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Assignment 3: 
Some Exercises on the De Re vs. De Dicto Ambiguity 

 
(1) The Scope Analysis and Definite Descriptions 
 
 a. Part 1: 
  Recall the following analysis of the definite article the (Heim & Kratzer 1998): 
 
  (i) [[the]]w   =    [ λP : P ∈ D<et> and there is exactly one x such that P(x) = T .  
               the unique y such that P(y) = T ] 
 

Note, also, that in our ‘mixed’ intensional system (with the rule of IFA), the 
lexical entry for governor of Massachusetts would look as follows: 

 
  (ii) [[governor of MA]]w  = [ λxe : x is governor of MA in w ] 
 

Given (i) and (ii), show that the scope analysis of the de re / de dicto 
ambiguity predicts the sentence in (iii) to be ambiguous. 

 
  (iii) John believes that Mary kissed the governor of MA. 
 
 b. Part 2: 

Please provide evidence (from English) that supports the existence of the 
ambiguity predicted in Part 1.  

 
 c. Part 3: 

Given your results in (1a) and (1b), please identify exactly why our scope analysis 
of the de re / de dicto ambiguity does not predict a similar ambiguity for the 
sentence below.  
 

  (iv) John believes that Mary kissed Bill.  
 
(2) On the Problem of the ‘Third Reaing’ 
 

In class, it was observed that the classic scope analysis is challenged by the fact that 
sentences like (2a) can receive readings akin to that in (2b). 

 
 a. Dave thinks that Mary kissed a fisherman. 
 
 b. ∀w’ ∈ Beliefs(John,w0): ∃x . x is a fisherman in w0 & Mary kissed x in w’ 
 

Note, however, that – like all things in our field – this challenge rests upon a number of 
background assumptions, in this case regarding the syntax and semantics of movement.  
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 c. Question: 
Please show that if we adopt the proposal in (2d) below, then our classic scope 
analysis will predict the ability for sentence (2a) to receive the reading in (2b). 

 
 d. The Syntax and Semantics NP Movement: 

Bare NPs like ‘fisherman’ can undergo movement. In so doing, they leave a trace 
of type <et>. 

 
    [[    [ [NP fisherman ] [ 1 [ … t1 … ] ]    ]]w,g = 
 
         [ λP<et> : … P … ] ( [[fisherman]]w,g ) 
 
 
(3) On the ‘Third Reading’ and Transparency 
 

With enough prodding, speakers of English can get a reading for sentence (3b) where it is 
true in scenario (3a).   

 
 a. Scenario: 

At 2,717 feet tall, the Burj Khalifa in Dubai is the world’s tallest building. There 
is no building (in the actual world) taller than it.  

John doesn’t know about the Burj Khalifa, nor how tall it is, nor that it is 
the world’s tallest building. However, he did recently hear from someone that 
billionaire Bill Gates just recently purchased a building that is over 3,000 feet tall. 
This rumor is obviously false (there is no such building), but John nevertheless 
believes it. 

 
 b. Sentence:  

John believes that Bill Gates bought a building taller than the Burj Khalifa. 
 
 c. Question: 
  Consider the reading whereby (3b) is true in scenario (3a):   
 

a. Is this reading a de dicto reading (of ‘a building taller than the Burj 
Khalifa’)? Why or why not? 

 
b. Is this reading a de re reading (of ‘a building taller than the Burj 

Khalifa’)? Why or why not? 
 

c. Is this reading a ‘third reading’ (transparent and non-specific) of ‘a 
building taller than the Burj Khalifa’? Why or why not? 

 
 


