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The aim of this study is to delineate how the dispositional reading patterns and interacts with 
other readings stemming from characterizing sentences (Krifka et al. 1995). It is claimed that dispo-
sitionals are indistinct from simple habituals, as opposed to restricted ones, and that there seem 
to be no linguistic arguments to favor an analysis attributing an existential quantificational force 
to dispositions in characterizing sentences. At the same time, it is argued that dispositionals in 
simple characterizing sentences cannot be readily subsumed under the standard generic operator 
GEN, rather these readings are due to DISP, a stativizing dispositional VP-level operator necessarily 
involving event plurality. The picture that emerges argues in favor of the line of thought promoted 
in Boneh & Doron (2010; 2013), whereby habituality is reducible to other existing categories: to 
genericity in restricted characterizing sentences and to dispositions in simple ones.
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1  Introduction
Disposition ascriptions are taken to be statements that ascribe an inherent property to an 
object or an individual, which can remain unrealized, unless the right conditions obtain. 
In the philosophical literature, considerable effort has been devoted to clarify the deeper 
nature of dispositions, and this has often been manifested in attempts to reduce disposi-
tions to terms such as conditionals or counterfactuals (Ryle 1949; Goodman 1954; Quine 
1960, among many others), possibility modals (e.g. Vetter 2014), habituals (Fara 2005). 
For an overview, see Choi & Fara (2016).

Within linguistics, the manifestations of dispositionality are varied. When looking at 
English, most renowned are adjectives, generally derived by suffixation of -able/ible 
(soluble, malleable, edible, breakable but also fragile) see e.g., Kratzer (1981), constructions 
such as middles (e.g. Lekakou 2005) and characterizing sentences (Lawler 1973; Dahl 1975; 
Krifka et al. 1995).1 For a recent in depth survey, see Cohen (2016; 2018).

This paper focuses on disposition ascriptions arising from characterizing sentences, cus-
tomarily featuring, in English, a verb inflected in the present simple, such as in (1). The 
term characterizing sentence is attributable to Krifka et al. (1995: 3), who broadly quali-
fied it as expressing regularities and including generic quantification over situations or 
worlds (Lawler 1973; Heim 1982; Schubert & Pelletier 1989).2 Consider the following 
examples, taken by many to be classic cases of disposition ascriptions yielded by charac-
terizing sentences:

	1	Included under this group are also such sentences as John smokes a cigarette after dinner; A potato contains 
vitamin C (taken from Krifka et al. 1995: 3).

	2	In Italian, Lenci & Bertinetto (2000) Bertinetto & Lenci (2012) show that the imperfetto form is dedicated to 
the expression of disposition ascriptions as well as other gnomic meanings.
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(1) a. This machine crushes oranges.
b. This car goes 120 mph.
c. Joe drinks beer.
d. Joe sells used furniture.

In example (1a), which has become emblematic for exemplifying the expression of a 
disposition in characterizing sentences, the machine in question can hold the property 
without there ever being any instantiating episodes in the actual world; example (1b), 
similarly to (1a) may state that the car was designed in such a way that it can go 120 mph, 
it was built to reach this speed. Equally, example (1c) may state that Joe is disposed to 
drink beer, if offered such a beverage; finally, example (1d), may convey that Joe is in a 
position to sell furniture, in virtue of some understood convention or acknowledged non-
contingent tendency to do so, and where the conventionalized character of Joe’s activity 
renders it dispositional.

Some of the authors who have tackled these types of sentences (Lawler 1973; Dahl 
1975; Schubert & Pelletier 1989), noted that they can give rise also to habitual interpreta-
tions, where the machine habitually crushes oranges, being a race car, it habitually goes 
120 mph, Joe habitually drinks beer, and sells furniture.

Thus, the issue arising with these characterizing sentences is to determine whether 
dispositions are amenable to generics, namely, whether the same underlying generic oper-
ator can capture both habitual and dispositional readings (as well as generic sentences 
involving reference to kinds, see fn. 2), or whether these are not merely distinct readings, 
but rather two different types of construals, with different semantic representations.

The standard view, as in Krifka et al. (1995), holds that only one meaning of the 
generic operator, which is quasi-universal, is sufficient to account for the different read-
ings stemming from characterizing sentences, either by different partitions of material 
that goes into the restrictor and matrix or by different accent placements (cf. Cohen 2004 
for this latter point). In other words, according to this view, disposition ascriptions are 
no different than habitual sentences, and also nominal genericity involving reference to 
kinds. For a similar view see also Carlson (1989), Schubert & Pelletier (1989), Lenci & 
Bertinetto (2000).

In contrast, other scholars hold that these sentences present a genuine ambiguity, where 
the dispositional reading is due to a distinct, covert, operator with an existential quan-
tificational force over worlds (Lawler 1973; Dahl 1975; Green 2000; Menéndez-Benito 
2005; 2013; Nickel 2010). The habitual interpretation arises from a covert operator with 
a quasi-universal quantificational force.3

The opposing views, then, debate whether dispositional readings can be subsumed 
under rule-based generalizations implicating an essentially universal quantificational 
force over worlds/situations, or rather express possibility of occurrence, subject to the 
conditions and circumstances under which the inherent property materializes, captured 
by the appropriate modal base.

	3	Views also diverge on the status of habituals. In the literature on the matter, for some scholars, habituals are 
a subtype of generics (Carlson 1977; Dahl 1985; Schubert & Pelletier 1989; Krifka et al. 1995; Greenberg 
2002; Landman 2008), while for others the habitual is not modal but a particular type of grammatical 
aspect (Comrie 1976; Kleiber 1987; Verkuyl 1995; Bonomi 1997; Xrakovskij 1997). See also Cohen (2003; 
2016; 2018) for the view that habituals are intensional albeit non-modal. Lenci & Bertinetto (2000), 
Bertinetto & Lenci (2012) combine the modal and aspectual view, showing on the basis of Italian, that 
imperfective aspect is tightly tied to gnomic modality. All the above mentioned authors are in agreement 
that habituality is distinct from iteratives, which are extensional and episodic.
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In this paper, I argue against the ambiguity approach, stressing the point that in 
characterizing sentences dispositionality cannot be dissociated from habituality, and that, 
in fact, in this particular type of linguistic environment (contrary from e.g. -ible/able 
adjectives), a distinction between the two is only apparent.

Crucially, it will be shown that there is no issue with whether there are or not occur-
rences in the actual world (existence presupposition), that can help distinguish between 
the two readings, and there is no clear evidence for an existential quantificational force 
in the case of dispositionals.

I further argue that disposition ascriptions in characterizing sentences should neither be 
subsumed under the quasi-universal generic operator of the type endorsed by Krifka et al. 
(1995), the one that is also applicable to nominal genericity involving reference to kinds 
(2a). Rather, I propose that disposition ascriptions underlie an unanalyzable operator 
DISP, which is a stativizer that takes as its input a lexically plural VP (cf. Kratzer 2008, 
among others), (2b).

(2) a. GENe,w [Q(e,w)][…P(e,w) …]
b. DISPe’c,e,w[…P(epl,w’) & e’C ⊆ epl …]

DISP(P) is true of a state of affairs e’C in the actual world iff e’C is in w, and for all worlds 
w’, which are worlds close to the actual world, there is an event e, which extends e’C, 
such that e is a plurality of P-events in w’; DISP(P) therefore gives rise to disposition 
based habituals, where minimally only e’C, which is defined contextually, takes place in 
the actual world, but the plural event need not. Importantly, the state of affairs e’C is 
such that it contextually indicates a disposition to P. It can be the signing of a contract, 
the manufacturing of an object with particular qualities, an intention to act, or can be an 
event that can satisfy P itself.

DISP, contrary to GEN, is a monadic operator, with no restrictor. It presumably applies 
below VoiceP, since the dispositional property applies to an external argument. In other 
words, DISP is akin to Brennan’s (1993) covert modal VP-operators relating properties to 
individuals, whereas GEN is likened to a modal S(entence)-operator.

One immediate correlate of this state of affairs is the necessity to distinguish in the lin-
guistic analysis, between simple (e.g. in (1) – Joe drinks beer; This machine crushes oranges) 
and overtly restricted characterizing sentence – those that feature overt quantification 
and a restrictor (e.g. Joe drinks beer every weekend; This machine crushes oranges every 
Sunday morning); a distinction previously noted in the literature on habituals by Rimmell 
(2004), Vogeleer (2012), Boneh & Doron (2010; 2013), a.o. Crucially, it will be argued 
that disposition based habituality, underlying DISP, arises in simple characterizing sen-
tences of the form exemplified in (1), and it is in this type of sentences that habituality 
and dispositionality are one and the same, in contrast to cases where the two readings 
cannot be confounded, such as with used to, on the one hand, which gives rise only to 
habitual readings, not dispositional ones, and -ible/-able adjectives, on the other hand, 
which are dispositional but non-habitual. Overtly restricted characterizing sentences, in 
turn, do not plainly give rise to dispositional interpretations, since temporally or loca-
tionally restricted “inherent properties” are hard to construe as dispositions (cf. Kratzer 
1995 on Individual Level predicates). Further substantiation for this position comes from 
differences in scope interaction between an indefinite singular object and these assumed 
underlying operators and (cf. Rimell 2004 among others), that follow from DISP involv-
ing lexical event plurality, that an indefinite singular can out-scope, contrary to GEN, 
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showing scopal interaction with the indefinite singular in object position. The need to 
distinguish between these two types of sentences will be the object of section 2.4

Subsequent sections make the case that habituals and dispositionals are merely pos-
sible readings of simple characterizing sentences, but are semantically indistinct, and 
should be assigned the same underlying representation. Section 3 tackles the issue of 
event realization in the actual world (absence of an existence presupposition), and dem-
onstrates that it cannot neatly tease apart so called habituals from dispositionals. Section 
4 presents evidence from standard ambiguity tests such as VP-ellipsis and negated charac-
terizing sentences and argues against the ambiguity approach. Finally, section 5 focuses 
on the argument from Free Choice any in favor of Dahl’s (1975) conception that dis-
position ascriptions underlie existential quantification, contrary to habituals, dubbed as 
Possibility Hypothesis in Paula Menéndez-Benito (2013). It is advanced that Free Choice 
any cannot be a decisive test for detecting quantificational force of an implicit modal. 
Consequently, the patterning of FC any with covert modal operators in characterizing 
sentences does not constitute an obstracle for the claim put forth in this paper. Section 6  
concludes.

2  Simple and restricted characterizing sentences
This section starts with an empirical observation whereby it seems to be the case that 
dispositional readings, i.e. those readings of characterizing sentences which tend not to 
involve event realization in the actual world (but see the next section), arise mainly or 
even exclusively in simple, unmodified, characterizing sentences, namely those without 
cyclic or quantificational temporal adverbial expressions. Consider the following example:

(3) This machine crushes oranges {on Sundays / every Weekend / often}.

This example states that oranges were actually crushed at the frequency or intervals indi-
cated by the adverbial expression constituting the restrictor. It does not seem to give rise 
to a disposition ascription, asserting the properties of the machine due to its design. A 
reading where the machine has a frequency based disposition, namely a Sunday-orange-
crushing disposition seem to be an odd one, if at all possible, similarly to IL-predicates 
(see Kratzer 1995).

Also, with DPs denoting humans in subject position, when a quantificational modifier is 
inserted, only actual occurrences are perceived:

(4) Joe drinks beer {on Sundays / every Weekend / often}.

In both these examples, an episodic sentence underlies a generic one, the restrictor 
introducing quantification over episodic events, without there being any dispositional 
statement regarding some inherent property ascribed to the subject of the sentence (cf. 2a 
and Krifka et al. 1995). According to (2b), a restrictor is not part of the semantics of DISP, 
as it is in the case of GEN.5

	4	Cohen (2016; 2018) claims that although habituals are intensional, like generics and dispositionals, they 
are not modal, since they are parametric on time, not worlds. However, in this he mainly relies on charac-
terizing sentences that are modified by quantified temporal expressions. This is taken up in section 2.

	5	A reviewer notes the following sentences as possible counter examples to this observation:

(i) The heat comes on whenever the temperature drops below 70 degrees.
(ii) The clock automatically resets twice a year.
(iii) Mary handles the mail from Antarctica on weekends and John handles it on weekdays.
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Indeed, the early literature on generics in the 80s has debated how to accommodate the 
generic operator GEN with simple characterizing sentences such as Mary smokes, which in 
the absence of an overt temporal or quantificational adverbial does not mean that in every 
given situation containing Mary, she smokes.

To remedy this, Krifka (1988) proposed that quantification ranges over normal situa-
tions, but without providing a precise definition of what constitutes a normal situation. 
And indeed, Cohen (1996; 2004) constructed a scenario that illustrates that abnormal 
situations such as forcing Mary to smoke at gunpoint, can easily be described by the 
sentence Mary smokes. In turn, Schubert & Pelletier (1989) suggested that a restrictor 
is provided contextually, however this is not always necessary, as such sentences are 
understandable even if uttered out of context, without prior knowledge of the situation.

Additionally, assuming a covert restrictor, one would also expect there to be no differ-
ence between the simple characterizing sentence, featuring no restrictor, in (5), and the 
restricted one in (6), since if according to the prevalent view in Krifka et al. (1995), habit-
ual characterizing sentences express regularities which summarize a group of episodes or 
facts, and therefore the habitual sentence is related to an episodic sentence, there should 
be no difference between the two, contrary to fact.

(5) Mary smokes #a cigarette / cigarettes.

(6) Mary smokes a cigarette / cigarettes after dinner.

It is not clear, then, what in (5) blocks the indefinite singular a cigarette in a simple char-
acterizing sentence, allowing only the bare plural NP cigarettes, in comparison to a similar 
sentence with an overt restrictor such as the one available in (6). In order to account for 
the infelicity of (5) with an indefinite singular, Krifka et al. (1995: 39–40) need to assume 
that each simple situation is related to a different object. They suggest that the solution to 
this wrinkle lies in there being quantification over “sum situations” with implicit restric-
tions. In such situations, an object can be a “sum object” and therefore only a bare plural 
would be an adequate direct object. When contextually there is one fixed object that does 
not vary across situations, a bare singular is possible, such as in the case of John smokes 
a pipe (Krifka et al. 1995: ex. 67b). However, this solution still leaves rather vague the 
relation between the covertness of the restrictor and the quantificational properties of the 
direct object as opposed say to those of the subject DP, which is not subject to the same 
differences in restricted and simple characterizing sentences, namely, the DP an Italian 
in An Italian smokes cigarettes (after dinner) is not interpreted differently in restricted and 
non-restricted sentences.

A solution to this puzzle proposed in the literature was to resort to some monadic opera-
tor in simple characterizing sentences (cf. Carlson 1977; Dobrovie-Sorin 2001; Rimell 
2004; Vogeleer 2012; Cabredo-Hofherr 2013). Boneh & Doron (2013) follow this line 

		 Example (i) does not seem to express a disposition ascription of ‘(the) heat’, but rather states conditions 
on regular occurrences not easily convertible to a property. Example (ii) might indeed constitute a true 
counterexample, since the cyclic adverbial expression is necessary to convey the disposition of the clock. 
However, in this case it might be that the characterizing sentence is in effect a middle construction (cf. 
Lekakou 2004; 2005), which in characterizing sentences attributes a property to a derived subject, and 
obligatorily involve a manner adverb. Note that in this particular example, the cyclic time adverbial is 
appropriate, precisely because of the properties of the referent of the subject DP – the clock. Note that with 
a different subject DP, and without the manner adverb, the sentence cannot be understood dispositionally, 
e.g. This machine crushes oranges twice a year.

As for (iii), I conjecture that what licenses the cyclic temporal adverb is the paired reading, namely that 
this sentence constitutes an answer to a pair-list inducing interrogative such as Who handles the mail from A. 
when? As far as I can see, such a question concerns time tables and not disposition ascriptions. The sentence 
in (iii) is not felicitous under a simple interrogative such as What do Mary and John do for a living?.
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of thought and suggest that the infelicity of (5) with an indefinite singular object stems 
from the fact that one cannot smoke the same cigarette in multiple events, and that 
event iteration is lexically determined, rather than by means of quantification over events 
(Kratzer 2008; also Lenci 1995; Zucchi & White 2001; Scheiner 2002; Spector 2003; van 
Geenhoven 2004; Ferreira 2005).

(7) a. John takes care of a kid. ∃ > Op
b. John usually takes care of a kid. ∃ > Op; Op > ∃

Under such an account, the wide scope reading of the indefinite singular does not 
depend on the nature of a presumed covert restrictor, but arises precisely because of 
its absence. In a sentence such as Mary smokes a pipe, the object, a pipe, is understood 
as having wide scope in the type reading of the object DP, which is perceived as most 
salient, compare this to Mary smokes a different pipe *(each evening). Thus, the opera-
tor is added to a construal that is lexically specified for event plurality, as formulated  
in (2b).

The current perspective, continues the line proposed in Boneh & Doron (2010; 2013), 
showing that simple characterizing sentences give rise to the so called dispositional read-
ing pattern like simple habituals and unlike restricted habituals/generics, with respect 
to the scope of a singular indefinite, confirming the semantics of DISP. The following 
examples corroborate this:

(8) a. John sells vacuum cleaners / #a vacuum cleaner. Krifka et al. (1995: ex. 66a)
b. This brush paints crumbing walls / #a crumbling wall.
c. This law firm defends tycoons / #a tycoon.

Whereas these sentences are all natural with bare plurals, an indefinite singular can only 
be interpreted with a type reading, not the token one. A token interpretation seems to 
direct towards a habitual interpretation, where the same vacuum cleaner is sold time 
and again, by, say, a hustler seller; the same crumbling wall is painted and repainted 
over and over again; the same tycoon is defended repeatedly by the law firm. Under 
the type reading of the direct object, it seems that the disposition is too particular, and 
therefore the oddness of an unmodified indefinite singular direct object is pragmat-
ically based. Compare the examples in (8) to those in (9) where the type reading is  
obviated:

(9) a. John sells a particular type of vacuum cleaner.
b. This brush paints only a unique sort of wall.
c. This law firm defends a specific type of tycoon.

The next three sections further develop and substantiate the claim that disposition ascrip-
tions and habituals stemming from simple characterizing sentences have one and the same 
underlying semantic representation. Section 3 addresses first the issue of event realization 
in the actual world that is often taken to intuitively differentiate the two, and dismisses 
this characterizing factor as superficial.

3  Event realization in the actual world
Let us consider again the by now familiar examples of characterizing sentences such as 
the ones in (1), repeated in (10), where it seems that under the habitual reading, multiple 
occurrences are understood to take place in the actual world, and under the dispositional 
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reading, all occurrences can take place in worlds excluding the actual one, but relevantly 
close to it.6

(10) a. John drinks beer.
b. This printer prints 50 pages/minute.

With respect to (10a), consider for instance a situation of preparing for a party, where 
the host consults John’s friend on whether he should serve beer at the party given that 
the host knows that most of his friends are wine drinkers. In such a context John’s 
friend can suggest that beer should be served since John will be interested in drinking 
some. This is irrespective of whether John drank beer or not before. It is sufficient that 
there be familiarity with John’s intentions or presumed wishes. Similarly, (10b) can 
be truthfully uttered in a situation where the printer remains in its box without ever 
printing a single page. This is customarily understood to be the dispositional reading. 
At the same time, clearly there can be recurring situations in which the printer prints 
50 pages per minute.

Importantly, under the current conception, simple characterizing sentences are indis-
tinct as to the disposition/habit ascribed to humans or artefacts, they both rely on 
a deductive, rather than inductive, generalization mechanism, and in this sense are 
similar to rule-like generalizations, be it between humans and social norms or con-
ventions, or between artefacts and their design. Therefore, neither necessarily require 
occurrences in the actual world (cf. Dahl 1975; Laca 1990; Lenci & Bertinetto 2000; 
Bertinetto & Lenci 2012 for discussions of the availability of two types of generaliza-
tions; see also Prasada & Dillingham 2005 and Carlson 2006 on regularities underlying 
habitual statements).

The issue of event occurrence or its absence can be subjected to further scrutiny when 
considering cases where only one occurrence happened in the actual world. In this 
respect, the sentences in (10), can be uttered truthfully when the first occurrence is one 
that manifests the disposition that is to recur in similar relevant accessible worlds (cf. 2b). 
In (11), too, where one occurrence is enough to indicate a disposition to play the harp, 
irrespective of the availability of occurrences in the actual world.

(11) Bill plays the harp.

Additional such examples are abundant:

(12) Look, the Prime Minister dyes his hair!� (adapted from Vogeleer 2012: ex. 14c)

(13) When did you start to smoke?

The ascription of the habit of hair dying to the prime minister in (12) can be made on the 
basis of the observation of, or acquaintance with a single occurrence. Here, a dispositional 
reading and a habitual one are particularly hard to distinguish, since one occurrence can 
indicate the disposition to dye one’s hair but can also indicate the actual existence of a 
habit, as in a specific cultural setting it is enough for a man to dye his hair to be consid-
ered one that does so habitually. Similarly, in (13), a question, such as the one exempli-

	6	Lenci & Bertinetto (2000: 266–269) discuss the reasons for this state of affairs, essentially pointing to 
the modal base as the source for variation between characterizing sentences with or without actual event 
realization. In particular, in the case of characterizing sentences with relational quantificational adverbs 
(e.g. often), they suggest that the existence presupposition of instantiating events stems from the require-
ment of quantificational adverbs to quantify over non-empty domains.
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fied, can be felicitously uttered when said while the addressee smokes for the first time. 
Especially in the case of humans, disposition ascriptions are mainly a matter of subjective 
social construction (cf. Dahl 1975; Laca 1990).

Importantly, all these cases express or relate to situations in which there was only one 
occurrence in the actual world, but this occurrence cannot be understood episodically.

Next, consider an example such as (14), where non-occurrence in the actual world is the 
most natural interpretation.

(14) Mary handles the mail from Antarctica.

In (14), Mary has a job to handle mail that is never expected to arrive, since in the actual 
world no one lives in Antarctica, and thus Mary does not actually engage in handling of 
mail events. However, in other relevant accessible worlds, Antarctica may be inhabited 
and in those worlds, then, Mary handles the mail habitually, in virtue of her work contract.

When observing all these types of examples, it emerges that under the so called 
dispositional reading, intention/decision to act in a certain way, a particular design 
of an artefact, an observed occurrence, the signing of a work contract or some other 
bureaucratic procedure, or any social convention, which necessarily obtain in the actual 
world, constitute the basis for event recurrence in each of these examples, irrespective of 
whether the recurrence obtains in the actual world or not. In other words, it seems that 
dispositionality stemming from these type of constructions always goes hand in hand with 
event plurality. The dispositional property related to an event is never episodic. Multiple 
occurrences of the described event may take place in other accessible worlds (cf. 2b).

The claim can be made stronger by observing that an episodic occurrence expressed 
with the simple present (or simple past) is not in any way dispositional or expressing the 
manifestation of a disposition. In order to try and substantiate this claim further consider 
sentences featuring events that are necessarily episodic, since they are expected to be 
instantiated only once in a person’s lifetime (cf. de Swart 1991 on “once-only” predi-
cates), this way neutralizing plurality of occurrences:

(15) #John loses/lost his virginity.

Despite the fact that humans, as procreating creatures, are “disposed” to lose their 
virginity, although they are not obliged to, (15) cannot be understood as giving rise to a 
disposition ascription. Presumably since no series of events can be associated to the state 
of affairs indicating a disposition in plausible accessible worlds.

In sum, when considering the issue of event realization in the actual world it becomes 
clear that there is no way to keep distinct the two readings. In all cases, what indicates 
there to be a disposition is lexically specified in the content of the VP, and relies on world 
knowledge, namely concrete facts about the world and its artefacts, as well as social 
norms and conventions. Differences are attributed to whether event plurality related to 
the manifested disposition takes place in the actual world and/or in the accessible worlds, 
which is pragmatically determined.

This way of perceiving the reading stemming from such sentences is captured by DISP, 
introduced in (2b), reiterating the point made by Boneh & Doron (2010; 2013). Under this 
view, to recall, event plurality occurs in alternatives to the actual world, which are worlds 
where nothing inhibits the disposition from being manifested habitually. But in the actual 
world, there is no requirement for further actualization, only for the manifestation of a 
disposition, e’C, be it via an instantiating event, such as in examples (12)–(13), or some 
world knowledge based convention, such as in examples (1d) or (14).
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The next two sections move on to tackle the ambiguity approach advocated by 
Lawler (1973), Dahl (1975), Green (2000), Menéndez-Benito (2005; 2013), Nickel 
(2010), whereby habituals and dispositionals have distinct semantic representations, 
underlying a different quantificational force. Section 4 advocates against there being 
ambiguity stemming from this type of sentences, by applying familiar ambiguity tests; 
Then, section 5 attempts to show that the test brought to substantiate existential quan-
tification underlying disposition ascriptions, is not in fact a counter argument to the 
main claim of this paper.

4  On ambiguity
In order to counter the ambiguity approach stipulating two distinct readings to charac-
terizing sentences – habitual and dispositional – standard ambiguity tests, introduced by 
Zwicky & Sadock (1975), will be applied to these sentences. Under the current view, tak-
ing the two readings to be semantically one and the same, the tests should not obviate one 
reading as distinct from the other.

Zwicky & Pullum (1975) provide the following deletion under identity test:

(16) They saw her duck and (her) swallow.� Zwicky & Sadock (1975: ex. 58)

This shows that the basic sentence They saw her duck gives rise to a syntactic ambiguity 
between a reading where her is a genitive pronoun modifying the noun duck, and a read-
ing where her is the subject of the verbal predicate duck. What (16) shows is that under 
conjunction and deletion, the elided part has to be identical to the structure of the first 
conjunct. Each time, only one of the interpretations is available for both conjuncts. It is 
not the case that the first conjunct can be interpreted featuring genitive her and the sec-
ond with the accusative marked her. Analogously, consider (17), which can be felicitously 
uttered in a context where a car dealer wants to convince a race driver to exchange her 
old car, which she really likes, for a brand new one:

(17) Your old car goes 100 mph without any problem, but so does this brand new one.

The old car may be understood to go 100 mph habitually, in virtue to the owner’s profes-
sion, without a clear knowledge of what is its maximal speed capacity, but with respect 
to the brand new car, the speed may be intended dispositionally, in the sense that there 
are no actual driving events of this car yet, and that this is the car’s inherently ascribed 
property. The felicity of this example, where ellipsis does not distinguish the habitual 
reading from the dispositional one, indicates that there is no true ambiguity. Namely, the 
two types of readings distinguishing plurality as having occurred in the actual world (first 
conjunct) or not (second conjunct) are pragmatic in nature and do not derive from two 
distinct semantic representations. This follows from the differences in actualization in the 
real world discussed in the previous section.

A parallel example, with animate subjects this time, is provided in (18). A host would like 
to know what to prepare for his guests for dinner. He receives the following information:

(18) John eats meat and so does Bill.

In this case, it is irrelevant whether one conjunct gives rise to a habitual reading and 
the other to a dispositional one, i.e. he does not object to eating meat, and would eat 
meat if presented with the right occasion, even if so far he has not eaten meat on a 
regular basis, due to external circumstances such as severe shortage of meat, or reli-
gious interdictions.
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A second piece of evidence comes from applying classical cases of ambiguity, where 
negation of one interpretation is still consistent with the truthfulness of the other, exem-
plified in (19), where if he didn’t see her bird it can still be the case that he saw her 
change her posture, and vice versa.

(19) He didn’t see her duck.

Let us consider the outcome of applying this test to characterizing sentences such as in 
(20), which are the negated counterpart of the examples in (1).

(20) a. This machine doesn’t crush oranges.
b. This car doesn’t go 120 mph.
c. Joe doesn’t drink beer.
d. Joe doesn’t sell used furniture.

These sentences give rise to an interpretation whereby the machine never crushes oranges, 
the car never goes 120 mph, Joe never drinks beer, and Joe never sells used furniture. 
Whereas the absence of the disposition to perform the described events is an obvious and 
available interpretation of these sentences, they do not seem to give rise to a habitual 
interpretation either. That is, it is not the case that in the absence of a dispositional read-
ing, a habitual reading obtains.

To strengthen the argument with negation, consider the following examples, which are 
pragmatically odd:

(21) #This machine does not crush oranges (in virtue of its design), although it 
(occasionally/usually) does.

(21’) #This machine does not (occasionally/usually) crush oranges, although it does 
(in virtue of its design).

The reason for the oddness is that the sentence in (21) cannot be used to state that the 
machine doesn’t have the disposition to crush oranges (negation of the main clause, with-
out the adjunct), since, for instance, it was designed for a different purpose, but actually 
does so recurrently – namely gives rise to a habitual reading, or vice versa in (21’), where 
the machine doesn’t habitually crush oranges (negation on the main clause), although it 
has the disposition to do so. Thus, this context shows that negating the so called disposi-
tional reading does not allow a habitual reading to survive, and vice versa, indicating that 
the two reading are indistinct, and do not represent a case of ambiguity.7

In conclusion, these tests clearly indicate that the readings cannot be neatly teased apart 
and kept distinct, and are either identical or in a privative relation, where one subsumes 

	7	To further put to the test the claim in the paper, a reviewer inquires whether with VP-ellipsis of simple 
characterizing sentences (ii), the following description can be rendered:

(i) Description. There are two tools: Tool-1 is conceived to do P, but misused to do P’ by a craftsperson, 
and another, never used Tool-2, whose primary use is to P’.
Under this description, Tool-1 does not have the disposition to P’, but is habitually used by the craft-
sperson for P’-ing; Tool-2 does not habitually P, but has the disposition to P’.

(ii) This Tool-1 P’s, and so does Tool-2.

		 It seems to me that there is no problem to obtain such an interpretation. Consider:
(iii) This tool drills holes, although it was designed for drawing, and so does/as does that one (pointing to a 

true drill), although, as far as I know, it was never used before.
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the other. In other words, there are two pragmatically available readings, that stem from 
the same underlying semantic, representation suggested in (2b).8

Next we turn to consider the argument provided to substantiate a distinct underlying 
operator with an existential quantificational force in dispositional sentences, mainly rely-
ing on environments where Free Choice any can be licensed.

5  The Possibility Hypothesis and the argument from Free Choice any
While there is little disagreement that habituals, similarly to many plain generics, involve 
universal or quasi-universal quantification over situations or worlds (see the authors 
cited in section 1), the view that takes there to be an existential quantifier underlying 
the dispositional interpretation goes back to Dahl (1975) and has been dubbed by 
Menéndez-Benito (2013) the Possibility Hypothesis.

Initial indication in favor of the Possibility Hypothesis was provided by the availabil-
ity of paraphrases to characterizing sentences such as in (1) with a possibility modal 
(Menéndez-Benito 2005; 2013). For instance, examples (1b–c) can be respectively 
paraphrased as follows:

(22) a. John can / might drink beer / has the capacity to drink beer.
b. This car can go / has the capacity to go 120 mph.

The main argument for the Possibility Hypothesis comes from the licensing of Free Choice 
(FC) any by modal auxiliaries, which is taken to serve as direct indication of the quantifi-
cational force of the implicit modal underlying a dispositional sentence (cf. Dayal 1998). 
Menéndez-Benito (2005; 2013) points to the following pattern, where FC any is licensed 
under can (23a), but not under must (23b):

(23) a. John can eat anything.
b. *John must eat anything.

Now, in the case of characterizing sentence, FC any is licensed, indicating the presence of 
an implicit modal operator.

(24) John eats anything.

This implicit modal operator seems analogous to can in (23a), not to must (23b), in 
its ability to license FC-any. Menéndez-Benito therefore takes this to indicate that the 
implicit modal is existential. According to her, the covert dispositional operator differs 
from can/might in how the conversational background is determined (see discussion in 
Menéndez-Benito 2005; 2013).

In what follows, relying on Dayal’s analysis for licensing FC any, and in particular on 
the fact that as part of its meaning it introduces a Fluctuation Requirement, I show that 
while indeed existential quantificational force is natural for the licensing of any, it is not 
the only possibility, and therefore, cannot serve as a clear cut indication for the underly-
ing modal force of the covert modal implicated in characterizing sentences, dismissing 
a potential obstacle to the claim in this paper that in simple characterizing sentences 

		 According to (2b), the content of e’C is flexible and therefore, even a drawing tool can be misused as a 
drilling tool if there are indications for a disposition, which, besides the telic qualia, can also be instantiat-
ing episodes (see the discussion of examples (12)–(13), above).

	8	This is also expected from an approach such as the one advocated by Krifka et al. (1995), since for them, 
too, the two stem from the same underlying representation.
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habitual and dispositional readings are amenable to the same underlying semantic repre-
sentation, and are not due to, respectively, universal and existential quantification over 
possible words.

To set the stage for the discussion in this section, let us introduce Dayal (2009), 
who takes FC any to underlie universal quantification (25a), similarly to a universal 
quantifier like every, additionally introducing, as part of its meaning, the Fluctuation 
Requirement (25b):

(25) a. ⟦Any⟧ =λP λQ ∀x [P(w)(x) → Q(x)]� Dayal (2009: ex. 5a)
b. ¬∃X ∀w’ wa ≤ w’ λx [P(w’)(x) & Q(w’)(x)] = X� Dayal (2009: ex. 5b)

The Fluctuation Requirement states that no single set of individuals X is such that it con-
stitutes in every accessible world (wa) the set of individuals in the intersection of the 
nominal and the verbal properties (P, Q) in that world.9

Therefore, in the case of possibility modals with existential quantification, the 
requirement is naturally satisfied, hence the felicity of FC any in these environments.

(26) a. Bill may read any of these books.� Dayal (2009: ex. 8)
a’. ∀x [x ≤ ιy [books’(w)(y)] → ∃w’: ACC(w,w’).[read’(w’)(x)(b)]]
a’’. book a: w1 → a, w2 → a, w3 → ∅, w4 → ∅;

book b: w1 → ∅, w2 → b, w3 → ∅, w4 → b

In this example, it is not the case that every book in the set of books is read in all accessible 
worlds: Namely, book a is read in worlds 1, 2, whereas book b is read in worlds 2 & 4.

In contrast, in the case of must-like modals, sets of individuals (i.e. books) are identical 
across all the accessible worlds, the Fluctuation Requirement is not respected and any is 
not available.

(26) b. *Bill must read any of these books.� Dayal (2009: ex. 9)
b’. ∀x [x ≤ ιy [books(w)(y)] → ∀w’: ACC(w,w’).[read’(w’)(x)(b)]]
b’’. book a: w1 → a, w2 → a, w3 → a;

book b: w1 → b, w2 → b, w3 → b

In this vein, in plain episodic sentences, the exclusion of FC any is trivial, since the set of 
individuals universally quantified over is only evaluated with respect to the actual world, 
the only relevant world, leading again to a violation of the Fluctuation Requirement.

(26) c. *Bill read any book / any of these books.� Dayal (2009: ex. 10)
c’. ∀x [book’(w)(x) → read’(w)(x)(b)]]
c’’. ∀x [x ≤ ιy [books’(w)(y)] → read’(w)(x)(b)]]

As already stated, in what follows, I would like to advance that the argument involving 
the licensing of FC any cannot serve as a clear cut diagnostic to detect existential quanti-
fication over universal.

	9	In a later paper, Dayal (2013), agrees with Chierchia (2013) that universal quantification is the result of 
an implicature arising from the assertion of the existential force of FC any, which is in interaction with 
an exhaustified set of alternatives. In this later paper, Dayal adapts the Fluctuation Requirement to be a 
Viability Constraint. For reasons of ease of exposition, I maintain the older version.



Boneh: Dispositions and characterizing sentences Art. 130, page 13 of 20

First, not all speakers reject (24) with an interpretation where there are actually regular 
eating events taking place in the actual world, namely a habitual interpretation. Consider 
(27) and (28b) placed in the context set up in (28a):

(27) In his youth, John ate anything.

(28) a. If you don’t do housework regularly, what do you do when all your cloths 
are dirty?

b. I (simply) wear anything.

Both (27) and (28b) are felicitous under what is understood to be a habitual reading. 
Relatedly, an anonymous reviewer, to whom I am grateful, helps strengthen this point by 
suggesting that in English (29) is perfectly acceptable.

(29) Bill used to read any book.

Here, it is considerably less plausible that what licenses FC any is an existential quantifier, 
since prima facie there is nothing in the habitual periphrastic construction that points to 
such a quantificational force.

Moreover, this reviewer suggests that what is at stake are the modal properties tied to 
imperfective aspect and not quantificational force per se, and in support of this, provide 
the following pair of examples, in Italian:

(30) a. Paolo poteva leggere qualsiasi libro.
Paolo can.impf.past read any book

b. Paolo ha potuto leggere qualsiasi libro *(a sua disposizione).
Paolo can.pfv.past read any book  (at his disposal)
‘Paolo could read any book (at his disposal).’

Both (30a–b) feature an overt modal with existential quantification, differing as to the 
viewpoint aspect the modal is inflected with. The two examples contrast with respect to 
whether additional modification (subtrigging, to be introduced shortly) is obligatory or 
not for licensing of FC any. The examples illustrate that this is so with perfective aspect 
(30b), but not with imperfective (30a). Imperfectivity as a licensor of FC any goes back 
to Berinetto & Lenci (2012)’s conception of imperfectivity (e.g. the Italian imperfetto) as 
underlying gnomic statements, of which habituals and dispositions are subtypes, accord-
ing to them. The centrality of imperfective aspect is observable also without an overt 
modal:

(31) a. Paolo leggeva qualsiasi libro.
Paolo read.impf.past any book

b. Paolo lesse qualsiasi libro *(a sua disposizione).
Paolo read.pfv.past any book   at his disposal
‘Paolo read any book (at his disposal).’

Thus, in Italian an (episodic) sentence with the imperfective is perfectly fine without sub-
trigging (31a), contrary to a verb inflected for perfective aspect (31b).10 

	10	I am indebted to an anonymous reviewer for providing the examples in (30)–(31).
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To clarify, subtrigging – the name given by LeGrand (1975) to licensing by a modifier, later 
adopted by Dayal (1998) – was shown to make the presence of FC any licit, e.g.in episodic 
sentences (cf. 26c) and with an overt must-like modal (26b) (for discussion of the following 
examples see Menéndez-Benito 2005; Dayal 2009; Chierchia 2013, among others):

(32) a. Bill read any book *(he found) / *(that was on his reading list). 
Dayal (2009: ex. 2)

b. Bill must read any book *(he finds) / *(on his reading list).
Dayal (2009: ex. 3)

According to Dayal (2009), with a restrictive relative clause the satisfaction of the 
Fluctuation Requirement obtains, since variation in the set of books is derived via the 
relative clause:

(33) ∀x [[book’(wa)(x) & ∃w’. wa ≤ w’ [found’(w’)(x)(b)]] → read’(wa)(x)(b)] ≡ ∀x ∀w’. 
wa ≤ w’ [[book’(wa)(x) & found’(w’)(x)(b)] → read’(wa)(x)(b)]

Dayal (2009: ex. 11b–c)

Thus with the relative clause or a modificational phrase, the set of individuals is not a 
fixed set, since it is not part of the immediate knowledge of the speaker or attitude holder. 
It might very well be the case that no books were found, or that there are no books on the 
reading list. Thus, the Fluctuation Requirement is respected, since not all books are read in 
all accessible worlds.

In the Italian examples above, perfective viewpoint aspect is either episodic or enforces 
an actuality entailment on a modal (see Hacquard 2006; 2009), disallowing the Fluctuation 
Requirement to hold without subtrigging.

Therefore, it appears that what is at stake in the licensing of FC any is not directly the 
quantificational force of the (covert) modal: existential versus universal, but whether 
the Fluctuation Requirement, introduced by any, can be respected. Existential modality 
readily enables this, and imperfective viewpoint aspect, illustrated with the Italian data, 
does too.

Nevertheless, before moving on, a note is due about covert subtrigging, where FC any 
appears to be licensed in e.g. an episodic sentence without an overt modifier, but where 
“interpretation is limited to a subset of what the noun would otherwise denote” (see Dayal 
2004: 3), as in (34):

(34) After dinner, we threw away any leftovers.� Dayal (2004: ex. 8a) (30)–(31)

In this respect, one may wonder whether simple characterizing sentences giving rise to 
a habitual reading exemplified in (27)–(28b), are not licit because of covert subtrigging, 
namely, supplemented with the restrictive clause I can find – I simply eat/wear anything 
I can find. If this were the case, then one could claim that the habitual is akin to must 
modals, requiring subtrigging, and there is nothing that is inconsistent with the picture 
drawn by Menéndez-Benito (2005; 2013).

However, whereas covert subtrigging is indeed a plausible understanding of these 
sentences, it should be determined whether these examples obligatorily require covert sub-
trigging or not. This question should be subjected to an empirical investigation, but some 
insight that this is not the case can be gleaned from considering other habitual construc-
tions, such as used to, exemplified in (29), or the equivalent of (27) with would, namely, 
In his youth, John would eat anything. It is clear that in these cases covert subtrigging is 
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optional, but not required. Furthermore, it is important to note in this respect, that the 
form used to is not related to any particular quantificational force, nor to GEN (see Binnick 
2005; 2006; Boneh & Doron 2010; 2013); on the other hand, would, which may be taken 
to be a modal with universal quantificational force, underlying GEN (as suggest Boneh & 
Doron 2010; 2013), does not impose obligatory covert subtrigging, as is the case with the 
overt modal must. Finally, and importantly, there is no clear distinction between the so 
called dispositional exemplified in (24), and the so called habitual of example (27), in line 
with the data presented in previous sections.

Therefore, it seems that the environments in which FC any is licensed are varied in their 
underlying semantics, and cannot simply reduce to universal vs. existential quantifica-
tional force. That is, when assuming a covert modal operator, one cannot immediately 
deduce that its quantificational force is existential if FC any is licensed.

It is not my aim to elucidate the particular mechanism of licensing of FC any in simple 
characterizing sentences giving rise to habitual and dispositional readings, which might 
be due to imperfectivity as suggested by the reviewer, or may be due to the possibility 
of allowing for exceptions, therefore differing from strong necessity modals. The current 
discussion merely enables to point out that the argument presented by Menéndez-Benito 
(2005; 2013) in favor of existential quantification associated with the dispositional read-
ing need not be an obstacle to the claim advanced in this paper.

In closing, let us consider Nickel’s (2010) examples with FC any, testing the ambiguity 
of a sentence such as This vehicle goes 120 mph. Nickel examines parallelisms between 
(35a)–(35a’) and (35b)–(35b’).

(35) a. The Eurostar goes 120 mph.� Nickel (2010: ex. 9)
b. My Peugeot goes 120 mph.
a’. The Eurostar goes any speed up to 120 mph.
b’. My Peugeot goes any speed up to 120 mph.

According to him, (35a) conveys that the Eurostar goes at this speed in all normal situa-
tions where it rides, therefore expressing a habit; whereas (35b) expresses the disposition 
of the Peugeot to go at this speed, since this is what it does or can do in some of the normal 
situations in which it travels. Now, whereas (35b’) is comparable to (35b), both express-
ing the disposition of the car to go 120 mph, but not its habit, as there are worlds in which 
the car need not go at that speed, (35a′) and (35a) are distinct. This is explained, accord-
ing to Nickel, as follows: if (35a) is taken to involve universal quantification, whereby in 
every accessible world the Eurostar goes at the indicated high speed, in (35a’), because of 
the presence of any – such an interpretation is not available. Under Nickel’s assumptions 
about quantificational force, the difference between the pairs of examples is expected. 
This reiterates the point made by Menéndez-Benito that FC-any is available only under the 
dispositional reading, i.e. under existential quantification but not under the habitual one.

However, a closer scrutiny of these examples reveals that despite the parallelisms that 
Nickel draws, it cannot be claimed that examples (35a’) and (35b’) both exclusively 
give rise to interpretations that highlight the capacities of the respective vehicles, to use 
Nickel’s terms. Both examples can be very well understood to mean that in every world 
the Eurostar/my Peugeot go in varying speeds not higher than 120 mph.

With the linguistic expression any speed up to 120 mph it seems to be the case that Dayal’s 
Fluctuation Requirement is respected, since the numerical values of the speeds need not be 
the same across all the accessible worlds in order for the sentence to be true, contrary to 
a stable set of individuals (e.g. books, cards).
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(36) a. ∀x [x = numerical value between 0 and 120 mph [speed’(w)(x)] →
Op w’: ACC(w,w’).[go’(w’)(x)(Eurostar / Peugeot)]]

b. w1 → 110 mph, 115 mph, 120 mph…; 
w2 → 70 mph, 80 mph, 90 mph…
etc.

Thus, whether one wishes to emphasize the vehicle’s disposition in terms of the speed 
it goes, or its actual regular travel speed, the sentences in examples (35a′) and (35b′) 
equally qualify. Therefore, the parallelism that Nickel points to is only the result of a 
particular pragmatic setting, and should not be taken to be an indication of the semantic 
analysis of these expressions in terms of their quantificational force.

In sum, this discussion leads back to Carlson’s (1981) view, whereby the presence of 
any forces a dispositional reading, but that otherwise, this type of sentence is vague with 
regard to the expression of dispositionality or habituality. The examples in (24), (27) and 
(28b) show that even if any forces a dispositional reading with characterizing sentences, 
it does not exclude a habitual one, strengthening the point made in the previous sections 
that the two readings are semantically indistinct.

It becomes clear that what is at work are pragmatic conditions of interpretation and not 
directly the modal force of the implicit operator presumably distinguishing between a 
habitual and a dispositional reading, and more crucially whether the actual world can be 
included in the set of worlds quantified over or not.

6  Concluding remarks
While there may be various linguistic manifestations of dispositional ascriptions (see 
Cohen 2016; 2018), the aim of this study was to delineate how the dispositional reading 
patterns and interacts with other readings available in characterizing sentences. It has 
been claimed that dispositionals are indistinct from simple habituals, and that there 
seem to be no linguistic arguments to favor an analysis attributing an existential 
quantificational force to dispositions in characterizing sentences. At the same time, it 
has been argued that dispositionals in simple characterizing sentences cannot be readily 
subsumed under the standard generic operator GEN, and rather these readings are due to 
DISP, a stativizing dispositional VP-level operator necessarily involving event plurality.

Lastly, the picture that emerges argues in favor of the line of thought promoted already 
in Boneh & Doron (2010; 2013), whereby habituality is reducible to other existing catego-
ries: to genericity in restricted characterizing sentences and to dispositions in simple ones.
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impf = imperfective, pfv = perfective
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