current language and culture 

relevant to him. Thus, his thought process is subconsciously influenced by the culture of the language being used 

whether it be his first or second language.

Cunnif, Ralston and Gustafson (1995) can attest to this phenomena as they have found in their research that when 

bilinguals respond to their secondary language, they accommodate the culture associated with the secondary language. 

The same way as they respond in a manner that favors or accommodates the culture associated with their native 

language (e.g. beliefs and values systems). In addition to this, when a learner of a second language responds to the 

information presented in different languages, he may skew his responses according to the culture of the language being 

presented. Bilinguals may develop a partial mind-set that is shaped by the second language’s culture. In other words, for 

example, when a Filipino responds to the information presented in English, his responses might be consistent with the 

information that he has acquired from the culture and language he currently uses or involved in. Hence, accommodation 

may occur when bilingual hearers and speakers accommodate and respond accordingly to the information associated 

with the culture of the language currently being used—the same way as they accommodate presuppositions that are 

culture-specific.

4.1 Common ground, culture and adjustments

According to von Fintel (2008) the formation of a common ground may be successful if:

(i) the listeners may be genuinely agnostic as to the truth of the relevant proposition, assume that the speaker knows 

about its truth, and trust the speaker not to speak inappropriately or falsely;

(ii) the listeners may not want to challenge the speaker about the presupposed proposition, because it is irrelevant to 

their concerns and because the smoothness of the conversation is important enough to them to warrant a little 

leeway (p. 12).

We propose that in forming a common cultural ground, the listener is required to associate the cultural-bound words, 

phrases, sentences or utterances into his own native language and adjust to the speaker’s cultural background 

information. When both participants are exposed to each other’s culture, and their cultural information is influenced by 

their current knowledge (about each other’s culture), both unconsciously adapt to each other’s cultural-bound context of 

utterance which allows the formation of a common ground. The listener may make an assumption or presuppose the 

speaker’s utterance using the closest word or concept that is present in his native language to form a common ground 

between him and the speaker and allow each other to adjust to the acquired cultural attitudes, values, trends, stereotypes, 

language background and systems. 

However, when both participants are not exposed or oriented to each other’s culture, have no cultural background of 

the other, and unable to assume or presuppose a cultural-bound context of utterance, both participants are required to 

add a new cultural information in order to successfully presuppose a new cultural-bound context and form a common 

cultural ground. If unable to do so, then both the speaker and listener may pretend that they mutually believe the same 
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assumption. 

Stalnaker (1978) proposes that in common ground, the speaker is pretending to make an assumption and that he is 

acting as if he is making the assumption. This takes place when the speaker does not really take the presupposed 

presupposition to be a common ground or simply, a pretense which is described as follows:

A speaker may act as if certain propositions are part of the common background when he knows that they are not. He 

may want to communicate a proposition indirectly, and do this by presupposing it in such a way that the auditor will be 

able to infer that it is presupposed. In such a case, a speaker tells his auditor something in part by pretending that his 

auditor already knows it. The pretense need not be an attempt at deception. It might be tacitly recognized by everyone 

concerned that this is what is going on, and recognized that everyone else recognizes it. In some cases, it is just that it 

would be in discreet, or insulting, or tedious, or unnecessarily blunt, or rhetorically less effective to assert openly a 

proposition that one wants to communicate. Where a conversation involves this kind of pretense, the speaker’s 

presuppositions, in the sense of the term I shall use, will not fit the definition sketched above [to presuppose something 

is to assume that it is mutually assumed to be true]. That is why the definition is only an approximation. I shall say that 

one actually does make the presuppositions that one seems to make even when one is only pretending to have the beliefs 

that one normally has when one makes presuppositions. Presupposing is thus not a mental attitude like believing, but it 

is rather a linguistic disposition—a disposition to behave in one’s use of language as if one had certain beliefs, or were 

making certain assumptions. (Stalnaker, 1974, pp. 50-52)

Hence, following Stalnaker (1974) and von Fintel’s (2008) proposals on common ground it can be suggested that 

common cultural ground may be achieved if:

(i) the listener and the speaker assume that they mutually assume the same common belief though not as exact as 

what the speaker’s or the listener’s common ground is, for they might not find definite translation in their native 

languages

(ii) both participants pretend to believe that both of them agree on each other’s presupposed context and are not 

confident to confront each other’s language background as they don’t share the same cultural background and if;

(iii) both are willing to adjust to each other’s cultural background by considering one’s cultural values, attitudes and 

stereotype for a smooth conversation

4.1.1 Adjusting to One’s Cultural Attitudes, Values, Stereotypes and Trends

The case of accommodation in cultural presupposition can be found in the noun phrase “my woman” given in (20b). 

A married Filipino (catholic) man with great (political) power and influence is believed to have the guts and freedom to 

have another woman aside from his wife.

Let us analyze the following examples:

(9) a: Are you going to the party tonight?

b: I reserved a dinner for two with my woman.

>> I have a wife who I love dearly
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(10) a: Pupunta ka ba sa pagdiriwang mamaya?

b: Nagpareserba ako ng hapunan kasama ang babae ko.

>> I have a wife and a mistress

Sentence (9b) presupposes that the ‘speaker has a wife’ and forms part of the speaker’s common ground that even 

without telling the hearer beforehand that he is married and has a wife that he loves so dearly, that he refers to as ‘my 

woman’2). However, that is not the case in Filipino where sentences (9a) and (9b) are translated differently.

Sentence (10b) presupposes two things: ‘the speaker has a wife’ and ‘the speaker has a mistress.’ A Filipino married 

man who refer to his mistress as ‘my woman’ or ‘ang babae ko’ in Filipino without hesitation, is culturally viewed as a 

man with great (political) power and influence and high ego. Though it is not culturally tolerated, men who show-off 

their women and regard them as their own or possession, are regarded as ‘macho’ (machoism) or ‘manly by fellow 

married men3). 

However, a descent, well-mannered, values-oriented Filipino married man, will not regard his wife as ‘my woman’ as 

it connotes a negative interpretation among Filipino hearers. A speaker of both Filipino and English might have the 

ability to culturally accommodate the presupposed context of the utterances in both languages without creating a fuss as 

he has a mastery of the two languages. Thus, if a married man refers to his wife either as ‘his mistress’ or ‘his loving 

wife,’ it depends on who the speaker is and what his cultural background is. If the speaker is an American and the 

listener is a Filipino for example, the Filipino hearer is expected to presuppose the context of the utterance that “my 

wife” refers to “his loving wife,” as it is a term of endearment in English which he eventually knew for he is aware of the 

culture of the language. Hence, he would quickly clench himself into the thought that he is in the state of 

‘accommodating a language’s culture’ and as a listener, he is required to adjust to the speaker’s utterance of a 

culture-bound context and that he is expected to meet the common belief or the common ground between him and the 

speaker. Additionally, as a hearer, he would not challenge his cultural assumption, nor would he presuppose the 

speaker’s utterance negatively, as he is aware of the fact that they do not share the same cultural background nor very 

familiar with each other’s native language. Being the listener, it is not necessary for him to disregard his cultural 

knowledge, rather—he is expected to behave as a non-native listener, adjusting to the native speaker’s culture, in a way 

that he updates his current knowledge of the speaker’s culture by asserting to a positive assumption. He may ask a 

follow up question such as “You mean, your wife?” instead of wrongly assuming or accusing the person of cheating 

over his wife. Thus, if the hearer is in doubt of his current knowledge about the speaker’s utterance, he could confirm it 

by asking a secondary question which would eventually force the speaker to reply with “Yes” or “Yes, my loving wife.” 

Therefore, the speaker’s utterance would lead the hearer to an updated cultural information that the utterance of “my 

woman,” refers to “his beloved wife” in the speaker’s language.

2) “The woman that is your heart, mind, body and soul. You love her and she loves you. No matter what happens you will always be 

together. There is no woman that can make you feel the way that she does” (Urban Dictionary, 2008).

3) A Filipina wife who is asking for a legal advice writes, “My husband has another woman [...] when he came back home to the 

Philippines, he went to his woman’s house to stay” (Buhay OFW, 2014).
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4.1.2 Accommodation of Additive “too”

Another case where accommodation of presupposition would take place is when the particle “too” is added to an 

utterance. According to Kripke (1990) and Beaver and Zeevat (2004), the usage of additive ‘too’ may not be able to 

accommodate presuppositions. They argue that “...additive particle ‘too’ and its cross linguistic congeners are of cited 

examples of a presupposition trigger that will not permit accommodation of the presupposed first conjunct, i.e. the 

corresponding “additive” proposition such as “John had dinner in New York, too.” Thus, it makes accommodation 

either equally easy (or hard) such as in sentences (11a) and (11b) (pp. 39-40).

(11) a. Fred is looking for the person.

b. Wilma is pregnant, too.

The presupposition triggered by “the person” in (11a) becomes infelicitous if there is no salient discourse referent to 

depend on. (11b) as well needs a salient discourse referent that is triggered by “too” i.e a salient person different from 

Wilma that is also pregnant to make the sentence felicitous. As van der Sandt (1992) suggests “presuppositions whose 

descriptive content is relatively poor are hard to accommodate such as names, definite NP’s and pronouns although it is 

not clear what van der Sandt (1992) meant with “relatively poor” descriptive content. Following accommodation, 

definite NP’s like “the lonely carpenter” may not be comparatively poor but rather difficult to interpret. The same way 

as the presuppositions associated with “too” are hard to accommodate.

However, this may seem unlikely in the accommodation of cultural presuppositions. When a listener is unable to 

assume or presuppose a cultural presupposition, the listener is required to find ‘a closely related concept’ to adjust to its 

own cultural background by associating his acquired cultural information into his current cultural background to form a 

common ground. The listener can accommodate and update a new information to presuppose a new cultural-bound 

context and relate it to his current world in such a way that the listener would accommodate the new information in 

order to achieve a common ground. The listener’s common ground may not be as exact as what the speaker’s common 

ground is (given that the listener has no definite translation of the cultural word), but he might have the ability to assume 

that the context of the utterance during discourse is true and his intention of creating a fuss is at the least. Hence, the 

listener may respond to the utterance using the closest word that he has in his language to meet a common ground 

between him and the speaker. By means of using the additive ‘too’ together with a relative word or concept, the speaker 

can assume that the listener has no ability to locate the exact definition of the word in his language.

To further elaborate this claim, let us analyze the following examples:

(12) a. Maria eats well-being foods.

>> Someone eats all-natural/healthy/organic foods

b. I eat organic foods, too.

>> Someone eats all-natural/healthy/organic foods
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Propositions (12a) and (12b) presuppose the existence a person who eats ‘healthy, all-natural and organically 

produced food’ which Koreans refers to as ‘well-being foods’ while ‘organic foods’ to Filipinos or Americans. There is 

no definite translation for the word ‘well-being’ in Filipino and English (though well-being is an English word, similar 

to local and imported given in examples (7) and (8), as well-being is a borrowed word from English which now has a 

different usage and meaning in Korean. As a result, the hearer in (12b) is required to ‘alternatively presuppose’ the 

utterance of the speaker in (12a) by searching for a word or a concept in his language that has the closest meaning or 

reference to ‘well-being’ which allows the speaker to reply with, “I eat organic foods, too” and accomodate a ‘new 

cultural information’ relayed by the speaker in (12a); the same way as the hearer in (12b) accommodates a ‘new cultural 

information’ upon utterance. The additive ‘too’ in this case, is rather used to affirm the utterance of the speaker in (12a) 

and pass a pragmatic message that ‘well-being seems odd to use for native English speakers like me, thus, I reply with “I 

eat organic foods, too” to inform you (the speaker in (12a)) that in English, ‘organic’ is more appropriately used than 

“well-being.” Henceforth, both the speaker and listener either unconsciously or consciously adjusts to the presupposed 

context of the utterance which leads both of them to the formation of a common ground and a presupposition that 

‘well-being foods’ is assumed to be ‘organic foods’ in the listener’s language and vice versa.

5. Conclusion

In this paper, we discussed the significance of culture-bound words, utterances and contexts that exist in culture-specific 

languages such as the Filipino language. We presented some examples of cultural presuppositions that can be found in 

the first author’s spoken and written languages: Filipino and English. From there, we proposed that the cultural 

presuppositions in Filipino might have the same semantic meanings in English with slight variations but vary widely in 

their presupposed meaning. As a result, these variations somehow cause misreadings and discrepancies in interpretation, 

assumption as well as their presupposed context.

In the case of accommodating cultural presupposition, we proposed in this paper the probable existence of a 

phenomenon called “cultural accommodation of cultural presupposition.” Cultural accommodation of presupposition 

describes the ability of the participants to adjust to each other’s language and culture by associating their acquired 

cultural attitudes, values, trends, stereotypes, language background and systems into their current cultural background 

to accommodate a ‘new cultural information’ that would allow them to achieve a common cultural ground or a mutually 

assumed cultural belief to successfully accommodate cultural presuppositions without creating a fuss. To put it simply, 

this phenomenon takes place when the speaker and the listener willingly adjust to the culture-bound presupposition 

being communicated without making further discussion. For example, when a Filipino listener who isn’t a native 

speaker of English or isn’t culturally exposed to English language, he, as a listener, is expected to act as if he is aware of 

these cultural differences. The speaker, on the other hand, is then expected to act as if his assumption of the utterance is 

mutually believed both by him and the listener in order for them to mutually assume the same presupposed context 

without creating a fuss.

Finally, the approach to accommodation of cultural presupposition answers the question, “If two people don’t 

mutually share the same common ground, knowledge, beliefs and assumptions due to differences in cultural 

background, how can we achieve a successful communication?” This study proposes that in order to achieve this, we, as 
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speakers and listeners, must be willing to (i) culturally presuppose (ii) culturally accommodate (iii) culturally adjust to 

one’s cultural beliefs, values and systems without creating a fuss (iv) accept one’s cultural background and (v) be 

culturally aware and sensitive so as not to offend, defy, violate or discriminate one’s culture.
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