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The present paper makes an attempt to deal with the well-known puzzle of Intentional Identity,
including Edelberg’s [2] Arsky—Barsky cases, using Onea’s [8] treatment of indefinites and a
counterpart-based semantics. Pronouns are treated as syntactically complex along the lines
of Déchaine and Wiltschko’s [1] account; however, we depart from their view on pronominal
semantics.

Intentional Identity Witness a version of the classical example by Geach [4] in (1). Given
the consensual belief that there are no witches, the indefinite a witch cannot get a de re construal
needed for it to take scope over the pronoun she. (Even if one opted for a semantics allowing
quantification over fictional entities, it will have a problem with the example (based on [5])
in (2) where the non-specificity of the apartment in question completely disallows the de re
analysis.)

1. Hob believes a witch has blighted Bob’s mare, and Nob thinks she’s killed Cob’s sow.

2. Hob wants to buy an apartment, and Nob wants it to be near the city centre.

So the question is, how can the pronoun inherit its reference from the (possibly non-specific)
indefinite embedded into a subordinate clause? Without surveying the existing approaches
here, we proceed to the proposal of this paper.

Quantifying over assignments Dealing with donkey sentences, Onea [8] assumes that sev-
eral types of semantic denotations are functions from assignments1 (e.g. individual variables are
of the type 〈a, e〉, thus properties have the type 〈〈a, e〉, 〈a, t〉〉).2 He takes it that the operator
assert at FocP existentially quantifies over the assignment variable of the proposition which
it c-commands:

3. Jassert αKw = ∃g.(g satisfies the constraints imposed by JαKw ∧ JαKw(g) = 1)

Onea-style (simplified) lexical entries for determiners are the following (u is an individual):

4. JtheiKw = λP〈ae,at〉.λga
[
P ([λh.h(i)], g) ∧ ∀u

(
P ([λh.h(i)], g[u7→i])→ u = g(i)

)]
.g(i)

5. JaiKw = λP〈ae,at〉.λga [P ([λh.h(i)], g)] .g(i)

Pronouns We follow Déchaine and Wiltschko [1], analysing third-person pronouns in English
as syntactically complex entities called φPs, their structure being as follows: [φP she [NP ∅]].
Furthermore, we assume that when in argument position, the pronoun saturates an empty
definite determiner, forming a full DP [DP ∅the [φP she [NP ∅]]] (cf. for proper names in [10, 3]).

We treat the null definite determiner on a par with Onea’s treatment of the. As for the
semantics of pronouns,3 we depart from either [8] or [1]. Our semantics of a φP is based on
Lewis’s [6] counterpart relation: we introduce the relation symbol “'” whose denotation is
constant across possible worlds and consists of pairs (x, y) s.t. x is among y’s counterparts
(according to the speaker’s counterpart relation4). Given this, we define

1We reserve the letters g, h for variables over assignments; a is the type for assignments (functions from
indices to individuals).

2Onea’s FA rule has the form: JA〈aβ,aα〉(B〈a,β〉)Kw = λg[g satisfies the constraints imposed by JAKw
and by JBKw].(JAKw(g))(JBKw(g)).

3We ignore gender throughout the paper.
4Cf.: “[I]f Arsky and Barsky are engaged in a conversation, it is Arsky and Barsky themselves who are

responsible for their use of pronouns... but that when a speaker attributes beliefs to Arsky and Barsky or to
Hob and Nob, it is the speaker who is responsible for the anaphoric... links” [12, 142].
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6. J[φP she18 [NP ∅]]Kw = λy〈a,e〉.λga.y(g) ' x18(g), which together with (4) results in

7. J[DP ∅the
5 [φP she18 [NP ∅]]]Kw =

λga
[
[λh.h(5)](g) ' x18(g) ∧ ∀u

(
[λh.h(5)](g[u7→5]) ' x18(g[u7→5])→ u = g(5)

)]
.g(5)

For Lewis, no individual exists in more than one world, so our assignments are global (i.e.
do not depend on the world of evaluation). Likewise, “nothing is a counterpart of anything
else [except for itself] in its world” [6, 114] (a claim later abandoned by Lewis in [7]), so for all
extensional cases the clause y(g) ' x(g) reduces to the identity requirement.

The effect Binding the assighment variables associated with the indefinite in the first clause
of an Intentional Identity sentence and with the pronoun in its second clause allows us to explain
how they are coordinated. The free variable (x18 above) appears both in the denotation of the
indefinite and as an argument of the “'” relation. Both occurrences of x18 take the same
assignment variable as an argument; therefore, their denotations come out identical. This is
how we circumvent the scope problem for Intentional Identity.

A proviso is in order. The point has been made [4, 9], primarily intended as an objection
against the E-type approach, that for the truth of (1) no awareness of Hob’s thoughts is re-
quired from Nob. This insight can be implemented under the present approach if one adopts
a modification of De Re Rule due to Sudo [11], allowing that any world-dependent expression
ξ be optionally interpreted as another expression contextually equivalent (∼ equivalent for the
locutors) to ξ under all assignments under which the equivalence holds. Surely, for the speaker
“the counterpart of the witch in a Hob’s doxastic alternative” is equivalent to whoever Nob
thinks about.

The proposed account has among its advantages the ability to handle so-called Arsky—
Barsky cases presented by Edelberg [2]. Edelberg noticed the fact that (8) is infelicitous when
Arsky has two suspects for the two alleged murders whereas Barsky has one, while (9) is
perfectly fine in this scenario.

8. # Barsky thinks someone murdered Jones, and Arsky thinks he murdered Smith.

9. Arsky thinks someone murdered Smith, and Barsky thinks he murdered Jones.

Lewis does not prohibit multiple counterparts for a given individual in a given world. Such
cases are, however, ruled out for the pronouns in question due to the presence of the covert
definite determiner, which imposes the uniqueness constraint. Therefore, if the two suspects in
each of Arsky’s doxastic alternatives are counterparts of the only suspect in each of Barsky’s
alternatives, the DP [DP ∅the [φP he [NP ∅]]] will fail to have a denotation, there being no unique
counterpart of Barsky’s suspect in any of Arsky’s alternatives; hence the infelicity of the overall
sentence (8).

A limitation of the proposed treatment is that it inherits from Onea’s framework its static
character and so is unable to analyse cross-sentential Intentional Identity phenomena (unless
the sentences are denied independent status w.r.t. assert on some so far unclear grounds).
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