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Relativism and Bound Predicates of Personal Taste: An Answer to 

Schaffer’s Argument from Binding 
 

Forthcoming in dialectica. 

 

 

ABSTRACT: In this paper I put forward and substantiate a possible defensive move on behalf 

of the relativist about predicates of personal taste that can be used to block a recent 

contextualist argument raised against the view: the ‘argument from binding’ proposed in 

Schaffer (2011). The move consists in adopting Recanati’s (2002, 2004) ‘variadic functions’ 

apparatus and applying it to predicates of personal taste like ‘tasty’ and experiencer phrases 

like ‘for John’. I substantiate the account in a basic relativistic framework and reply to several 

objections to the variadic functions approach in general and to its application to the 

expressions at hand. 

 

 

The aim of this paper is to put forward and substantiate a possible defensive move on behalf 

of the relativist about predicates of personal taste that could be used to block a recent 

contextualist argument raised against the view – the ‘argument from binding’ proposed in 

Jonathan Schaffer’s article ‘Perspective in Taste Predicates and Epistemic Modals’. This 

argument has the same form as that used by defenders of truth-conditional semantics against 

truth-conditional pragmatics about, for example, locations. The argument proceeds as follows: 

we start from examples of complex sentences that have bound readings, and, by appeal to 

certain syntactic and semantic assumptions we are drawn to conclude that simple sentences 

containing the target expressions have a corresponding variable in their logical form1

                                                 
1 ‘Logical form’ will be understood in this paper as referring to the level of syntactic representation of sentences 
that is free from ambiguities and constitutes the input to semantics. The logical form of a sentence is (at least 
partially) determined by the syntactic configuration of the expressions it contains, where ‘syntactic 
configuration’ refers to a level of representation that, at minimum, specifies the number of an expression’s 
argument places. 

 that is 

responsible for the bound reading. The answer I will propose in this paper has the peculiarity 

that it grants all the syntactic and semantic assumptions the proponent of the argument resorts 

to, while still offering an escape route for the relativist by employing a certain view about the 

expressions involved in the argument. 
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I will proceed as follows. In section 1 I will give a brief characterization of predicates 

of personal taste and then present the data Schaffer relies on, together with various instances 

of the argument from binding – including the one I claim is implicit in Schaffer’s paper. In 

section 2 I will sketch the solution to Schaffer’s argument, which consists in adopting 

François Recanati’s ‘variadic functions approach’ to locational prepositions and adapting it to 

the present case. In section 3 I will substantiate the account by showing how the relevant 

sentences can be represented in a basic relativistic framework and how their semantic values 

are computed. Section 4 is dedicated to answering several objections both to the framework in 

general and to its particular application to the case at hand. I will close with a short summary 

of the paper and its conclusions. 

The labels ‘contextualism’ and ‘relativism’ have each been used to refer to more than 

one position; it is thus important to clarify right from the outset what exactly is meant by 

them. To get a better handle on the way I will use these terms, I will adopt the familiar 

Kaplanian picture of semantics, according to which the assignment of a truth value to an 

utterance is done in two stages. At stage one, the utterance is assigned a content, by the 

resolution of indexicals and other context-sensitive expressions in the context of utterance; at 

stage two, that content is evaluated with respect to the circumstance of evaluation of the same 

context of utterance – or, if the sentence contains circumstance-shifting sentential operators, 

with respect to the shifted circumstances. Thus, in Kaplan’s (1989) view, context plays a 

double role in the assignment of truth value. On one hand, it provides elements that get into 

the content of utterances (stage one): I will call this, following MacFarlane (2009), the 

content-determinative role of context. On the other hand, context provides elements in the 

circumstances of evaluation with respect to which utterances are to be evaluated (stage two): I 

will call this, again following MacFarlane (2009), the circumstance-determinative role of 

context. This double role of context has been nicely encapsulated in the following principle 

put forward by Recanati (assuming, as seems natural, that ‘the determinants of truth-value’ 

are provided by context): 

 

Distribution: 

The determinants of truth-value distribute over the two basic components truth-

evaluation involves: content and circumstance. That is, a determinant of truth-value 

(…) is either given as an ingredient of content or as an aspect of the circumstance of 

evaluation. (Recanati, 2007, 34) 
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An important question regarding this principle is whether the disjunction is meant to 

be exclusive. In other words, is it the case that, if a particular determinant of truth value is 

given as an ingredient of content, then it cannot be given as an aspect of the circumstance of 

evaluation? Recanati seems to incline towards an exclusive reading of Distribution, but there 

is also reason to resist that interpretation. Such reason comes from examples of sentences in 

which the same determinant of truth value seems to play both roles mentioned above at the 

same time. To give just one such example, if we focus on time as a truth value determinant 

contextual parameter, for the evaluation of an utterance of the sentence ‘The Pope is angry’ 

context needs to step in twice: once to settle the referent of ‘the Pope’ – if the sentence was 

uttered in 2003 then the referent of ‘the Pope’ is Karol Wojtila, if uttered in 2012 it is Joseph 

Ratzinger etc. – and then again to provide the evaluation time for the content of the utterance 

(in this case, the utterance time). Thus, if the sentence was uttered in 2003, its content, that 

Karol Wojtila is angry, is evaluated with respect to the particular time in 2003 in which it was 

uttered; if the sentence was uttered in 2012, its content, that Joseph Ratzinger is angry, is 

evaluated with respect to the particular time in 2012 in which it was uttered. Although not 

entirely theoretically innocuous (because certain ways of treating the relevant expressions – 

like the present tense in the examples just given – are taken for granted), such examples put 

enough pressure on the exclusive interpretation of Distribution to question it. 

But despite the fact that counterexamples to such an interpretation are relatively easy 

to come by, both contextualists and relativists have clung to it. The main reason has to do, I 

think, with each party wanting to put forward stronger claims than they would be able to do 

by interpreting Distribution inclusively. A methodological consideration also seems to be 

relevant here: a semantics that can account for the data by postulating either variables in the 

logical form of sentences or parameters in the circumstances is more economical than one that 

postulates both (in connection to the same type of expression). Be that as it may, what is 

important to note here is that from a dialectical point of view the exclusive interpretation of 

Distribution is crucial for the contextualist that forwards the argument from binding: if the 

contextualist did not take Distribution to be exclusive, the argument would simply not get off 

the ground. Since a determinant of truth value to be given as an ingredient of content would 

not preclude that determinant to be also given as an aspect of circumstance of the evaluation, 

the conclusion of the argument would not follow, rendering the contextualist’s attack 

toothless.2

                                                 
2 This will become clearer after reading section 1, where several versions of the argument are presented in detail. 
I thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out the importance of the exclusive reading for the contextualist.  
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I believe that the solution to deflate the tension between the existence of 

counterexamples to the exclusive interpretation of Distribution and its widespread acceptance 

in the debate at hand is to suitably restrict the range of the principle’s application. Perhaps 

there is more than one way to go here, but for the purposes of this paper the following seems 

satisfactory. I claim that Distribution holds when restricted to sentences that i) don’t contain 

indexicals or other obvious context-sensitive terms; ii) don’t contain modifiers. As I use the 

term, a modifier is an expression that semantically modifies another expression, with the aim 

of specifying the value of a certain parameter that otherwise would be tacitly supplied by 

context (in any of the two ways described above). In the sentence ‘It is raining in Paris’, for 

example, the locational prepositional phrase ‘in Paris’ is a modifier in the above sense, in this 

case specifying the location of rain – location that would have been otherwise tacitly supplied 

by context. To give another example that will come up in what follows, in the sentence 

‘Avocado is tasty for John’3

With the principle suitably restricted, we can now proceed to define ‘contextualism’ 

and ‘relativism’ as follows. I will call ‘contextualism about expression-type E’ any view 

according to which, for any contextual determinant of truth value corresponding to E (in the 

way in which, for example, locations correspond to meteorological verbs or individuals to 

predicates of personal taste), context has a content-determinative in relation to utterances of 

simple sentences that contain tokens of E. I will call ‘relativism about expression-type E’ any 

view according to which, for any contextual determinant of truth value corresponding to E, 

context has a circumstance-determining role in relation to utterances of simple sentences that 

contain tokens of E. This way of dividing the logical space will lump together under the same 

, the expression ‘for John’ (known in the linguistics literature as 

an experiencer phrase) is also a modifier in the above sense, this time specifying the 

individual that judges the avocado to be tasty – person that would have been otherwise tacitly 

supplied by context. I will call sentences that satisfy conditions i) and ii) simple sentences. It 

is such simple sentences, like ‘It is raining’ or ‘Avocado is tasty’, for which I claim that 

Distribution holds in its exclusive interpretation. 

                                                 
3 Some native speakers that I have consulted have expressed restraint in using ‘for John’ in sentences like this. 
While some of them found ‘to John’ more palatable, others refrained from using that too. On the other hand, it 
seems that ‘to John’ goes better with, for example, ‘delicious’. Be that as it may, I’m not making here any claim 
with respect to the felicity of sentences like ‘Avocado is tasty for John’. If you find this sentence infelicitous, 
simply replace it with whatever sentence containing a predicate of personal taste and an experiencer phrase 
sounds good to your ears. 
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label positions that differ greatly in their details4

A considerable part of the current debate between contextualism and relativism revolves 

around predicates of personal taste. Under this label are counted expressions such as ‘tasty’, 

‘disgusting’, ‘fun’, ‘boring’, ‘sexy’, ‘cool’, ‘astonishing’ etc. As their name suggests, such 

predicates convey information about how some objects in the world are evaluated by a certain 

individual, in accordance with that individual’s tastes (or standard of taste). Now, when it 

comes to semantics, the way that individual is thought of varies: sometimes it is considered to 

be the experiencer (this being the reason expressions like ‘for John’ are called ‘experiencer 

phrases’), other times it is considered to be the judge.

; however, as far as I can see, this rather 

coarse-grained classification will not affect the points made in this paper. 

 

1. Predicates of personal taste and the argument from binding 

5

                                                 
4 Thus, under ‘contextualism’, as I defined the term, one will find views as different as ‘truth-conditional 
semantics’ (Stanley, 2000), ‘truth-conditional pragmatics’ (Recanati, 2002, 2004), and, if one is willing to make 
the context of assessment play a content-determinative role instead of the context of use, ‘content relativism’ 
(Cappelen, 2008). On the other hand, under ‘relativism’ one will find both moderate views such as those 
proposed in Kölbel (2004) or Recanati (2007) (falling under MacFarlane’s (2009) label ‘non-indexical 
contextualism’) and more radical views such as MacFarlane’s (2014) and Lasersohn’s (2005, 2008, 2009), for 
which the context of assessment, and not the context of use, plays a circumstance-determinative role. An 
interesting view that is a bit harder to locate in this scheme is that of Stephenson (2007), where both a variable 
for the judge in the logical form of sentences containing predicates of personal taste like 'tasty' and a judge 
parameter in the circumstances of evaluation are postulated. In fact, Stephenson postulates two types of variables 
in the logical form: referential pronouns, whose value can be given by experiencer phrases, be bound or supplied 
by context, and a special pronoun PROJ that refers to the judge (the sole role of the judge parameter in the 
circumstance being to provide the reference for it). Now, since she does postulate variables for judges in the 
logical form of senences containing predicates of personal taste, her view comes out as contextualist according to 
my way of understanding the distinction; but given the special features of PROJ, she can get judge dependence in 
a way very similar to the way the relativist does. Moreover, according to Stephenson, the type of pronoun 
postulated in the syntactic configuration of predicates of personal taste is tied to specific uses of those 
expressions in a systematic way: they have an argument for a referential pronoun when used exocentrically (see 
next section for details), when they combine with an experiencer phrase or when bound, and they have an 
argument for PROJ when they are used egocentrically or when embedded under verbs like ‘think’. In any case, 
Stephenson is able to avoid the conclusion of the binding argument because, although there is a variable for 
judges (a referential pronoun) in the syntactic configuration of ‘tasty’ when it appears in sentences in which it is 
bound, there is no such variable when simple sentences like ‘Avocado is tasty’ are used egocentrically (here the 
predicate takes PROJ as an argument). (See next section for clarification on this latter point.) I take this to be an 
alternative way of dealing with the argument from binding that is similar to the one put forward in this paper in 
that it grants all the premises of the argument, despite rejecting its conclusion. 

Coming back to the way I carved up the logical space, let me note that it entirely corresponds to 
Schaffer’s distinction between ‘meaning perspectivalism’ and ‘truth perspectivalism’ (2011, 180), with the view 
he defends clearly falling on the contextualist side of my distinction (and with the view he prefers, ‘syntactic 
relationalism’, being akin to ‘truth-conditional semantics’ – a version of contextualism in my sense). Regarding 
Schaffer’s skepticism about using the labels ‘contextualism’ and ‘relativism’ in these debates, I tend to agree 
with him, but the labels could still be useful if one defines them carefully and when at stake are issues, such as 
those in this paper, in which more fine-grained distinctions are not strictly necessary. 
5 Many authors use ‘judge’ as a technical term referring to a particular parameter in the circumstances of 
evaluation utterances of sentences containing predicates of personal taste are evaluated against (Lasersohn, 2005; 
Stephenson, 2007). Although I will myself appeal to such a parameter below (section 4), here I will use the term 
simply to refer to the individual whose tastes are relevant to the interpretation of sentences containing predicates 
of personal taste, remaining neutral between contextualism and relativism. 

 An interesting issue that arises here 
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(although not my focus in this paper) is the connection between the two. Is experiencing 

(tasting) a certain piece of food a necessary condition to be a judge in the sense employed 

here? It seems to me reasonable to say that, while it is absurd to claim that something can be 

tasty for an experiencer without being tasted by that experiencer, it is not absurd to claim that 

something is tasty for a judge without that judge tasting it. As Pearson (2013) notes, we can 

judge that the soapy dishwater in which we just washed our dishes is not tasty without 

actually tasting it. Or, to replicate a case suggested by an anonymous reviewer, suppose that 

Susie, a renowned pastry chef, has just finished baking a chocolate cake and everybody is 

prepared to taste it, but John drops it on the floor before anyone gets the chance to do so. It 

seems that in such a case John or Susie (or even a third party) can judge the cake to be or have 

been tasty. So, in a strict sense, one can judge with justification something to be tasty without 

necessarily tasting it. However, some tasting experience with that type of food, or with similar 

types, is required in order for a speaker’s claims of tastiness to be taken seriously. 

Establishing precisely the amount of experience needed in this respect is something that might 

be worth inquiring into, but for the purposes of this paper this issue needs not be given a 

precise answer. The conclusion is thus that an actual experience with a certain piece of food is 

not a precondition for one to be a judge, although being a judge requires some level of 

experience as a taster related to the type of food in question or with similar foods. One can be 

a judge of a certain piece of food without being an experiencer of that piece of food.6

Predicates of personal taste can be used in more than one way. The most common is 

what has been called their ‘egocentric’ (or ‘autocentric’) use (Lasersohn, 2005). A speaker 

uses a predicate of personal taste egocentrically if she is expressing how a certain object is 

 

Now, according to a certain metaphysical picture – the one I will take for granted here, 

and which the great majority of contextualists and relativists operate within as well – 

predicates of personal taste stand for certain properties whose existence is conditional on there 

being a judge. Call this kind of metaphysical picture about the properties in question 

‘subjectivist’. Predicates of personal taste could thus be said to belong to what we could call 

‘subjective predicates’. What other kinds of predicates belong to this category is again a 

question worth inquiring into, but I will refrain here from such a pursuit. Suffice it to say that 

predicates of personal taste have been thought to be the paradigmatic example of subjective 

predicates, while the underlying metaphysical picture of the properties they stand for has been 

accepted not only by philosophers of language, but by most metaphysicians as well. 

                                                 
6 I thank an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to spell out the connection between experiencers and judges. 
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judged from her own point of view. This contrasts with what has been called ‘exocentric’ uses 

of predicates of personal taste (Lasersohn, 2005), in which a speaker uses such a predicate to 

express how a certain object is judged from another person’s point of view. To give a familiar 

example, when the vendor is telling the client that a certain dog food is tasty, she is (most 

likely) speaking from the dog’s point of view and not from her own. There are other uses of 

predicates of personal taste.7

Among other arguments that I won’t address here, Schaffer (2011) uses an instance of 

the argument from binding in order to argue against relativism about predicates of personal 

taste.

 However, the particular use that will be my focus in this paper is 

the so-called ‘bound reading’. The observation that predicates of personal taste can be bound 

constitutes the starting point of the argument in favor of contextualism and against relativism 

about such expressions that I want to tackle. 

8

has a reading according to which each person in the domain of the quantifier ‘everyone’ got 

something tasty for that person. True, this is not the only reading (1) has: one could use (1) to 

say that each person in the domain of ‘everyone’ got something tasty for the speaker 

(egocentric use) or for another person (exocentric use). The bound reading of (1) is thus not 

obligatory. However, Schaffer need not claim that it is; his point is that the bound reading is 

one possible reading of (1).

 Schaffer starts his case against relativism with the observation that predicates of 

personal taste are similar to other expressions (for example, pronouns) in that they can be 

bound. Thus, sentence 

 

 (1) Everyone got something tasty. 

 

9

                                                 
7 Arguably, they have what could be called a ‘group’ use (Lasersohn, 2005; Cappelen and Hawthrone, 2009; 
Huvenes, 2012), in which a speaker uses a predicate of personal taste to express how a certain object is judged 
from the point of view of a group that she belongs to (‘egocentric’ group use) or not (‘exocentic’ group use). 
They also have generic uses (Stojanovic, 2007; Cappelen and Hawthorne, 2009; Moltmann, 2010; Snyder, 
2013), in which a speaker uses a predicate of personal taste to express how a certain object is generally or 
usually judged – that is, from the point of view of a majority. Finally, they have meta-linguistic uses (García-
Carpintero, 2008; Sundell, 2011), in which a speaker uses a predicate of personal taste not to express how a 
certain object is judged, but in order to clarify the context in which the conversation takes place. 
8  Schaffer uses an instance of the same argument to argue against relativism about epistemic modals as well, but 
these are not my concern here. However, the solution I propose in what follows might equally apply to that 
instance of the argument. 

 To bring out that reading more vividly, Schaffer presents us with 

an elaborate background, which I reproduce here: 

9 An anonymous reviewer wonders whether using a predicate of personal taste predicatively (as in ‘The cake was 
tasty’) might bring any changes. The difference between such a use and an attributive one (as in ‘This is a tasty 
cake’) comes out clearly when we compare ‘John thought that the cake was tasty’ and ‘John thought that the 
tasty cake is disgusting’, where John’s tastes are relevant only for the interpretation of ‘tasty’ in the first case.  
Although I agree that the difference could be significant, and that it is a pity that the literature has focused 
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[I]magine that the Smiths go out for ice cream. Ma only likes chocolate, Pa only likes 

vanilla, Suzy only likes rum raisin, and Billy only likes mint chip. Today they are in 

luck. Each finds their favourite flavour. (Schaffer, 2011, 193) 

  

Full of enthusiasm, someone from the group then utters (1). Schaffer claims that the best 

explanation for the bound reading of (1), and for making sense of the contrast between (1) and 

a sentence like  

 

(2) Everyone got something frozen 

 

is to posit a hidden variable for the judge in (1)’s logical form. The contrast between the two 

sentences stems from the fact that while in the bound reading of (1) ‘everyone’ binds not only 

the person getting something tasty, but also the judge of ‘tasty’, in (2) ‘everyone’ binds only 

the person getting something frozen. Thus, on Schaffer’s view, (1) is to be rendered as  

 

(3) Everyonei got something tasty for xi.  

 

This, in turn, has the consequence that ‘tasty’ in itself has an argument place for the judge in 

its syntactic configuration, which when not explicitly mentioned (as in sentences like 

‘Avocado is tasty’) is provided by context. 

 This last step is something that Schaffer accepts without actually providing an 

argument. But this kind of reasoning has been appealed to explicitly in a different area, 

namely in the debate between truth-conditional semantics (understood here as the view that 

context provides elements in the contents of utterances by means of providing values for 

variables in the logical form of those sentences) and truth-conditional pragmatics (understood 

here as the view that context provides elements in the contents of utterances by means of 

essentially optional pragmatic processes such as free enrichment) about the semantics of 

weather reports. Thus, Stanley (2000) has observed that meteorological verbs such as ‘rain’ 

can be bound by temporal quantifier phrases, as in  

 

(4) Every time John lights a cigarette, it rains, 
                                                                                                                                                         
exclusively on attributive uses, I don’t think that in the setting provided by Schaffer there is any difference 
between the two uses: the bound reading is available too if we use ‘Everyone got something that was tasty’ 
instead of (1). 
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which has a reading according to which for every time t at which John lights a cigarette, it 

rains at t at the location in which John lights a cigarette at t. Like in the case of (1), this is not 

the only reading (4) has: one could use (4) to say that for every time t at which John lights a 

cigarette, it rains at t at the location where the speaker is, or at any other  specific location 

(say, New York). The bound reading is thus not obligatory. However, Stanley need not claim 

that it is to make his point: the mere possibility of such a reading is enough to get the 

argument against truth-conditional pragmatics about meteorological verbs going. This 

argument can be put as follows: 

 

1. Truth-conditional pragmatics abut meteorological verbs claims that there is no 

variable for locations in the syntactic configuration of ‘rain’ as it appears in simple 

sentences like ‘It is raining’, the location of rain being provided by optional 

pragmatic processes. 

2. In (4), binding occurs: the location of rain varies with the values introduced by the 

quantifier ‘every time John lights a cigarette’. 

3. There is no binding without a bindable variable. 

4. Therefore, there is a variable for locations in the syntactic configuration of ‘rain’ as 

it appears in (4). 

5. The syntactic configuration of ‘rain’ is the same when it occurs in (4) and when it 

occurs in simple sentences like ‘It is raining’. 

6. Therefore, there is a variable for locations in the syntactic configuration of ‘rain’ as 

it appears in simple sentences like ‘It is raining’ and thus truth-conditional 

pragmatics about meteorological verbs is mistaken.10

 

 

                                                 
10 This form of the argument is inspired by that given in Recanati (2002, 328-329). The main departure from 
Recanati’s argument, for reasons that will become clear later, consists in focusing on the syntactic configuration 
of predicates rather than on the logical form of the sentences in which they appear. Talk of “unarticulated 
constituents” has been avoided and Recanati’s sentence ‘Everywhere I go, it rains’ was replaced with Stanley’s 
example, sentence (4). The introduction of premise 5 fixes a problem with the original argument given by 
Stanley. As Recanati himself notes, without such an additional premise the first three would yield conclusion 4, 
but not conclusion 6, which is what the truth-conditional semanticist needs. What is needed is a premise that 
connects sentence (4) with the simple sentence ‘It is raining’ – an instance of a more general bridging principle 
about the logical form of embedded sentences. Recanati’s proposal on the truth-conditional semanticist’s behalf 
is  
(SUP) In (4), the sentence on which the quantifier ‘every time John lights a cigarette’ operates is the very 

sentence ‘It is raining’ which can also uttered in isolation. (Adapted from Recanati 2002, 329) 
I modified (SUP) to that to apply to predicates instead of sentences – hence 5. 
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Now, one important thing to note about this argument is that it could be easily 

modified so that to apply to relativism about meteorological sentences like ‘It is raining’ as 

well. Its conclusion compels us to postulate a variable for locations in the logical form of the 

sentence ‘It is raining’. It is thus an argument for the claim that context has a content-

determinative role for such a sentence. But given that the sentence at stake here is a simple 

sentence as defined at the outset, Distribution holds. This means that, if we are compelled to 

postulate a variable for locations in the logical form of ‘It is raining’, then we are forced to 

claim that the location of rain is not part of the circumstances of evaluation of utterances of ‘It 

is raining’. The argument from binding against relativism about meteorological verbs can be 

put as follows: 

 

1L. Relativism about meteorological verbs claims that there is no variable for locations 

in the syntactic configuration of ‘rain’ as it appears in simple sentences like ‘It is 

raining’, the location of rain being provided by the circumstances of evaluation.  

2L. In (4), binding occurs: the location of rain varies with the values introduced by the 

quantifier ‘every time John lights a cigarette’. 

3L. There is no binding without a bindable variable. 

4L. Therefore, there is a variable for locations in the syntactic configuration of ‘rain’ as 

it appears in (4). 

5L. The syntactic configuration of ‘rain’ is the same when it occurs in (4) and when it 

occurs in simple sentences like ‘It is raining’. 

6L. Therefore, there is a variable for locations in the syntactic configuration of ‘rain’ as 

it appears in simple sentences like ‘It is raining’ and thus relativism about 

meteorological verbs is mistaken.11

                                                 
11 Relativism about meteorological verbs such as ‘rain’ is not a popular view, but it had and has its adherents. 
According to my definition of relativism, Lewis (1980), with his insistence of introducing a location parameter 
in the index, counts as a relativist about such expressions. Recanati (2007) is an example of a contemporary 
relativist view. Although relativism about meteorological verbs is not my focus in this paper, the way of 
blocking the conclusion of the argument just presented that will be put forward and substantiated in the 
following sections can be used by a defender of such a form of relativism. 

 

 

A similar argument is what Schaffer has in mind in connection to (1). Schaffer’s 

implicit argument can be reconstructed as follows: 
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1J. Relativism about predicates of personal taste claims that there is no variable for 

judges in the syntactic configuration of ‘tasty’ as it appears in simple sentences like 

‘Avocado is tasty’, the judge being provided by the circumstances of evaluation. 

2J. In (1), binding occurs: the judge varies with the values introduced by the quantifier 

‘everyone’. 

3J. There is no binding without a bindable variable. 

4J. Therefore, there is a variable for judges in the syntactic configuration of ‘tasty’ as it 

appears in (1). 

5J. The syntactic configuration of ‘tasty’ is the same when it occurs in (1) and when it 

occurs in simple sentences like ‘Avocado is tasty’. 

6J. Therefore, there is a variable for judges in the syntactic configuration of ‘tasty’ as it 

appears in simple sentences like ‘Avocado is tasty’ and thus relativism about 

predicates of personal taste is mistaken. 

 

2. The variadic functions approach 

There have been a number of responses to the instance of the argument from binding in the 

case of meteorological verbs such as ‘rain’.12

I will implement this idea of adjunctivity by appeal to the apparatus of ‘variadic 

functions’ proposed by Recanati to deal with the instance of the argument from binding in the 

case of meteorological verbs presented above. Recanait’s insight is that locational 

prepositional phrases such as ‘in Paris’ can be treated by appeal to variadic functions. As 

Recanati defines it, a variadic function is “a function from relations to relations, where the 

output relation differs from the input relation only by its decreased or increased adicity” 

 These answers might work as responses to the 

instance of the argument from binding used by Schaffer as well. However, in this section and 

the next one I will put forward and substantiate an answer that differs from those answers in 

that it grants to the proponent of the argument from binding all the premises, while still 

blocking its conclusion. The key is a certain treatment of predicates of personal taste and of 

experiencer phrases that construes the latter as adjuncts, rather than as specifying arguments, 

of the first. 

                                                 
12 They include two views according to which quantification over locations in the object language is replaced by 
quantification over more encompassing entities in the meta-language – contexts, for Pagin (2005), indices, for 
Lasersohn (2008) – and two views according to which quantification over locations in the object language is 
replaced with quantification over more encompassing entities in the object language itself – events, for Cappelen 
and Hawthorne (2007), situations, for a possible view inspired by Elbourne (2007). I believe all those views are 
problematic, but this is not the place to deal with them here. For a discussion of the methodological aspect of 
those arguments, see Zeman (forthcoming). For a thorough discussion of the argument from binding in 
connection not to meteorological verbs, but to quantifier domain restriction, see Pupa and Troseth (2011). 
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(2002, 319). As the quote makes clear, variadic functions are of two types: expansive and 

recessive. Various alternations in English, such as the passive alternation and the intransitive 

alternation can be described as effects of recessive variadic operators by which recessive 

variadic functions are represented.13

Adding a predicate modifier (adverb or prepositional phrase) to a predicate expressing a n-ary 

relation Rn thus results in a complex predicate expressing an n + 1-ary relation, in which the nth 

+ 1 argument is a circumstance: a time, a location, a manner, or what not. (Recanati, 2002: 

319)

 However, for our purposes here we need the expansive 

kind of variadic functions, which we will represent by expansive variadic operators. The 

effect of an expansive variadic operator is the creation of a new predicate which differs from 

the input predicate by its increased adicity. The effect of the expansive variadic operator on a 

predicate of adicity n will be represented as 

 

(5) V (λx1 … λxn. P(x1 ... xn)) ≡ λx1 … λxn. λy. P*(x1 ... xn, y), 

 

where V is the expansive variadic operator, λx1 … λxn. P(x1 ... xn) the input predicate P with 

its n arguments, λx1 … λxn. λy. P*(x1 ... xn, y) the output predicate P* with its n + 1 arguments, 

while y the (here, unspecific) variable that occupies the additional argument place created by 

the variadic operator. 

Recanati’s important claim is that certain expressions in natural language can be 

interpreted by appeal to such an operator: 

 

14

The particular way in which the appeal to the variadic operator framework is made is by 

construing the target natural language expressions as having a twofold semantic effect: on one 

hand, they contribute an expansive variadic operator that applies to the input predicate and 

yields a new predicate with an additional argument place for a variable of a certain type; on 

the other hand, they provide a value for that variable. Before illustrating how this works, a 

  

 

                                                 
13 See also Barwise’s (1989) operation of ‘relativization’ by which a predicate is transformed into another one 
with a lesser adicity. Barwise’s claim is that such an operation can be used to account for relational expressions 
like ‘to the left’. 
14 This echoes similar views proposed by McConnell-Ginet (1982) and Keenan & Faltz (1985). According to 
McConnell-Ginet, “a verb denoting a predicate of order n is ‘augmented’ by adding an optional argument place 
to create a derived order n + 1 predicate when the optional argument is needed (i.e. when the verb is modified)” 
(1982, 169). Prepositional phrases “are treated just like [adverbs]: namely, as expressions that can have a dual 
role of augmenting the predicate to which they attach and of providing an argument for the augmented predicate” 
(1982, 171). Keenan & Faltz (1985) make a similar claim about prepositional phrases. In their view, certain 
prepositions are ‘verbal extensors’ – operators that have the effect of creating a new predicate that differs from 
the predicate they apply to by its increased adicity, exactly as the variadic operators described above.  
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word about notation: let Vx: y capture the semantic effect of the target natural language 

expression, subscript x indicating the type of variable the operator introduces and subscript y 

indicating the value given to that variable. Now, consider sentence 

 

(6) It is raining in Paris. 

  

Using the operator defined in (5), we can capture the semantic effect of the locational 

prepositional phrase ‘in Paris’ by attributing it two roles: on one hand, it contributes the 

expansive variadic operator (which is the semantic value of ‘in’) that yields a predicate that 

differs from the input one by having an additional argument place for a variable for locations; 

on the other, it contributes a value for the newly-introduced variable – in this case Paris 

(which is the semantic value of ‘Paris’). (6) will thus be represented as 

 

 (7a) Vlocation: Paris (rain), 

 

or, equivalently, 

  

 (7b) rain_in (Paris), 

 

where ‘rain_in’ is the new predicate created as a result of the expansive variadic operator.  

Recanati’s further claim is that complex quantifier phrases like the ones in (4) can be 

given a similar treatment to locational prepositional phrases like ‘in Paris’. Thus, ‘every time 

John lights a cigarette’ contributes, on one hand, the expansive variadic operator15

                                                 
15 Recanati claims that in this case ‘every time John lights a cigarette’ contributes two expansive variadic 
operators, one that introduces a variable for locations, the other a variable for times. For Recanati, the temporal 
variable is introduced explicitly, while the locational one is not. I will come back to this claim section 4. 

 (which is 

the semantic value of an implicit locational preposition similar to ‘in’ the quantifier phrase 

introduces) that yields a predicate that differs from the input one by having an additional 

argument place for a variable for locations; on the other – and here it departs slightly from the 

treatment given to ‘in Paris’ – it binds the newly-introduced variable. Simplifying greatly, (4) 

will be represented as  

 

(8a) ∀l (every time John lights a cigarette in l → Vlocation: l (rain)), 
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or, equivalently, 

 

(8b) ∀l (every time John lights a cigarette in l → rain_in (l)), 

 

where ‘rain_in’ is the new predicate created as a result of the expansive variadic operator.  

 It is instructive to see how exactly this treatment of (4) helps avoiding the conclusion 

of the instance of the argument from binding used against truth-conditional pragmatics about 

meteorological verbs presented in the previous section (1-6). It does so by granting all the 

premises of the argument, yet avoids the conclusion because it is simply not true that under 

the treatment in question ‘rain’ has an argument place for locations – neither when it occurs in 

the simple sentence ‘It is raining’ nor when it occurs in (4). Although there is a variable for 

locations in the logical form of (4), it is not the predicate ‘rain’ that harbors that variable, but 

‘rain_in’, the predicate obtained as the effect of the expansive variadic operator contributed 

by the implicit locational preposition introduced by the quantifier phrase. ‘Rain’ and ‘rain_in’, 

however, are different predicates, so conclusion 4 of the argument doesn’t follow. Premise 5 

is true under this account, but that is irrelevant, since the argument has already been blocked. 

The same happens with the other instance of the argument from binding used against 

relativism about meteorological verbs (1L-6L). 

To finally get back to our case, the same strategy will be followed in dealing with 

predicates of personal taste. To illustrate, consider sentence 

 

 (9) Avocado is tasty for John. 

 

Using again the operator defined in (5), we can capture the semantic effect of the experincer 

phrase ‘for John’ by attributing it two roles, as we did with ‘in Paris’: on one hand, it 

contributes the expansive variadic operator (which is the semantic value of ‘for’) that yields a 

predicate that differs from the input one by having an additional argument place for a variable 

for judges; on the other, it contributes a value for the newly-introduced variable, in this case 

John (which is the semantic value of ‘John). (9) will thus be represented as 

 

 (10a) Vjudge: John (tasty (avocado)), 

 

or, equivalently,  
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(10b) tasty_for (avocado, John). 

 

where ‘tasty_for’ is the new predicate created as a result of the expansive variadic operator.  

Now, Recanati’s claim about the complex quantifier phrase in (4) could be extended to 

the quantifier in (1), which will be given a similar treatment to experiencer phrases like ‘for 

John’. Thus, ‘everyone’ contributes, on one hand, the expansive variadic operator (which is 

the semantic value of an implicit experiencer phrase similar to ‘for’ the quantifier introduces) 

that yields a predicate that differs from the input one by having an additional argument place 

for a variable for judges; on the other, it binds the newly-introduced variable. Again 

simplifying, (1) will be represented as  

 

(11a) ∀x ∃y (get (x, y) & Vjudge: x (tasty (y)))  

 

or, equivalently, 

 

(11b) ∀x ∃y (get (x, y) & tasty_for (y, x)), 

 

where ‘tasty_for’ is the new predicate created as a result of the expansive variadic operator. 

Let us see how exactly this treatment of (1) helps avoiding the conclusion of 

Schaffer’s instance of the argument from binding used against relativism about predicates of 

personal taste presented in the previous section (1J-6J). Again, it does so by granting all the 

premises of the argument, yet avoids the conclusion because it is simply not true that under 

the treatment in question ‘tasty’ has an argument place for judges – neither when it occurs in 

the simple sentence ‘Avocado is tasty’ nor when it occurs in (1). Although there is a variable 

for judges in the logical form of (1), it is not the predicate ‘tasty’ that harbors that variable, 

but ‘tasty_for’, the predicate obtained as the effect of the expansive variadic operator 

contributed by the implicit experience phrase introduced by the quantifier phrase. ‘Tasty’ and 

‘tasty_for’, however, are different predicates, so conclusion 4J of the argument doesn’t 

follow. Premise 5J is true under this account, but that is irrelevant, since the argument has 

already been blocked. Relativism about predicates of personal taste is thus safe from 

Schaffer’s argument.16

                                                 
16 An anonymous reviewer points out that the bound reading of (1) is not the only evidence for binding and 
mentions data provided in Stephenson (2010) consisting in the behavior of predicates of personal taste occurring 
in the scope of attitude verbs. The evidence that the predicates of personal taste can be bound by attitude verbs 
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3 Substantiating the account 

In the preceding section I outlined an answer to the instance of the argument from binding 

that Schaffer has used against relativism about predicates of taste. The answer was modeled 

on Recanati’s variadic functions approach to locational expressions like ‘in Paris’ and 

complex quantifier phrases like ‘every time John lights a cigarette’. Although I hope the 

presentation of the framework has been clear enough to show how the conclusion of the said 

instance of the argument from binding can be blocked, there is room for more precision. In 

this section I will substantiate the proposal by showing how the expressions in question can be 

treated in a relativistic framework. 

The variadic operator approach as stated is compatible with more than one way of 

implementing it. One decision point is related to the question of how the semantic interaction 

between the predicate of personal taste and the experiencer phrase takes place. Since 

experiencer phases like ‘for John’ semantically contribute two elements, the expansive 

variadic operator (by ‘for) and a value for the newly-introduced variable for judges (by 

‘John’), there are two options for construing the semantic interaction. The question that arises 

is thus the following: should the preposition combine first with the predicate and then their 

combination with the nominal phrase – as the letter of Recanati’s proposal would have it, or 

should the preposition combine first combine with the nominal phrase and then their 

combination with the predicate – on the model of other adjuncts such as adverbs? Recanati 

himself is not explicit in this issue, but assuming a strict connection between syntax and 

semantics, some syntactic arguments might show that one or the other of the two routes 

described above is incorrect.17

                                                                                                                                                         
comes from the availability of the sloppy reading when such a configuration undergoes VP ellipsis, as in ‘Sam 
thinks that roller coasters are fun, and Sue does too’. The reviewer then wonders whether such sentences could 
be part of a different instance of the argument from binding with the same intended effect as that used by 
Schaffer. In response, I am confident that a variadic functions approach to attitude verbs can provide a neat 
answer to such an instance of the argument from binding. For treatments of attitude verbs employing variadic 
functions, see Villanueva Fernández (2005) and Jaszczolt (2007). 
17 To give just one example of the type of considerations that might be relevant in choosing between the two 
options, consider McConnell-Ginet’s argument against the first option in the case of locational prepositional 
phrases. Her argument consists in showing that the verb and the preposition lack ‘syntactic unity’. The way she 
brings this point to the fore is by looking at question-answer pairs and by noting the felicity/infelicity of the 
answers. Thus, in an exchange like   

A: Where does Joan live? 
B: Beyond the church/*The church (1982: 172), 

the infelicity of B’s second answer supposedly shows that the preposition forms a syntactic unity with the 
nominal phrase ‘the church’ rather than with the verb ‘live’. Whether or not this is the case, it is worth noting 
that the same point cannot be easily made in connection to predicates of personal taste: a question like ‘Whom is 
avocado tasty?’ is clearly infelicitous. If one asks the felicitous question, however, McConnell-Ginet’s point 
doesn’t seem to apply: in contrast to the exchange above, in 

 However, I will not pursue this issue further, since I don’t 
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think that choosing one alternative over the other is crucial for the viability of the framework 

itself. Let me just note that the rejection of the first option means that, strictly speaking, 

Recanati’s talk of an operator transforming a predicate into a different predicate with an 

increased adicity is not true, since that predicate is nowhere to be found in the semantic 

composition. However, the second option is pretty close to the spirit, if not the letter, of 

Recanati’s proposal. In fact, the proposal could be interpreted as an unnecessarily convoluted 

and possibly metaphorical way to convey the idea that locational prepositional phrases behave 

like ordinary adjuncts. The same could be claimed to be the case for experiencer phrases. But, 

as I said, I don’t need to provide here a definitive answer to this issue. Although I will 

substantiate the view by choosing the second option, I will do it for illustrative rather than for 

substantial reasons. What is important in the present context is that, whichever option is 

chosen, they both preserve the crucial feature of the variadic functions approach: namely, that 

the predicate the locational prepositional phrase or the experiencer phrase apply to does not 

have an argument place for the corresponding variables in its syntactic configuration (a 

variable for locations in that of ‘rain’, a variable for judges in that of ‘tasty’). 

Proceeding now to the substantiation of the view, we begin by regimenting a very 

small portion of English, basically comprising two sentences. Thus, we define the semantic 

types used, the semantic denotation domains, the way in which truth value is determined and 

specify other symbols used. The definition for semantic types is the following: 

 a) e, t are semantic types. 

 b) If σ and τ are semantic types, then <σ, τ> is a semantic type. 

 c) Nothing else is a semantic type. 

The semantic denotation domains associated with these types are defined as follows: 

d) De is the set of individuals; 

e) Dt is the set of truth values ({0, 1}); 

f) For any semantic type σ and τ, D<σ, τ> is the set of all functions from Dσ to Dτ. 

                                                                                                                                                         
A: Whom is avocado tasty for? 
B: *For John/John, 

B’s second answer is felicitous. 
An anonymous reviewer doubts that any of the exchanges above are able to establish anything with 

respect to ‘syntactic unity’. I’m happy to embrace this claim; however, there are other reasons to reject the 
syntactic unity between the predicate of personal taste and the experiencer phrase: as another anonymous 
reviewer points out, the fact that the experiencer phrase could be topicalized, as in “For John, avocado is tasty, 
but for Suzy it is not”, is one such reason. In any case, my point here is just to give some examples of the type of 
considerations that have been (or can be) brought to bear on choosing between the two options. As I say below, 
it is not crucial for the view to make such a choice – at least, not at this stage. 
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When it comes to establishing the truth value of sentences, we need to make clear 

which determinants of truth value contribute to the content of an utterance of a sentence and 

which determinants of truth value contribute to the circumstance of evaluation with respect to 

which such utterances will be evaluated. Following the Kaplanian set up in within which this 

paper operates, we distinguish between C, the set of contexts, A, the set of assignment 

functions, and two types of parameters in the circumstances of evaluation: W, the set of 

possible worlds and J, the set of judges (other parameters are ignored for convenience). With 

‘[[ ]]’ symbolizing the interpretation function that assigns semantic values to expressions, 

such that ‘[[E]]’ symbolizes the semantic value of expression E, a sentence S’s truth value 

will be computed via the rule below: 

[[S]]a, c, w, j = 1 iff S is true at wc, jc, where c ∈ C, wc ∈ W and jc ∈ J, wc and jc 

designating the world and the judge of the context c, respectively. 

As in the framework given by Lasersohn (2005), we distinguish between predicates that are 

sensitive to the judge parameter – a subset of what I called in section 1 ‘subjective predicates’, 

like ‘tasty’, and predicates that are not, like ‘frozen’ (see below the lexical entries for these 

expressions). 

 The following combination rules will be used in what follows: 

Functional Application (FA): If α is an expression composed of two expressions β 

and γ, then, for any a ∈ A, c ∈ C, w ∈ W and j ∈ J, if [[β]]a, c, w, j is a function whose 

domain contains [[γ]]a, c, w, j, then [[α]]a, c, w, j = [ [[β]]a, c, w, j ] ([[γ]]a, c, w, j), where ‘[ φ ] 

(ψ)’ symbolizes the application of function φ to argument ψ. 

Predicate Abstraction (PA): If α is an expression composed of two expressions β and 

γ, where β dominates only a numerical index i, then, for any a ∈ A, c ∈ C, w ∈ W, j ∈ 

J and i ∈ N, [[α]]a, c, w, j = λx ∈ De. [[γ]]b, c, w, j, where b = ax/i. 

Predicate Modification (PM): If α is an expression composed of two expressions β 

and γ, then, for any a ∈ A, c ∈ C, w ∈ W and j ∈ J, if [[β]]a, c, w, j and [[γ]]a, c, w, j are 

both functions of type <e, t>, [[α]]a, c, w, j = λx ∈ De. [ [[β]]a, c, w, j] (x) = [ [[γ]]a, c, w, j] (x) 

= 1. 

Pronouns and Traces Rule (PTR): If α is a pronoun or trace and i is an index, then, 

for any a ∈ A, c ∈ C, w ∈ W, j ∈ J and i ∈ N, [[αi]]a, c, w, j = a(i).18

                                                 
18 All these definitions are modifications of those found in Heim and Kratzer (1998). 

 

Finally, the following additional symbols will be used: 

‘f’, ‘g’, ‘h’… symbolize variables for functions; 
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 ‘x’, ‘y’, ‘z’ … symbolize variables for individuals. 

 

With these tools in hand, we can now show how to semantically compute sentences 

such as (9). The last things we need are the lexical entries for the expressions involved. Here 

are the semantic values of ‘tasty’, ‘John’, ‘avocado’ and ‘for’ (‘is’ is treated as vacuous): 

 

(12) [[tasty]]a, c, w, j = λx ∈ De. x is tasty in w for j.19

(14) [[avocado]]a, c, w, j = avocadok, where the subscript ‘k’ captures the fact that it is 

the kind ‘avocado’ that it is at stake in (9).

 

(13) [[John]]a, c, w, j = John. 

20

                                                 
19 Compare this with the lexical entry for ‘frozen’: [[frozen]]a, c, w, j = λx ∈ De. x is tasty in w, where the judge 
parameter j plays no role. 
20 One might worry that a kind is not the right entity to predicate tastiness about. Although I find such 
metaphysical worries justified, I think it is safe to ignore them in a context like this. If you find sentence (9) 
unbearably problematic, note that it can easily be replaced with sentences like ‘This avocado is tasty for John’ or 
‘The coq au vin is tasty for/to Maria’ that don’t involve reference to kinds. 

  

(15) [[for]]a, c, w, j = λx ∈ De. λf ∈ D<e, t>. λy ∈ De. f(y) = 1 and j = x. 

 

I assume the following representation of (9) in a bracketing system: [Avocado [is [tasty [for 

[John]]]]]. For easiness of exposition, the semantic computation will be done in steps, 

specifying the rules applied on the right hand side (LE stands for ‘lexical entry’): 

 

Step 1: calculating the meaning of ‘[for [John]]’  

[ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[John]]a, c, w, j) ≡ 

[λx ∈ De. λf ∈ D<e, t>. λy ∈ De. f(y) = 1 and j = x] (John) ≡                LE 

λf ∈ D<e, t>. λy ∈ De. f(y) = 1 and j = John         FA 

Step 2: calculating the meaning of ‘[tasty [for [John]]]’ 

[ [ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[John]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[tasty]]a, c, w, j) ≡ 

[λf ∈ D<e, t>. λy ∈ De. f(y) = 1 and j = John] (λz ∈ De. z is tasty in w for j) ≡     LE 

λy ∈ De. y is tasty in w for John          FA 

Step 3: calculating the meaning of ‘[Avocado [is [tasty [for [John]]]]]’ 

[ [ [ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[John]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[tasty]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[avocado]]a, c, w, j) ≡ 

[λy ∈ De. y is tasty in w for John] (avocadok) ≡        LE 

avocadok is tasty in w for John           FA 
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Thus, the truth conditions of (9) are given by 

 

(16) [[Avocado is tasty for John]]a, c, w, j = 1 iff avocadok is tasty in w for John.21, 22

                                                 
21 What is important to note here is that the judge parameter plays no role in determining the truth value of (9) in 
a context. This is in contrast with the role it plays in determining the truth value of the simple sentence ‘Avocado 
is tasty’ in a context. The role of the judge parameter can be clearly seen in the semantic computation of that 
sentence, which is: [[Avocado is tasty]]a, c, w, j ≡ [ [[tasty]]a, c, w, j ] ([[avocado]]a, c, w, j) ≡ [λx ∈ De. x is tasty in w 
for j] (avocadok) ≡ avocadok is tasty in w for j. 
22 An anonymous reviewer points out a problem with the lexical entry of ‘for’ given in (15): namely, that it 
makes a wrong prediction in the case of negated sentences like ‘Avocado is not tasty’. Given the computation in 
(16) and assuming a standard account of negation, [[Avocado is not tasty for John]]a, c, w, j = 1 iff [[Avocado is 
tasty for John]]a, c, w, j = 0 – that is, iff avocado is not tasty for j in w or j ≠ John, thus allowing for the possibility 
that the negated sentence is true if the judge is set to a different individual than John. The same reviewer 
proposes a different lexical entry of ‘for’, one according to which the setting of the judge parameter on the 
individual mentioned by the experiencer phrase is part if the presupposed content rather than the asserted one; 
formally: [[for]]a, c, w, j = λx ∈ De & x = j. λf ∈ D<e, t>. λy ∈ De. f(y) = 1. This treatment, in turn, raises problems 
with binding. I’m not sure whether I want to accept the presuppositional view. In any case, fixing these problems 
is a task I leave for future research. 

 

 

The semantic computation of (1) will be more complex. In addition to the tools above 

and the lexical entries for ‘tasty’ and ‘for’ given in (12) and (15), respectively, we need also 

the lexical entries for ‘everyone’, ‘some’, ‘thing’ and ‘get’: 

   

(17) [[everyone]]a, c, w, j = λf ∈ D<e, t>. for all x ∈ De* , f(x) = 1, where De* is the 

maximal subset of De consisting in animate beings. 

(18) [[some]]a, c, w, j = λf ∈ D<e, t>. λg ∈ D<e, t>. there is some x ∈ De such that f(x) = 

1 and g(x) = 1. 

(19) [[thing]]a, c, w, j = λx ∈ De. x is a thing in w. 

(20) [[get]]a, c, w, j = λx ∈ De. λy ∈ De. y gets x in w. 

 

I assume the following representation of (1) in a bracketing system: [Everyone [1 [[some 

[thing [tasty [for [pro1]]]]] [[2 [t1 [get [t2]]]]]]], where t1 is the trace left by ‘everyone’, t2 the 

trace left by ‘something tasty for t1’ and pro1 is a null pronoun bound by ‘everyone’. (Both 

tense and issues having to do with quantifier domain restriction are ignored in what follows.) 

As with (9), the semantic computation will be done in steps, specifying the rules applied on 

the right hand side: 

  

Step 1: calculate the meaning of ‘[get [t2]]’ 

[ [[get]]a, c, w, j ] ([[t2]]a, c, w, j) ≡ 
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[λx ∈ De. λy ∈ De. y gets x in w] (a(2)) ≡            LE, PTR 

λy ∈ De. y gets a(2) in w           FA 

Step 2: calculate the meaning of ‘[t1 [get [t2]]]’ 

[ [ [[get]]a, c, w, j ] ([[t2]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[t1]]a, c, w, j) ≡ 

[λy ∈ De. y gets a(2) in w] (a(1)) ≡                   PTR 

a(1) gets a(2) in w           FA 

Step 3: calculate the meaning of ‘[2 [t1 [get [t2]]]]’ 

2 [ [ [[get]]a, c, w, j ] ([[t2]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[t1]]a, c, w, j) ≡ 

2 a(1) gets a(2) in w ≡           

λz ∈ De. a(1) gets z in w          PA 

Step 4: calculating the meaning of ‘[for [pro1]]’ 

[ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[pro1]]a, c, w, j) ≡ 

[λx ∈ De. λf ∈ D<e, t>. λy ∈ De. f(y) = 1 and j = x] (a(1)) ≡          LE, PTR 

λf ∈ D<e, t>. λy ∈ De. f(y) = 1 and j = a(1)           FA 

Step 5: calculating the meaning of ‘[tasty [for [pro1]]]’  

[ [ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[pro1]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[tasty]]a, c, w, j) ≡ 

[λf ∈ D<e, t>. λy ∈ De. f(y) = 1 and j = a(1)] (λm ∈ De. m is tasty in w for j) ≡   LE 

λy ∈ De. m is tasty in w for a(1)         FA 

Step 6: calculating the meaning of ‘[thing [tasty [for [pro1]]]]’ 

([[thing]]a, c, w, j ) ([ [ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[pro1]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[tasty]]a, c, w, j)) ≡ 

(λn ∈ De. n is a thing in w) (λy ∈ De. m is tasty in w for a(1) ≡     LE 

λo ∈ De. o is a thing in w and o is tasty in w for a(1)      PM 

Step 7: calculating the meaning of ‘[some [thing [tasty [for [pro1]]]]]’ 

[ [[some]]a, c, w, j ] (([[thing]]a, c, w, j ) ([ [ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[pro1]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[tasty]]a, c, w, j)) ≡ 

[λg ∈ D<e, t>. λh ∈ D<e, t>. there is some p ∈ De such that g(p) = 1 and h(p) = 1] (λo ∈ De. o is a 

thing in w and o is tasty in w for a(1)) ≡        LE 

λh ∈ D<e, t>. there is some p ∈ De** such that h(p) = 1 and p is a thing in w and p is tasty in w 

for a(1)            FA 

Step 8: calculating the meaning of ‘[[some [thing [tasty [for [pro1]]]]] [[2 [t1 [get [t2]]]]]’ 

[ [ [[some]]a, c, w, j ] (([[thing]]a, c, w, j ) ([ [ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[pro1]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[tasty]]a, c, w, j))) ] (2 

[ [ [[get]]a, c, w, j ] ([[t2]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[t1]]a, c, w, j)) ≡ 

[λh ∈ D<e, t>. there is some p ∈ De such that h(p) = 1 and p is a thing in w and p is tasty in w 

for a(1)] (λz ∈ De. a(1) gets z in w) ≡ 
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there is some p ∈ De such that p is a thing in w and p is tasty in w for a(1) and a(1) gets p in w 

 FA 

Step 9: calculating the meaning of ‘[1 [[some [thing [tasty [for [pro1]]]]] [[2 [t1 [get [t2]]]]]]’ 

1 [ [ [[some]]a, c, w, j ] (([[thing]]a, c, w, j ) ([ [ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[pro1]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[tasty]]a, c, w, j))) ] 

(2 [ [ [[get]]a, c, w, j ] ([[t2]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[t1]]a, c, w, j)) ≡ 

1 there is some p ∈ De such that p is a thing in w and p is tasty in w for a(1) and a(1) gets p in 

w ≡ 

λq ∈ De. there is some p ∈ De such that p is a thing in w and p is tasty in w for q and q gets p 

in w             PA 

Step 10: calculating the meaning of ‘[Everyone [1 [[some [thing [tasty [for [pro1]]]]] [[2 [t1 

[get [t2]]]]]]]’ 

[ [[everyone]]a, c, w, j ] (1 [ [ [[some]]a, c, w, j ] (([[thing]]a, c, w, j ) ([ [ [[for]]a, c, w, j ] ([[pro1]]a, c, w, 

j) ] ([[tasty]]a, c, w, j))) ] (2 [ [ [[get]]a, c, w, j ] ([[t2]]a, c, w, j) ] ([[t1]]a, c, w, j))) ≡ 

[λk ∈ D<e, t>. for all r ∈ De*, k(r) = 1] (λq ∈ De. there is some p ∈ De such that p is a thing in 

w and p is tasty in w for q and q gets p in w) ≡       LE 

for all r ∈ De*, there is some p ∈ De such that p is a thing in w and p is tasty in w for r and r 

gets p in w            FA

       

Thus, the truth conditions of (1) are given by 

 

(21) [[Everyone got something tasty]]a, c, w, j = 1 iff for all animate beings r, there 

is an object p that is a tasty thing in w for r and r gets p in w. 

 

4. Objections and replies 

In this section I will consider several objections that could be raised to the variadic functions 

approach, both in general and to its application to predicates of personal taste and experiencer 

phrases in particular. One objection often heard is that a treatment of various natural language 

expressions by appeal to variadic operators is ad-hoc. I’m not sure how exactly to answer an 

ad-hocness objection, but as I mentioned in footnote 14, Recanati’s idea that certain natural 

language expressions can be accounted for by appeal to variadic operators is not new: similar 

operator have been postulated in the work of linguists like McConnell-Ginet (1982), Keenan 

and Faltz (1985) and Barwise (1989). Despite those authors working in different frameworks, 

they all have found the operators extremely useful in dealing with natural language 
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expressions. Moreover, the apparatus of variadic operators has and can be applied to wide 

range of expressions, including all kinds of prepositional phrases, adverbs, tense, attitude 

verbs etc. Given all this, then, the ad-hocness objection doesn’t seem to be grounded. 

An important objection to the apparatus of variadic operators concerns the possibility 

of overgenerating variables in the logical form of sentences, especially those containing 

quantifiers. We have been told that ‘everyone’ in (1), for example, introduces an implicit 

experiencer phrase that in turn contributes the expansive variadic operator that creates a new 

predicate from ‘tasty’. But, certainly, ‘everyone’ appears in sentences in which there are no 

predicates of personal taste and thus no variable for judges to be bound; moreover, even if 

there are such predicates in a sentence, the bound reading is not the only one possible. Letting 

‘everyone’ introduce an experiencer phrase similar to ‘for’ that, in turn, contributes the 

expansive variadic operator would mean that there is a variable for judges in the logical form 

of all those sentences, which doesn’t seem correct. To avoid the charge of overgeneration, 

then, the proponent of the approach needs is an explanation of when the variadic operator is 

contributed by ‘everyone’ and when it is not. 

To illustrate the worry, take, first, sentences (1) and (2), repeated here for 

convenience: 

 

(1) Everyone got something tasty. 

(2) Everyone got something frozen. 

 

Assuming that ‘tasty’ in (1) is bound and that ‘frozen’ in (2) is not, the question for the 

proponent of the variadic functions approach is the following: on what grounds can she say 

that ‘everyone’ contributes the expansive variadic operator in (1) but not in (2)? In Schaffer’s 

view, for example, the difference between the two sentences is explained by the fact that 

‘tasty’ has an argument place occupied by a variable for judges that gets bound by ‘everyone’, 

while ‘frozen’ doesn’t have such an argument place. The same problem appears if we 

compare two readings of (1) – the bound reading and the one in which ‘tasty’ is used, say, 

egocentrically, to express the speaker’s opinion that everyone got something tasty according 

to her own taste. For this case, too, Schaffer has a ready explanation: while ‘tasty’ has an 

argument place occupied by a variable for judges, in the first case that variable gets bound by 

‘everyone’, while in the second it is free, its value being provided by context. 

One way to solve this problem is taking the pragmatic route. As I noted above 

(footnote 15) in connection to sentence (4), Recanati (2002) claims that the quantifier phrase 
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‘every time John lights a cigarette’ contributes two expansive variadic operators that 

introduce two variables: a temporal one, which is explicit, and a locational one, which is 

implicit. For Recanati this last claim means that the variable for locations is introduced by 

means of an unconstrained pragmatic process of free enrichment. Similarly, it could be 

claimed that the introduction of the expansive variadic operator in (1) is the result of such a 

pragmatic process. Since free enrichment is postulated precisely to explain why certain 

sentences have certain truth-conditions in certain contexts, and since the truth-conditions of 

(1) involve binding the judge, there is no reason not to allow ‘tasty’ to be freely enriched by 

means of an expansive variadic operator in such a case. In contrast, since there is no binding 

in (2), the need for freely enriching ‘frozen’ doesn’t appear. (Similarly for the two readings of 

(1) mentioned above.) This explains the contrast between the two sentences and also provides 

an answer to the question when ‘everyone’ contributes the variadic operator: namely, when 

the truth conditions of the uttered sentence require it. The problem with the pragmatic route, 

however, is that the postulation of unconstrained pragmatic processes like free enrichment has 

been seen by many to be a radical departure from ‘orthodox’ semantics and thus looked upon 

with incredulity. The same incredulity might then transfer to the proponent of the variadic 

functions approach. 

Note, though, that this would be the wrong reason to object to the view. Although the 

pragmatic route is one way for the proponent of the variadic functions approach to take, she is 

clearly not forced to do so. As should be obvious, the variadic functions approach is in itself 

independent from Recanati’s strong pragmatic commitments. It is not part of the view that the 

contribution made by ‘everyone’ or other expressions has to come about via unconstrained 

pragmatic processes. There are at least two alternatives. Thus, one could claim that the 

process by which ‘everyone’ introduces an implicit experiencer phrase that in turn contributes 

the expansive variadic operator, although still pragmatic in nature, is more constrained that 

the operation of free enrichment postulated by Recanati. Alternatively, one could go even 

further and claim that ‘everyone’ contributes the expansive variadic operator directly in the 

logical form. 

Luckily, it is not crucial for the view to settle on one of these alternatives. What is 

important is that, whatever the alternative chosen, the answer that Recanati could give to a 

similar objection related to when is the variadic operator contributed is also available to the 

proponent of the variadic functions approach. Crudely (and perhaps surprisingly) put, the 

answer to the question of when ‘everyone’ contributes the expansive variadic operator is this: 
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when the truth conditions of uttered sentence require it. If the reading of the sentence is one in 

which the judge is bound, then ‘everyone’ contributes the operator, otherwise it doesn’t. 

This might strike the reader as a very bad (because circular) answer, but before hasting 

to reject it, note that it isn’t as bad as it looks – certainly not much worse than the one 

available to Schaffer. If we ask what exactly makes it the case that the logical forms of (1) and 

(2), or the logical forms of the two readings of (1) mentioned above, are different for Schaffer, 

ultimately the answer has to point towards the truth-conditions utterances of such sentences 

have in the contexts in which they are uttered. As we have seen, Schaffer’s explanation of the 

difference between (1) and (2) is the presence of a variable for judges in the logical form of 

one and not in that of the other; but that cannot be the whole story when it comes to the two 

readings of (1). For here there is a variable for judges in both logical forms. The difference 

between these two logical forms comes down to the fact that different indices are assigned to 

one of the terminal nodes, co-indexing it with the quantifier in one case and not doing so in 

the other. But what dictates co-indexing, or lack thereof, are the truth conditions of the uttered 

sentences – otherwise there will be no way to decide which the exact logical form of the 

sentence is. Now, I believe that truth conditions depend to a certain extent on speakers’ 

intentions; if so, speakers’ intentions have a word to say about the logical forms of the uttered 

sentences. So, strictly speaking, the co-indexation of the variable with the quantifier, or lack 

thereof, does depend on the intentions of the speakers. On the other hand, the proponent of the 

variadic functions approach also appeals to the existence of a variable for judges in the logical 

form to explain the difference between the bound reading of (1) and the unbound reading, but 

for her the difference is that between the presence of a variable and lack of it, so that existence 

of a variable in (1) means automatically that the judge is bound, while lack of a variable 

means that the judge needs to be contributed by other means (see below). (In fact, she gives 

the same explanation to the difference between the two readings of (1) and to the difference 

between (1) and (2), while Schaffer needs two separate explanations.) But what ultimately 

decides the presence of a variable for judges in the logical form of (1) are the truth conditions 

of the uttered sentence, and thus, the intentions of the speaker. Thus, the proponent of the 

variadic functions approach can appeal to the same explanation that Schaffer (and Recanati) 

appeal to: namely, that the difference between (1) and (2), as well as that between the two 

readings of (1) invoked, stems from sensitivity to the intentions of the speakers, via the truth 

conditions of the uttered sentences. This explanation of when ‘everyone’ contributes the 

expansive variadic operator in the logical form of (1) might not be fully satisfactory, as it 

stands or falls with one’s attitude vis-à-vis the story about the intentions of speakers 
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determining the logical form of sentences, but it certainly is on a par with those given by both 

Recanati and Schaffer. 

Finally, another objection that could be leveled against using the variadic functions 

approach to help the relativist about predicates of personal taste block the conclusion of 

Schaffer’s instance of the argument from binding is that, by adopting the said approach, the 

view becomes contextualist – or, at best, a mix between the two views. Since it is true that 

experiencer phrases like ‘for John’ and judge-binding quantifiers like ‘everyone’ introduce 

variables for judges in the logical form of the sentences they appear in, and since the presence 

of such variables in the logical form is a mark of contextualism, the objection seems to be 

mandated. Thus, even if the adoption of the variadic functions approach helps the relativist 

block the conclusion of the argument presented by Schaffer, it does so at the cost of 

weakening – or worse: giving up – her view. 

This objection, however, is misguided. The view proposed is relativist through and 

through – at least in the sense in which this term has been employed in this paper. Remember, 

the target sentences to which Distribution applies and appeal to which helped me define 

‘contextualism’ and ‘relativism’ are what I called simple sentences: in the case of predicates 

of personal taste, sentences in which the judge is not specified – that is, sentences lacking 

experiencer phrases like ‘for John’ (or, now we can add, judge-binding quantifiers like 

‘everyone’). Thus, even if a variable for judges is introduced by the expansive variadic 

operator contributed by expressions like ‘for’, this doesn’t make the view contextualist, since 

it is still true that in simple sentences like ‘Avocado is tasty’ no such variable is present. For 

such sentences, the value of the judge needed for purposes of truth evaluation is provided via 

the judge parameter in the circumstance of evaluation. In other words, for such sentences, 

context has a circumstance-determinative role and not a content-determinative one – which is 

what relativism, in my understanding of the term, amounts to. 

Of course, there is the further problem of how more complex sentences are treated 

under a relativist view that adopts the variadic functions approach. Since it is a relativist view, 

the judge parameter in the circumstances of evaluation will be there for every sentence. 

However, for the evaluation of certain sentences the judge parameter will be idle. This is the 

case for all sentences in which the judge is specified – regardless of whether it is individually 

specified by an experiencer phrase like ‘for John’ or bound by a quantifier like ‘everyone’. 

Thus, for a sentence like (9), for example, the judge parameter in the circumstance will be 
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idle, since the judge is specified in the sentence by the experiencer phrase ‘for John’.23 The 

additional claim made by the relativist that adopts the variadic functions approach is that the 

expressions that have the role of specifying the judge – either individually or by binding it – 

are treated by appeal to variadic operators.24

In this paper I put forward, substantiated and answered some objections to a certain answer to 

an instance of the argument from binding recently used against relativism about predicates of 

personal taste by Schaffer (2011). I haven’t addressed the other arguments Schaffer directs 

against the view; nor did I address other, different arguments against relativism found in the 

literature. My aim was limited, and purely defensive: to show how relativism could be 

defended from one particular argument by adopting what I called ‘the variadic functions 

approach’ to experiencer phrases and judge-binding quantifiers. Also, I’m confident that the 

answer to Schaffer’s argument provided here could transfer to other expressions as well and 

to corresponding arguments from binding (for example, to epistemic modals) – although, of 

course, the details are still to be worked out. What I hope to have established here is that the 

adoption of the variadic functions approach gives the relativist about predicates of personal 

 The adoption of such a treatment of certain 

natural language expressions, while helping the relativist avoid the conclusion of Schaffer’s 

instance of the argument from binding, does nothing to deprive the relativist view of its name. 

 

5. Short summary and conclusion 

                                                 
23 Without going into much detail, in the table below you can see how various sentences are treated by the 
relativist about predicates of personal taste that adopts the variadic functions approach to experience phrases and 
judge-binding quantifiers: 
Sentence Binding Judge in the logical form Judge in the circumstance 
Avocado is tasty. No No Yes (active) 
Avocado is tasty for John. No Yes Yes (idle) 
Everyone got something tasty. Yes Yes Yes (idle) 
Everyone got something tasty. No No Yes (active) 
Everyone got something tasty for John. No Yes Yes (idle) 
 
24 This is the main difference between the relativist view presented in this paper and other relativist views found 
in the literature. While the relativist that adopts the variadic functions approach treats experiencer phrases and 
judge-binding quantifier extensionally, the usual relativist treatment given to such expressions is intensional. 
Thus, according to a view put forward but not fully endorsed by Kölbel (2009), experiencer phrases are treated 
as intensional sentential operators that have the role of shifting the value of the judge parameter in the 
circumstances of evaluation. A slightly different version of the intensional view, held by Lasersohn (2005, 2008, 
2009), sees them as predicational operators having the same effect. While I think there are problems with both 
these views, I will refrain from any criticism in this paper. The present proposal should thus be seen as an 
alternative relativist way of providing a semantics for the relevant expressions that is based on the familiar idea 
of adjunctivity. 
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taste the right tools to deflect a powerful argument against the view, thus reinforcing it as a 

legitimate contender in the debate about the semantics of such expressions.∗

                                                 
∗ I would like to thank Isidora Stojanovic, Agustin Vicente and Javier Ormazabal for discussion and/or 
comments on previous versions of this paper. Special thanks are due to Anamaria Fălăuş for great advice and 
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Linguistics and Basque Studies, University of the Basque Country, where I presented material from this paper. 
Finally, I would like to thank to a number of anonymous reviewers for dialectica – but especially to the one who 
reviewed all versions of the paper: his or her comments were extremely valuable and improved the paper 
considerably. I benefitted from the financial support of a Juan de la Cierva MINECO postdoctoral grant, as well 
as that of the Semantic Content and Conversational Dynamics project at the University of Barcelona. 
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