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Perspective on individuals
Philippe de Groote (LORIA) & Timothée Bernard (LLF)

Introduction In a seminal paper, Davidson (1967) posits that action verbs should be inter-
preted as containing a hidden argument corresponding to the event to which they refer. David-
son’s proposal has two a priori advantages. The first is that it removes a difficulty associated
with the logical interpretation of verbs, namely, their apparent variable polyadicity, i.e., the fact
that the number of the arguments they can take seems almost arbitrary. For example, while the
transitive verb to butter intuitively denotes a binary relation, in sentence (1) it seems to also
take a place and a time arguments, for a total of four arguments.

(1) Jones buttered the toast in the bathroom, at midnight.

Davidson’s solution to this puzzle is to interpret sentence (1) with a logical form comparable to
the following one:

(2) ∃e.(butterede jonesthe_toast)∧ (ine the_bathroom)∧ (atemidnight)

The second advantage is to account for the entailment relations that exist between sentence (1)
and sentences (3a), (3b), (3c), directly from the properties of logical conjunction (∧).

(3) a. Jones buttered the toast in the bathroom.
b. Jones buttered the toast at midnight.
c. Jones buttered the toast.

In fact, Davidson’s idea has proved to be the most fruitful. It has been generalized by followers,
mainly as a result of the work of Parsons (1990), and has allowed various phenomena related to
verbal modification to be given a formal account, giving rise to a new field in formal semantics
known today as “event semantics”.

Intensional aspects of events semantics Event semantics is often presented as offering a
parallel between the semantic treatment of verbs and that of nouns, emphasizing the relations
that exist between adverbs and adjectives, and more generally between verbal modifiers and
nominal ones. This parallel, however, reaches its limits when the modifiers under considera-
tion are of an intensional nature. If Mary sings gracefully while dancing, it does not entail that
she dances gracefully. Event semantics correctly accounts for this lack of implication, since
(4c) is not a logical consequence of (4a) and (4b).

(4) a. ∃e.(singe)∧ (gracefule)∧ (agentemary)
b. ∃e.(dancee)∧ (agentemary)
c. ∃e.(dancee)∧ (gracefule)∧ (agentemary)

Similarly, if John is both a graceful singer and a dancer, it does not imply that he is a graceful
dancer. However, the logical forms below, which parallels the ones above, are unsatisfying as
(5a) and (5b) together imply (5c).

(5) a. ∃x.(singerx)∧ (gracefulx)∧ (x = john)
b. ∃x.(dancerx)∧ (x = john)
c. ∃x.(dancerx)∧ (gracefulx)∧ (x = john)

To avoid such spurious implications, it is common since Montague (1970) to model adjectives
as functions from nouns to nouns, with nouns modelled as intensional properties of individuals.
Here, however, we investigate whether such spurious implications can be avoided by strength-
ening the parallel between the interpretation of nouns and verbs.



Interpreting nouns as sets of perspectives In (4c), the subformula (gracefule) does not ex-
press that Mary’s way of acting is graceful in general, but that her action e, a singing action,
is graceful. Likewise, when we say that John is a graceful singer, we do not mean that John is
graceful in general, but that he is graceful as a singer. In order to account for this intensionality
at the level of logical forms, we introduce a notion of perspective together with a relation �
between perspectives and individuals: p� x is true iff the perspective p is a perspective on the
individual x. Note that we use perspective in a sense that is closer to the one used in frame
semantics (Fillmore and Baker, 2009), for which a buying and a selling might be two distinct
perspectives on the same underlying entity, than to the one used more recently in philosophy
of language (Lasersohn, 2016; Asudeh and Giorgolo, 2016; Burke, 2022). With this new appa-
ratus, we interpret nouns as sets of perspectives (just as verbs are interpreted as sets of events),
which allows us to give the sentence John is a graceful singer the logical form in (6), which
can be paraphrased as: there exists a perspective on John that is a perspective of a singer and
that enjoys a property of gracefulness.

(6) ∃x.(∃p.(singer p)∧ (graceful p)∧ (p� x))∧ (x = john)

Using interpretations like (6) precludes the spurious implication mentioned above, while
still licensing the correct inference that if John is a graceful singer then he is a singer. Our pro-
posal makes the parallel between the treatment of nouns and that of verbs particularly strong,
with perspectives playing the same role at the nominal level as events play at the verbal level.
This allows various analyses developed for the verbal case to be transferred to the nominal
case, and vice versa. It is well known, for example, that modal adverbs act at the sentential
level, which means, in the framework of event semantics, that they take scope over the existen-
tial quantifier that introduces the event attached to the main verb of the sentence. This leads,
at the nominal level, to a treatment of modal adjectives (necessary, possible, alleged, ...) as
logical modal operators acting on the existential propositions that introduce the perspectives.
Our proposal is also amenable to a subsective treatment of the privative adjectives, in the spirit
of Partee (2010), which suggests a new treatment of the adverbs that feature some privative
aspect, such as partway or nearly.

Compositionality It has been argued that event semantics does not fit well with composi-
tional semantics because of a problematic interaction between quantification over individuals
and existential quantification over events. This problem, which Winter and Zwarts (2011) call
the event quantification problem, also arises with our notion of perspective. A nice solution to
it has been worked out by Champollion (2011, 2015), and consists in interpreting verb phrases
and sentences as generalized quantifiers over events rather than as sets of events. Adapting
this solution, we interpret nouns as generalized quantifiers over perspectives. To conclude this
abstract, we give a toy grammar which allows the kind of sentences that we have considered to
be given an appropriate semantic interpretation.

JJohnK = λP.P john : NP

JsingerK = λ f .∃p.(singer p)∧ ( f p) : N

JgracefulK = λN f .N (λ p.(graceful p)∧ ( f p)) : N→ N

JaK = λNP.∃x.(N (λ p. p� x))∧ (Px) : N→ NP

JsingsK = λSg.S (λ s.∃e.(singe)∧ (agentes)∧ (ge)) : NP→ S’
JgracefullyK = λV Sg.V S (λe.(gracefule)∧ (ge)) : (NP→ S’)→ NP→ S’

JisK = λOS.S (λ s.O(λo.s = o)) : NP→ NP→ S

CLOSURE = λv.v(λe. true) : S’→ S

where NP = (e→ t)→ t, N = (p→ t)→ t, S’ = (v→ t)→ t, and S = t.
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