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1 Introduction

Paul Elbourne’s manuscript, Situations and Individuals is a systematic treatment of the

anaphoric function of third personal pronouns. A central data point that he uses to

assess the theoretical landscape is the family of “donkey” anaphoric sentences, which

involve a co-varying reading of a pronoun that is not c-commanded by an appropriate

determiner.

In this paper, I mainly exposit Elbourne’s view. In section 2, I lay out the problem

posed by donkey anaphora. In section 3, I lay out Elbourne’s unified theory of definite

descriptions and pronouns, first by looking at his semantics for “the” and then showing

how it can be adopted as a semantics for “he,” “she,” and “it” as well. In section 4,

I show how his theory can handle the problem of the formal link and the problem of

indistinguishable participants. I conclude by raising some questions for the view as a

whole.

2 Donkey Anaphora

The literature on pronouns is filled with different varieties of donkey sentences. Here

are two examples that are representative.

(1) Every man who owns a donkey beats it.

(2) If a man owns a donkey, he beats it.

The form of these sentences is what’s important. Both sentences contain an indefinite

DP (the “a donkey”) and in both sentences, it is clausally isolated from the pronoun

that is anaphoric to it. In (1), “a donkey” occurs inside the relative clause “Every man

who owns a donkey beats it” and the pronoun that is anaphoric to it occurs outside this

clause. Similarly, in (2) “a donkey” occurs in an “if” clause and so is similarly clausally

isolated from the pronoun that is anaphoric to it. In this paper, I will work exclusively

with (1) until the very end, where it will be easier to switch to the form of (2).

However, the clausal isolation of a pronoun is not sufficient for a sentence to be a

donkey sentence. The pronoun must co-vary with its antecedent.

One way to see the importance of this second requirement on donkey sentences is to

note that (1) is ambiguous. On one reading, “it,” refers to a contextually salient individ-

ual. This reading depends heavily on a compelling context, but with some imagination,
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I think it’s available. Pretend the sentence is uttered to a sociologist who is visiting a

village in which all the villagers who own a donkey must beat a pinata for good fortune.

The sociologist asks, “what’s with the big pinata?” and is answered with (1) . “It”

would refer to the pinata in this utterance.

The other reading for (1) is more natural, especially when no context is supplied. In

this reading, “it” does not denote a specific donkey. Rather, the denotation of “it” co-

varies with the man under consideration. The logical form would be this: ∀x∀y[(man(x)

∧ donkey(y) ∧ (x) owns (y)) → (x) beats (y)] The difficulty raised by donkey sentences

comes exclusively from this second, non-referential, co-varying reading of “it.” I will

focus exclusively on this second reading.

The issue presented by the just-specified reading of (1) is one of novelty. It is generally

accepted that the behavior of pronouns in a large number of non-donkey sentences can be

treated in a unified manner using the properties of variables. Pronouns on this view are

variables, and they can be bound semantically via an explicit quantifier such as “every,”

“no,” and “some,” or they can be bound pragmatically when the context changes the

assignment function governing the sentence.

Donkey sentences are theoretically vexing because they do not follow either of these

accepted types of pronoun behavior. To see why, I will first show the two ways that

pronouns, conceived as variables, can be bound. I then show how neither method of

binding can yield the truth conditions for (1) .

Here is an example of a sentence that can be read in at least two ways, both corre-

sponding to the two ways that pronouns can be bound.

(3) Every prisoner saw the guards watching him.

On one reading, call it the non-referring reading, (3) claims that every prisoner was

watched by the guards and that every prisoner witnessed their own observation. On

this reading, it would make no sense to ask who the “him” referred to, because the

“him” does not refer to a specific person. Rather it is a variable that bound by “every

prisoner.” The logical form of the non-referring reading looks like this:
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S

DP

Every prisoner

.

1 S

t1 VP

V

saw

DP

the NP

guards AP

watching him1

Here we can see that the DP “Every prisoner” c-commands the pronoun, which is

indexed with a subscripted 1, indicating that it is bound. The DP “every prisoner”,

once quantifier-raised, alters the assignment function of the sentence and thus provides

a valuation for the bound pronoun, allowing the semantics of the sentence to proceed as

normal. Thus, the sentence is saying something about what each prisoner saw; namely,

the guards watching him.

There is another reading of (3) – call this the referring reading – which comes about

when “him” is not treated as being boun by a raised quantifier. To get this reading,

imagine that (3) is part of a larger discourse and is preceded by the sentence, “Warden

James was dancing on the cafeteria table with a dress on.” In this discourse, Warden

James becomes salient and so (3) can be understood as claiming that all the prisoners

saw the guards watching Warden James. Not surprisingly then, the referring reading

has “him” referring to a particular individual. It would, on this reading, make sense to

ask “to whom does “him” refer?” The question would be answered: Warden James.

The tree for this reading of the sentence would not have “every prisoner” c-commanding

“him,” and there would be no lambda abstraction to alter the assignment function in a

way that binds the indexed pronoun. Rather, there would be pragmatic modification of

the assignment function. The modification would allow the semantics to generate the

truth conditions for the sentence as normal.
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Assignment function: [1→Warden James]

S

DP

Every prisoner

VP

saw DP

the NP

guards AP

watching him1

The purpose of the foregoing was to point out two ways that pronouns can be ex-

pected to behave if they are treated as variables. In what comes next, I go back to

donkey sentences and show that they contain pronouns that do not conform to these ex-

pectations. The pronoun in a donkey sentence functions in a way that variables cannot.

To see the problem, look at (1) , repeated here as (4)

(4) Every man who owns a donkey beats it.

Immediately, we can see that treating the “it” in (4) as a variable that is bound by

a contextually-valued assignment function won’t work. After all, that treatment was

appropriate for the referring meaning of (3), and in the donkey sentence, we’ve already

established that we’re not interested in the referring reading (the pinata example). Put

another way, there is not one thing for the “it” in (4) to refer to. Rather, the “it”

co-varies with the men that the “every” ranges over.

So we are left to consider whether the “it” in our donkey sentence can be bound by

“a donkey.” If it can be, then a co-varying reading for it can be achieved. But here’s

what happens when we QR “a donkey” so that it c-commands “it.”
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S

DP

a donkey

.
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DP
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wh2 S

t2 VP

own t1

VP

beats it1

By raising “a donkey” high enough to c-command “it,” the DP “every man” is given

narrow scope. Unfortunately, a sentence with this LF would describe a situation in

which a single donkey was such that it was beaten by all of its owners; an inaccurate

characterization of the truth conditions of (4).

The conclusion is that sentences like (4) require theoretical innovation. The anaphor

in it cannot be bound either by pragmatics or semantics, prompting Paul Elbourne to

say that donkey anaphora involve “covariance without c-command.”

In the next section, I canvas some of the theoretical innovations that have been used

to deal with (4).

3 Elbourne’s DD-type Theory

Elbourne (2005) canvasses several possible responses to the difficulty of donkey-anaphora.

He divides the live options into three.

i Description theories.
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ii Dynamic theories.

iii Variable-free theories.

I’m not going to look at the vices and virtues of these theories individually. Instead

I’m going to focus on description theories, which, roughly speaking, treat pronouns as

relying on the machinery of definite descriptions.

There are many ways of executing such an explanation of pronouns, but it’s useful

to characterize the two dominant descriptive theories that precede Elbourne’s in the

literature.

Gareth Evan’s proposed an E-type descriptive theory. On his view, pronouns con-

tribute an individual of type <e> to the sentence, and the individual is picked out by

a referential use of a definite description. The definite description is taken from the

linguistic environment and it rigidly designates the individual that it refers to.

D-type descriptive theories are a little different. Rather than claim, as Evans did, that

pronouns are interpreted as an individual of type <e> that is picked out referentially by

a definite description, they claim that pronouns are actually interpreted at LF as definite

descriptions. A representative example is Heim and Kratzer’s claim that pronouns spell

out the LF fragment in (5).1 The pro form is a variable that is bound semantically in

the sentence and R is a free variable that is valued by a relationship that can be taken

from context broadly speaking and so is not limited by the linguistic environment.

(5) [the [R7,<e,et> pro<1,e>]]

Elbourne presents his views as a D-type descriptive view with some subtleties, and

so I will refer to it from here on out as a DD-type descriptive theory.

The crux of his proposal is that the definite article “the” and third person singular

pronouns like “he,” “she,” and “it,” share a common semantics and syntax. This is a

striking project. If completed, two very far-reaching phenomena would be given a unified

structure. In what follows, I go over the tools he uses to pull off this unification. First,

in section 3.1, I look at his semantics for “the,” and then, in section 3.2, I explain how

he argues that a similar semantics works for “he,” “she,” and “it.”

1See Heim and Kratzer, 291.
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3.1 Elbourne’s semantics for “the”

First, Elbourne argues for a Fregean denotation of “the” that makes use of two argu-

ments.

(6) JtheK = λf<e,t>.λg : g ∈ De,t ∧ ∃(f(x) = 1 ∧ g(x) = 1).ιx(f(x) = 1 ∧ g(x) = 1)

Next, Elbourne changes Heim and Kratzer’s traces and pronouns rule2 so that it only

covers traces. Furthermore, under Elbourne’s modified rule, the denotation of a trace

with index i under an assignment function α is no longer α(i). Instead, it is an identity

function from De to α(i). Heim and Kratzer’s system is placed next to Elbourne’s below

for reference, with trace i and assignment function α.

HK JiKα = α(i)

Elb JiKα = λx.x=α(i)

For example, if α were [1→ John], then for a trace t1 Heim and Kratzer’s trace rule

would return an individual of type <e>, namely John, whereas Elbourne’s rule would

return the <e,t> function, is identical with John. As always, the trace is not pronounced

and so only exists at LF.

This minor adjustment in the trace rule combined with the two-argument lexical en-

try for “the” lets Elbourne explain how definite descriptions can co-vary in an anaphoric

way. Consider (7) (which is Elbourne’s example 77).

(7) Mary talked to no senator before the senator was lobbied.

There is clearly a co-varying reading available for (7), and Elbourne can deal with it

by claiming that its logical form is (8) with the assignment function [2→ x]. The truth

conditions are in (9).

(8) [no senator]λx[Mary talked to [THE 2] before [[the 2] senator] was lobbied]

(9) there is no x such that x is a senator and Mary talked to x before the unique z

was lobbied, where z=x and z is a senator.

Since “the” takes two arguments, the denotation of [[the 2] senator] is: the unique z

such that z=x and z is a senator. The x gets bound by the lambda abstractor, thus,

“the senator” co-varies with “no senator” as intended.

2See Heim and Kratzer, 111.
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The machinery just introduced also allows Elbourne to capture definite descriptions

that are referential. Look at (10)

(10) The priest prays.

(11) [[the 1] priest]

(12) Jthe priestK1→Peter = the unique z such that z=Peter and z is a priest.

We can imagine that (10) is about a particular priest, let’s say Peter. In that case,

the logical form of “the priest” would be (11). The context supplies an amendment

to the assignment function so that [1→ Peter], which, when combined with Elbourne’s

semantics, gives (12).

It’s worth flagging the fact that Elbourne’s treatment of “the” does not quite capture

the referential uses of definite descriptions after all. Look at (13), a variant of Donnellan’s

famous example.3

(13) The king is in his countinghouse.

This sentence can refer to a particular person even when the speaker does not believe

that anyone meets this description, perhaps because there is a usurper (say Napoleon).

For instance, (13) might be uttered by an assassin informing a co-conspirator about

the whereabouts of Napoleon. Elbourne can capture the fact that “the king” in that

utterance will refer to Napoleon, but his analysis also requires that Napoleon actually

be a king. In other words, his semantics require (14) with truth conditions (15).

(14) JThe kingK1→Napoleon = JtheK1→Napoleon(J1K1→Napoleon)(JkingK1→Napoleon)

(15) there is a unique x such that x=Napoleon and x is a king.

If we adopted Elbourne’s solution then, (13) as uttered by the assassin would be false

since Napoleon is not actually a king, but it’s true if Napoleon is in his countinghouse.

The problem is minor though, and Elbourne’s system is powerful. Due to the two-

argument structure of “the” combined with his claim that its inner argument is filled

with a trace – either valued by binding or by context – he can explain the two common

pronoun-like roles that definite descriptions can play.

But what about donkey sentences that involve a definite description instead of a

pronoun? In other words, instead of (1) – repeated here as (16) – we can ask about (17),

which is structurally similar.

3See Donnellan, 369.
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(16) Every man who owns a donkey beats it.

(17) Every man who owns a donkey beats the donkey.

The problem for Elbourne is that he claims that “the” takes two arguments. But

what could fill its inner argument – an indexed trace – in this sentence? “The donkey”

needs to co-vary with the men, but is not c-commanded by anything. In other words, it

can’t get valued by the semantics of the sentence or by pragmatics. Indeed, the inability

to be so valued is why the sentence counts as a donkey sentence. Thus it seems that

this sentence should crash according to Elbourne’s theory.

To avoid this result, Elbourne claims that there is null valuation that is always

available for insertion into an unfilled argument position. The null valuation is a function

of type <e,t>. It takes an object from De, and returns 1. His notation is this: λx : x ∈
De.x ∈ De.

In (17), the null valuation is put into one of the argument positions of JtheK, and so

the truth conditions of the sentence turn out to be: for all x such that x is a man and x

owns a donkey, x beats the unique y such that y is a donkey and y is a member of De.

Notice that Elbourne’s semantics of “the” requires that y be a member of De. This

part of the truth conditions is introduced by the null valuation, but it always satisfied

and so trivial. So rather than crashing the sentence, the two argument places in “the”

are satisfied with the trivially-true null valuation and the NP “donkey,” respectively.4

So far so good, but there is one more adjustment that needs to be made. True

enough, Elbourne’s semantics for (17) don’t crash, but the truth conditions presuppose

that there is only one donkey that is being beaten. But we know that the sentence is

making a claim about an indefinite number of donkeys that are beaten.

Elbourne’s solution to this problem is to make use of Heim’s situation semantics.5 In

addition to quantifying over all items in De, (17) is claimed to quantify over situations.

Situations consist of individuals, their properties, and the relations between them at

some spatio-temporal location. Additionally, for every situation x, there are extensions

of the situation which stand in a part-whole relationship to x. For example, one situ-

ation might be Herman instantiating the property of being hungry (call this Sa). An

extension of this situation would be Herman instantiating the property of being hungry

and being tired (call this Sb). The relationship between a situation and its extension

can be symbolized with ≤. Using the example just supplied, we could say Sa≤Sb.

4See Elbourne, 116.
5See Heim (1990).
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I won’t go over all the details,6 but the idea is that sentences like (17) can be ac-

commodated by treating them as making claims about situations and their extensions.

The truth conditions for (17) would be something like: for every individual y and every

situation x, if y is a man in x and there is a z such that z is a donkey in and z owns y in

x, then there is an extension of x, x’ such that y beats the unique donkey in x’. Here,

it’s unproblematic that the truth conditions make reference to a unique donkey, because

though there are many situations, there is only one donkey in each situation. We get

the co-varying reading with no problem.

To review, Elbourne uses the following four ingredients to achieve a comprehensive

treatment of “the.”

1. JtheK λf<e,t>.λg : g ∈ De,t ∧ ∃(f(x) = 1 ∧ g(x) = 1).ιx(f(x) =

1 ∧ g(x) = 1)

2. Traces JiKα = λ x. x=α(i)

3. Null valuation λx : x ∈ De.x ∈ De

4. Situations Quantification over situations consisting of individuals,

properties, relations, all located spatiotemporally.

Using these, all of the surveyed cases can be handled.

The “the” in a bound definite description (e.g. (7)7) takes two arguments, an unpro-

nounced index that corresponds to a variable binder and an NP.

The “the” in a referential use of a definite description (e.g. (10)8) takes two argu-

ments, an unpronounced index that the assignment function maps to an individual and

an NP.

The “the” in donkey sentences (e.g. (17)9) takes two arguments, a null valuation and

an NP. When combined with situation semantics, the denotation of the donkey anaphor

co-varies as intended.

3.2 Elbourne’s semantics of third personal pronouns

So far, I’ve shown how Elbourne handles the different roles that definite descriptions

can play, and he applies these solutions directly to personal pronouns.

6See Elbourne, 48-59.
7For convenience: Mary talked to no senator before the senator was lobbied.
8For convenience: The priest prays.
9For convenience: Every man who owns a donkey beats the donkey.
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The solutions transfer perfectly because for Elbourne, pronouns have the same se-

mantics as “the.”10 In fact, for ease of exposition, I will talk about Elbourne’s semantics

for an artificial lexical item I will name def. The semantics for “def” should be familiar,

they are just the semantics that Elbourne gave for “the:”

JdefK= λf<e,t>.λg : g ∈ De,t ∧ ∃(f(x) = 1 ∧ g(x) = 1).ιx(f(x) = 1 ∧ g(x) = 1).

“The,” “he,” “she,” and “it,” have the exact same denotation as “def” because on

Elbourne’s proposal they are just phonological variants of it.

The phonological rules for “def” are as follows. When “def” is present at LF, it is

pronounced “the” when its second (non-trace) argument is pronounced. However, when

all of the arguments of “def” are unpronounced, then it shows up in PF as “he,” “she,”

and “it.”

To see how this works, compare (10) – repeated here as (18) – with (19).

(18) The priest prays.

(19) He prays.

In (18), one argument (the outer argument) of “def” is an NP “priest,” and the other

is an unpronounced trace that is indexed to Peter. Since “priest” is pronounced in (18),

“def” is pronounced as “the.” Thus, the LF [[def 1] priest] is pronounced “The priest.”

However, in (19) both arguments of “def” are unpronounced. The inner argument

is again the unpronounced trace indexed to Peter, but this time the second argument is

the null function that we saw before. So, the LF [[def 1] 0] is pronounced “he.”

Now compare (7) – repeated here as (20) – with (21).

(20) Mary talked to no senator before the senator was lobbied.

(21) Mary talked to no senator before he was lobbied.

In (20), “def” gets two arguments, an unpronounced trace bound by “no senator”

and the pronounced NP “senator.” Thus, the LF [[def 2] senator] is pronounced as “the

senator.”

In (21), “def” gets two arguments, an unpronounced trace bound by “no senator”

and the unpronounced null function. Both arguments are unpronounced, and so the LF

[[def 2] 0] is pronounced as “he.”

10Except for their φ-features, e.g., JsheK presupposes a female, etc. I ignore these complications here.
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Donkey sentences are where things get tricky. Compare (17) with our original donkey

sentence (1) here repeated as (22) and (23) respectively.

(22) Every man who owns a donkey beats the donkey.

(23) Every man who owns a donkey beats it.

In (22), “the donkey” is not bound semantics or pragmatics, and we saw how El-

bourne can accommodate that fact. He claimed that the inner argument of “def” is the

null function. However, because the second argument is the pronounced NP “donkey,”

the LF [[def 0] donkey] is pronounced as “the donkey.” Situation semantics takes care

of the rest.

But what about (23)? We know that the inner argument of “def” must be the null

function because there is no way for a non-null trace to get valued – that follows from

the structure of a donkey sentence. But we also know that the second argument must

not be pronounced, because if it were, “it” would be the wrong pronunciation of “def.”

Therefore, we also know that the second argument of “def” in (23) can’t be a second

null function, because if it were, we would have the LF [[def 0] 0], and this would be

useless in the semantics as well as being unpronounced. It would not give the sentence

the right truth conditions. So what is the outer argument of “def” in donkey sentences?

Elbourne’s answer is that the second argument of “def” in (23) is in fact the NP

“donkey,” but that “donkey” is unpronounced. So the LF in (23) is [[def 0] donkey].

Since none of the arguments of “def” are pronounced, the whole LF is pronounced as

“it.”

The resolution is satisfactory for the purposes of showing how donkey sentences work.

For Elbourne, “it” in (23) is LF identical with “the donkey” in (22), it’s just a different

pronunciation of it. Since Elbourne has already shown how situation semantics gives the

right truth conditions for the LF of (22), he has thereby shown that it gives the right

truth conditions for (23), which has an identical LF according to him.

However, this solution prompts a question about the underlying mechanism that

anchors it: how does “def” grab hold of “donkey” for its unpronounced second argument?

In the next section, I explain Elbourne’s answer and show why it creates trouble for his

account of bishop sentences.
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4 NP deletion and Bishops

4.1 NP deletion and the formal link

Elbourne claims that “def” can have its second argument valued by an unpronounced

NP like “donkey” via a mechanism he calls NP deletion. He does not try to precisely

characterize this phenomenon, but the idea is clear enough: in the right circumstances

a determiner phrase can be present at LF, despite the fact that only the determiner

and not it’s complement is phonetically realized. The following examples, all taken from

Elbourne, demonstrate that the phenomenon is widespread. The brackets indicate elided

material.

(24) Mine [my dog] does the same thing. (said when a friend’s dog jumps at you)

(25) Sue only bought two books, but Mary bought at least three [books].

(26) Most movies bore Mary, but she does like some [movies].

(27) Most MIT students build robots, and all [MIT students] watch Star Trek.

The point being emphasized is that the elided NP must be linguistically present

unless context supplies it.

Thus, (28) is ill-formed while (29) is acceptable.

(28) [*] Mary is smoking and Sue wants one.

(29) Mary is having a cigarette and Sue wants one.

The fact that NP deletion works this way provides a neat way of dispatching the

problem of the formal link. 11

Since “her” in (30) below is treated by Elbourne as getting its second argument from

the linguistic context, there is no problem saying why it and not (31) is acceptable. In

(31), there is nothing to copy for the NP of “her.”

(30) Every man who has a wife is sitting next to her. [[def 0] wife]

(31) [*] Every married man is sitting next to her. [[def 0] ?]

However, the use of NP deletion to constrain the content of the unpronounced outer

argument of “def” has costs when Elbourne turns to bishop sentences.

11Canonically put forward in Heim (1982, 1990).
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4.2 Bishop Sentences

Bishop sentences have historically been a problem for D-type theories and Elbourne’s

DD-type theory is no exception. The paradigm example of the problem is (32) below,

but notice that it has the same form as “if”-clause donkey sentences and not the relative

clause donkey sentences that I have been working with. Bishop sentences can be created

in the relative clause form, but I switch here to the “if” clause variant because this is

the type Elbourne focuses on.

(32) If a bishop meets a bishop, he blesses him.

Here, “meet” is supposed to be a symmetrical verb, so that if x meets y, then y meets

x. As a consequence of this symmetry, the sentence claims that any meeting of x and y

will involve x blessing y and y blessing x.

The problem for Elbourne’s semantics is that both “he” and “him” have to get their

unpronounced outer argument from the surrounding linguistic environment à la NP

deletion, but the only thing that is available is “bishop.” But “he” and “him” cannot

have the same LF as “the bishop” – [[def 0] bishop] – because there are two bishops in the

situation, and so the presupposition of the definite description would be violated. More

bluntly, when we try to interpret “he” and “him” according to Elbourne’s semantics, we

can ask: which pronoun refers to which bishop?

Elbourne tries to give an answer in two parts. First, he shows that situation semantics

could give an answer for someone who had a D-type theory as espoused by Heim and

Kratzer.12 He then shows how his DD-type theory could take advantage of that same

solution.

Before all of that though, I want to clearly demonstrate the threat that bishop

sentences pose to Elbourne’s semantics (and in fact, to all D-type theories).

Elbourne claims that the situation semantics he favors would give the following ac-

count of the “if” clause of the donkey sentence (“if a bishop meets a bishop”), where

all boxes represent minimal situations and any box that encompasses a smaller box

represents an extension of all the situations represented by the interior boxes.

(33) x bishop S2 y bishop S4 x meets y S5 S3 S1

Roughly, the truth conditions that go along with this diagram are:

12I.e., the theory on which personal pronouns have the LF:[the [R7,<e,et> pro<1,e>]]
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(34) λS1.there is a situation S2 such that x is a bishop; there is a situation S4 such

that y is a bishop; there is a situation S5 such that y is a bishop and x meets y.

S1,S2, S3, S4, S5 are such that S2≤S3, and S4≤S5 ≤S3, and S2, S3, S4, S5 are all

≤S1.

Now, we can add the second clause, “he blesses him.” The whole situation diagram

given by the semantics along with the truth conditions are given by (35) and (36).

(35) x bishop S2 y bishop S4 x meets y S5 S3 S7 the bishop blesses the bishop S8

(36) λ S6. For every minimal situation S7 such that S7≤S6 and [(34)]( S7)=1, there is

a situation S8 and the bishop blesses the bishop in S8 such that S7≤S8 and

S8≤S6.

This won’t work because the truth conditions make reference to “the” bishop in S8,

but there are two bishops!

Now that the problem is clear, we can assess Elbourne’s fix. His crucial point is that

x and y are treated asymmetrically in (35). S2, the situation in which x is a bishop, is

not a part of S5. On the other hand, the situation in which y is a bishop, S4, is a part

of S5. Thus, there is room to say that bishop x is the distinguished bishop while y is

the nondistinguished bishop. Furthermore, because the situation of a bishop meeting a

bishop can be carved up in two ways – with bishop x being distinguished or bishop y

being distinguished13 – and since x and y will be in both of those roles (distinguished

and nondistinguished), the truth conditions will require that x bless y and vice versa,

which is what we want.

A position like Heim and Kratzer’s, because it has a free variable that can be filled

with a contextually salient relationship, can make use of the distinguished and nondis-

tinguished distinction directly. The truth conditions of such a system when faced with

the bishop sentence would be as in (37).

(37) λ S6. For every minimal situation S7 such that S7≤S6 and [34]( S7)=1, there is

a situation S8 and the distinguished bishop blesses the nondistinguished

bishop in S8 such that S7≤S8 and S8≤S6.

However, Elbourne cannot make use of the distinguished/nondistinguished distinc-

tion so easily. The reason is that NP deletion cannot involve salient contextual features,

13The latter would involve flipping the “bishop x” and “bishop y” in (33) and (35)
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but only licenses elided material that is linguistically present in the sentence.14 Since

the properties “distinguished” and “nondistinguished” are not properties represented in

the sentence, there is no way to introduce them into the elided NPs of “he” and “him.”

However, Elbourne claims that he can put distinguished/nondistinguished distinction

to use indirectly, via pragmatics. He claims that utterances of definite descriptions are

often pragmatically restricted so that utterances like “the table” end up being something

like “the table [in this room].” Such pragmatic limitations allow descriptions to pick out

unique objects even when the literal description given would pick out no such object.

For bishop sentences, the proposal would be that though “him” and “he” both have

the same LF as “the bishop,” “him” ends up being something like “the bishop [who is

distinguished ]” and“he” ends up being “the bishop [who is nondistinguished ].”

5 Conclusion

At this point, we have seen how Elbourne’s semantics for third personal pronouns can

account for a range of linguistic phenomena as well as offering solutions for the problem

of the formal link as well as the problem of indistinguishable participants.

There are some questions that remain though.

For instance, Elbourne’s theory depends on NP deletion to solve the problem of

the formal link. But caution is warranted because it seems that NP deletion is not a

well-understood phenomenon and may prove unsuitable for the job he sets out for it.

For one thing, it is known that “the” does not allow for NP deletion (along with

“every,” “no,” and “a.”). Elbourne disarms this seemingly fatal fact by noting that

though “a” does not license NP deletion, it has a phonological form, i.e., “one” that

does. Same with “no.” It doesn’t license NP deletion, but “none” does. He then

hypothesizes that the same is true for “the.” “The” does not license NP deletion, but

maybe it has a form that does, such as the third personal pronouns. But this is just

Elbourne’s hypothesis.

And there is reason to be worried about it. First, should we then expect “every” to

have a phonological form that licenses NP deletion? I know of no evidence that it has

such a form. Second, the forms of “a” and “no” that license NP deletion also license

partitives. But of course “it” and the other third personal pronouns do not. In fact,

some of the uses of “one” without a complement are better understood as phonologically

14This is where we see the use of NP deletion cause additional problems for Elbourne.
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suppressed partitives than simple NP deletion. Take (38). The second bit of elided

material is much more natural since the sentence seems to require that the one ship be

one of the earlier mentioned ships.

(38) Three ships approached and one [ship / of the ships] attacked.

I acknowledge though that this last piece of data may turn out to be pragmatic in

origin and so not threatening to Elbourne.

Another question about NP deletion concerns split antecedents. Antecedents can be

easily split when pronouns are used, but sound much more awkward when used with

determiners. Elbourne points to (40), but that sentence sounds very bad to me and it’s

not even the most challenging type of sentence for his theory since it uses a possessive.

I think (41) is worse, especially since it introduces an ambiguity that is not present

(39) Every man who owns a donkey or a cow beats it.

(40) Mary needs a hammer or a mallet. She’s hoping to borrow Bill’s.

(41) Every woman in a skirt or a dress cleaned one immediately.

In any case, the problem of the formal link and indistinguishable participants has

been traded for possible difficulties with NP deletion, and my guess is that there is much

more to say about the wisdom of this exchange.
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