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Perspective-sensitive items Characteristic properties Summary

Let’s start with an example. . .

(1) [Context: A and B sit across from each other. Between them on
the table are two gift boxes – a red one and a blue one. A and B
need to decide which of these two boxes to use for the gift they
bought for C.]
A1: The left box is prettier.
A2: The red box is bigger.

Let’s assume that both of A1 and A2 are true. Now imagine that B was
the speaker instead of A. What happens in the two cases?

(example inspired by the experimental set-up in Klages et al. 2018)
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Perspective-sensitive items

Adjectives left and pretty : “perspective-sensitive items”
(Bylinina, McCready & Sudo 2015)

(2) A: The left box is prettier.

I left : sensitive to the physical perspective of the speaker A
I pretty : sensitive to the aesthetic/taste preferences of the speaker A

What A says with her utterance and whether that content is true or false
depends on A.

A direct consequence of this observation:
⇒ the speaker is part of the utterance context
⇒ dependence on the speaker = dependence on the utterance context
⇒ perspective sensitivity = a type of context-dependence
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Context-dependence of language

Which other expressions are context-dependent?

A (non-exhaustive) list of expressions for which context-dependent
analyses have been proposed:

I indexicals: I, you, here, now,. . .
I 3rd person pronouns: he, she, it, they
I tenses (e.g., past tense, pluperfect tense)
I the positive form of degree-based adjectives
I expressives: damn, bastard,. . .

+ expressions like left and pretty

see Zimmermann 1991 for a classic discussion of context dependence
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Central questions

1. How do we know whether an expression is perspective-sensitive?
What are the tests?

⇒ Delineation of the phenomenon!

2. How can perspective sensitivity be captured formally?
I Can perspective-sensitive expressions be grouped with other

context-dependent expressions?

⇒ Would allow: adoption of established analyses

I Which machinery does the analysis of perspective sensitivity require?

3. Is the class of perspective-sensitive expressions a uniform class?

⇒ Do the tests pick a class with uniform “relevant” behavior?
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Characteristic properties of perspective-sensitive
expressions

Bylinina et al. 2015:

I default speaker-orientation → (1)
I shiftability

⇒ look at these in turn
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Shiftability – I

The perspective relevant for left and pretty in (1) is the speaker’s.

(3) Shiftability
In certain grammatical environments, the relevant perspective
can be someone else’s.

(4) [Context: D walks past the side of the table and witnesses A’s
comment. Later D reports A’s comment to E.]
D: A said that the left box was prettier.

⇒ left relative to A’s perspective
⇒ pretty relative to A’s aesthetic preferences
⇒ But notice: A is not the speaker of (4), A is the matrix subject
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Shiftability – II

(5) [Context: After discussing the boxes for hours, B is annoyed and
leaves. A has to pick the box for C’s gift alone. D calls E again
while A deliberates.]
D1: A will choose the left box.
D2: A won’t reconsider even though the right box is bigger.
D3: Only if the right box were the prettier box, A would choose

that box.

(6) [Context: Suddenly, two hours later, A feels insecure about his
choice. He asks D, who is again passing by, to sit with him and
help him choose.]
A1: Which box is prettier?
A2: What about the left box?
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Shiftability – III

Grammatical contexts and shifting effect: (Bylinina et al. 2015)

I Embedded clauses:  matrix subject
I complement clauses (under attitude verbs)
I adjunct clauses

I Non-clausal modifiers inside VP  subject

I Root questions  addressee
⇒ aka “interrogative flip” (see e.g. Speas & Tenny 2003)
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Shiftability – IV

Additionally: whose perspective is relevant can also be determined
pragmatically (e.g., narrative contexts) → Free Indirect Discourse (FID)

(7) The saga of C’s birthday box
A was deeply irritated. B had abandoned him. How could she?!
C was their best friend!
A sighed. He had to decide. He had already spent the entire
afternoon deliberating.
Should he choose the left box? It was prettier, after all!
Cursing, A stood, snatched the left box, turned, and ran into his
room.

⇒ A is the main protagonist
⇒ for narrative texts: speaker = narrator
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Default speaker-orientation – I

We have seen:

I relevant perspective = speaker’s perspective (1)
I relevant perspective = non-speaker’s perspective (4)–(7)

(8) Default speaker-orientation
– Outside of shifting contexts: speaker’s perspective
– In shifting contexts: speaker’s perspective or other perspective

(9) [Context: A deliberates which box to pick. D and E watch A from
across the room (B’s former side of the table).]
D: A believes that the ugly box on the right is pretty.
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Default speaker-orientation – II

Open question 1: When is the speaker’s perspective understood in
shifting contexts and why?

Some speculation:

(10) [Context: A deliberates which box to pick. D and E watch A
from across the room (B’s former side of the table).]
D: A said that he likes the box on the right.

⇒ no conflict between attitudes or aesthetic judgements
⇒ D and E see the two boxes on the table and their configuration

Possible motivation for D: Maximize the use of the shared context.
⇒ general version of “Maximize Presupposition” (Heim 1991 and later work)

More work needed!
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Default speaker-orientation – III

Open question 2: In case of mixed perspective – are there restrictions
on the possible interpretations?

Observation from Bylinina et al. 2015:

(11) [Context: Wei and A are sitting on a large table with various
people. They are facing each other. Wei is from China. Later
on, A talks to B, telling her what the evening was like.]
A: Wei talked to a foreigner on the left.

⇒ perspective-sensitive: foreigner, left

More work needed!
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Default speaker-orientation – IV

Open question 3: Are there “grammatical constructions” that block
non-speaker perspective – even in shifting contexts?

Observation: Effect of definiteness (?)

(12) A: This boring comedian met a funny philosopher.
A: This boring comedian met the funny philosopher.

⇒ perspective-sensitive: boring, funny

More work needed!
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List of perspective-sensitive expressions

List in Bylinina et al. 2015:69:
I Relative locative and socio-cultural expressions (e.g. left, foreigner )
I Subjective predicates (e.g. pretty )
I Epistemic modals and evidentials
I Perspective-sensitive anaphora

⇒ by far not exhaustive!

Plausibly part of this list as well:
I degree-based adjectives (see Bylinina 2017)
I expressives and epithets (see Harris & Potts 2009, Patel-Grosz 2014)
I German discourse particles (see Eckardt 2012)

More work needed!
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Summary

I Perspective sensitivity is a subtype of context dependence.
I Properties of perspective sensitivity (Bylinina et al. 2015):

I Default speaker-orientation
I Shiftability

I Lots of open questions!
I When is the speaker’s perspective understood in shifting contexts and

why?
I In case of mixed perspective – are there restrictions on the possible

interpretations?
I Are there “grammatical constructions” that block non-speaker

perspective – even in shifting contexts?

I Also: Is there cross-linguistic variation wrt. all of this?

Slides will be uploaded at: sarahzobel.net/egg2018.html

16 / 18 | Sarah Zobel sarah.zobel@ds.uni-tuebingen.de

http://sarahzobel.net/egg2018.html


Perspective-sensitive items Characteristic properties Summary

References

Bylinina, Lisa. 2017. Judge-Dependence in Degree Constructions. Journal of Semantics
34: 291–331.

Bylinina, Lisa, Eric McCready & Yasutada Sudo. 2015. Notes on perspective-sensitivity. In:
Arkadiev, Peter et al. (eds.) Donum Semanticum. 67–79.

Eckardt, Regine. 2012. Particles as Speaker Indexicals in Free Indirect Discourse.
Sprache und Datenverarbeitung: International Journal for Language Data Processing
35/36: 99–119.

Harris, Jesse A. & Chris Potts. 2009. Perspective-shifting with appositives and expressives.
Linguistics and Philosophy 32:523–552.

Heim, Irene. 1991. Artikel und Definitheit [Articles and definiteness]. In: A. von Stechow &
D. Wunderlich (eds.) Semantik. Ein internationales Handbuch. Berlin/New York: de
Gruyter. 487–535.

17 / 18 | Sarah Zobel sarah.zobel@ds.uni-tuebingen.de



Perspective-sensitive items Characteristic properties Summary

References (contd.)

Klages, Johanna, Elsi Kaiser, Anke Holler & Thomas Weskott. 2018. If I were you: Inducing
Non-default Interpretations of Perspective-sensitive Items in the Visual World. Poster
presented at CUNY 2018, March 16, 2018.

Patel-Grosz, Pritty. 2014. Epithets as de re pronouns. Empirical Issues in Syntax and
Semantics 10.

Speas, Margaret & Carol Tenny. 2003. Configurational Properties of Point of View Roles.
In: Anna-Maria DiSciullo (ed.) Asymmetry in Grammar. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
315–343.

Zimmermann, Ede. 1991. Kontextabhängigkeit [Context dependence]. In: A. von Stechow
& D. Wunderlich (eds.) Semantik. Ein internationales Handbuch. Berlin/New York: de
Gruyter. 156–229. Translation into English (2016): semanticsarchive

18 / 18 | Sarah Zobel sarah.zobel@ds.uni-tuebingen.de

https://semanticsarchive.net/Archive/jZkMjgyM/Context.1991.pdf

	Perspective-sensitive items
	Characteristic properties of perspective sensitivity
	Summary

