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INTRODUCTION

My aim in this dissertation is to examine the role that intentions
to refer should play in a theory of reference. The general question a
theory of reference is supposed to answer is ''How are words connected to
objects in the world?" The traditional answer is that the connection is
grounded in a prior connection between minds and objects in the world.
According to this view, human beings identify objects and entertain
thoughts about them before they have language. The connection between
words and objects is made by people who intend to use a word to refer to
an object which they can already identify and about which they can
already think.

This answer has been challenged by some twentieth century philoso-
phers. Some have argued that our fhoughts about objects in the world
are mediated and structured by language. Some have argued that any
attempt to explain reference in terms of intentions to refer are circu-
lar. Perhaps the most serious objection to theories that try to explain
the connection between words and objects in terms of intentions to refer
is that such theories cannot adequately account for the normative aspect
of language, that is, they cannot account for the fact that there are
correct and incorrect usages. If reference were just a matter of inten-
tions to refer, then, with intentions of the specified kind, a word
could refer to anything.

By using a divide and conquer strategy, this dissertation chal-
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lenges the claim that reference is determined by intentions to refer.
The claim that reference is determined by intentions to refer is divided
into two claims: one is a claim about how reference is disambiguated;
the other is about how expressions in a language get their referenée
potential. By dividing the claims in this way, we can see more clearly
in what contexts, and to what extent, intentions to refer determine ref~-
erence.

The first two chapters of the dissertation are devoted to method-
ology. Chapter One states the explanatory goals of a theory of refer-
ence. In Chapter Two I develop ériteria of adequacy for a theory of
reference.

Chapters Three through Six are devoted to theories of disambigua-
tion. In these chapters I clarify and defend the claim that reference
is disambiguated by intentions to refer. In Chapter Three I develop the
distinction between theories of disémbiguation and theories of reference
potential and reject one type of intentionalist theory. According to
the theory that I reject, the reference of an ambiguous referring
expression is the object that satisfies some descriptive or representa-
tional content that the speaker has in mind when she utters the expres-
sion. I reject this account because it is subject to counter examples
based on fortuitous satisfaction.

Chapter Four is devoted to theories of disambiguation that claim
that the speaker's intentions to refer do not disambiguate reference.
According to these theories, contextual features alone determine the
reference of ambiguous referring expressions. I rule out contextual
theories of disambiguation because the features to which these .accounts

appeal are themselves ambiguous. I concede, however, that contextual
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features are important, even if not all-important, non-linguistic deter-
minants of reference.

Chapters Five and Six argue that a speaker's intentions to refer
do play some role in determining the reference of ambiguous referring
expressions. ;n Chapter Five I examine the role of intentions to refer
in determining the reference of proper names. I distinguish two types
of proper names, official and unofficial; and argue that the reference
of these names, once they are established means of referring, depends on
causal chains linking the speaker's utterance to the referent. Inten-
tions to refer are important only for breaking these causal chains and
thus introducing a new referent.

Chapter Six looks at referring expressions other than proper
names. It argues that there are reference chains which explain how the
reference of some ambiguous expressions are determined. It also argues
that intentions to refer play a role.in initiating causal chains with an
ambiguous referring expression. The reference of ambiguous referring
expressions which initiate a reference chain is determined by the speak-
er's intentions to refer to the object she has in mind. This object is
the one that is causally related to the mental representation that is
referentially linked to the speaker's referring expression. Chapter Six
concludes that the speaker's intentions do play a fole in disambiguating
reference, but it also concludes that when linguistic and non-linguistic
determinants of reference are taken into account, the role that a speak-
er's intentions to refer play in determining reference turns out to be
quite small.

Chapters Seven and Eight discuss intentionalist theories of refer-

ence potential. Chapter Seven rejects the claim that the reference
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potential' of expressions for singular reference is determined by a
speaker's intentions to refer. It argues that reference ;ules which
stéte how the reference of singular referring expressions is determined
can and should avoid mention of a particular speaker's intentions to
refer.

Chapter Eight is concerned with theories of reference potential
which claim that reference potential is determined by speakers' inten-
tions to refer. 1 argue that Gricean accounts, which try to explain
semantic reference (or reference potential relative to a language) in
terms of individual speaker's intentions to refer, are either circular
or require untenable assumptions about the intellectual abilities of
pre-linguistic people. I then discuss theories of reference which try
to explain the reference potential of expressions in a language in terms
of some group's intentions to refer. I argue that if these intentions
to refer are formulated in terms éf criteria for application of the
term, such accounts are unacceptable. The kind of intention to refer
which guides individual speakers (or the sum of individual speakers) in
their application of a term, (for example, the intention to refer with
the word 'gold' to all and only shiny, yellow, metallic objects) is not
the kind of intention that sets the standards of correct and incorrect
uses of referring expressions. The intentions which do set the stan-
dards of.correctness are more general. In the case of natural kind
terms, they are intentions to refer to the things that actually belong
to that kind. With other terms, the standard of correctness may be dif-
ferent, but even with these terms it is a general intention (if any
intention at all) to use a word correctly that determines a word's ref-

erence and not a specific intention to refer to all and only those



things that have certain characteristics.



CHAPTER 1
THE EXPLANATORY GOALS OF A THEORY OF REFERENCE

This chapter identifies and evaluates three conceptions of refer-
ence: 1) reference as speaker's identification; 2) reference as the
communication of a referent to an audience; and 3) reference as deter-
mining an object to be the subject of discourse. Since the conception
of reference plays a role in setting explanatory goals for a theory of
reference, the results of this chapter will provide a groundwork for
developing acceptable explanatory goals for a theory of reference.

Before discussing these three conceptions of reference, a few '
remarks about theories of reference in general are in order. The goal
of a theory.of reference is to account for our ability to refer, our
ability to talk (and to think in words) about things. As theories of
reference have'developed, two basic models of reference have emerged.
On one model, reference is a relation between words and the world; words
in a language refer to objects in the world. On the other model, refer-
ring is an act. A person refers to an object by means of something,
‘either a referriﬁg expression of a language, a gesture, or perhaps a
picture or image. The first model,.which sees reference as a relation
between words and objects in the world, is a model of semantic refer-
ence. The second is a model of speaker's reference.

While it is possible to concentrate on one or the other type of
reference, speaker reference or semantic reference, an adequate theory

6
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of reference must take account of both. For in order to explain our
ability to refer it is not sufficient to say that there are connections
petween words in a language and things in the world and to specify what
these connections are. Such an explanation does not account for our
ability to exPloit these connections in the act of referring. Con-
versely, an account of speaker's reference is inadequate as a theory of
reference unless it can tell us how the devices used for referring work
(i.e., how words or images connect with items in the world).

In this discussion of reference I shall assume that both speakers
and words or phrases in a language refer. The basic data that a theory
~of reference must account for includes both the fact that speakers refer
and the fact that words refer.

In accounting for our ability to refer, a primary task of a theory
of reference is to identify the factors which determine or fix the ref-
erent of an expression or an act of ?eferring. One basic question for a
theory of reference is: "How is the referent of an act of referring or
of a referring expression determined?"” A referring expression is one
which picks out an object or objects as the subject of discourse. For

' the name

example, in the sentence, "Aristotle was a Greek philosopher,'
"Aristotle" picks out Aristotle as the subject of discourse. In the
sentence, "I am drinking coffee now,' the word "I" indicates that I am
the subject of discourse. I am what the senfence is about. 1In an act
of referring a person picks out a subject of discourse by using some
referential device. For example, when I say, "Aristotle was a Greek

" I make someone, namely Aristotle, the subject of my state-

philosopher,
ment. I am talking about Aristotle.

The idea of 'picking out' an object is vague and metaphorical.
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'Talking about' something also seems vague. Although these phrases con-
vey (approximately) the right idea, they seem ill-suited for the pur-
poées of a theory of reference, for saying what someone does when he or
she refers or what counts as referring. To sharpen the concept of
referring, we may propose viewing reference either as 1) the identifica-
tion, on the part of the speaker, of some object as the referent of the
expression or act of referring, 2) the communication of the referent of
an expression or act of referring to an audience, or 3) determining an
object to be the subject of the discourse (whether the parties to the
discourse know that this is the subject of discourse or not). The
explanatory goals of the theory of reference will then be formulated in
terms of these conceptions of reference. Those who view reference as
the speaker's identification of a referent see the theory of reference
as a theory of identification. They ask a theory of reference to
explain how the referent of a refefring expression or act of referring
is identified by the speaker. If one takes reference to be essentially
a part of the communicative act, one requires that a theory of reference
explain how we communicate the referents of our expressions and acts of
referring to others. If reference is viewed as the determining of a
referent for expressions and acts of referring, then the explanatory
goal should be to account for the way in which the referent of a refer-
ring expression or act is determined.

In this dissertation, I will take the basic explanatory goal of a
theory of reference to be that of discovering the determinants of refer-
ence, the mechanisms by which some object is made the referent of an act
of referring or of a referring expression. That is, I believe a theory

of reference is a theory of the determination of a-referent for an act
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of referring or for a referring expression. I choose this way of look-
ing at the theory of reference because I believe it is the most neutral
pefspective from which to begin. At the very least, when someone or
something refers, there is some object (or purported object) which is
the referent. What we want to know is what makes that thing the refer-
ent, how is that connection made.

In the following sections I will discuss the alternative views of
reference: reference as identification and reference as communication.
I will argue that the basic explanatory goal of a theory of reference is
neither just to account for the speaker's identification of a referent
nor just to account for the ability to communicate one's referent té
someone else. Rather, these two goals are subsumed under the more gen-
eral goal of explaining how the referent of a referring expression or

act is determined.

Reference as Identification

A more technical sounding word roughly synonymous with 'picking

' (as in the phrase, 'Picking out a referent') is 'identification'.

out
We might want to equate reference with identification. If we did, we
would want to say that a speaker refers if she identifies a referent.
Thus, our theory of reference would be a theory of identification. As I
have said, I will not adopt this view as it stands.

One of the problems with equating reference with identification is

that the notion of identification is ambiguous. Identification is some-

times analyzed as recognition of an object by a speaker. Identification
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can also mean individuation or specification of an object by a speaker.

Reference is not identification in the sense of recognizing an
individuated object. " An example taken from Hilary Putnam demonstrates
that this interpretation of reference is too strict.! Putnam confesses
that he cannot tell the difference between elm trees and beech trees,
and yet he can refer to elm trees. When he says, "Elm trees are decidu-
ous,'" he refers to elm trees (not to elm and beech trees) even though if
he were asked to pick out or identify what he was talking about he could
not. He would not recognize the elm trees as elm trees (and as distinct
from beech trees). Such a case is enough to show that reference is not
a matter of recognizing objects.

Identification as the individuation or specification of an object
is very close to what I call determining or fixing a referent. To iden-
tify an object as the referent, in this sense, is to distinguish an
object as the subject of discourse. To say that a theory of reference
is a theory of identification, when identification is understood in this
way, is more acceptable. However, I would reject the view that refer-
ence is merely speaker's identification. When reference is successful,
some object is identified as the subject of the discourse, but the per-
son or thing doing the identifying need not be the person or thing who
did the referring. If it is true that both people and words can refer,
then to speak of reference as speaker's identification would require
another definition of reference to capture the sense in which words are

said to refer.

"The Meaning of Meaning," in Mind, Language, and Reality, pp.
215-271. See especially pp. 226f.

1
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Further, the use of the term 'identification' can be misleading.
One reason the term 'identification' is misleading is that it has defi-
nife cognitive elements. Identification is primarily a cognitive skill;
it is something that an intelligent agent does. If this is true, then
it is difficulF to see how words or phrases can refer. On the identifi-
cation model, the referrer, in this case the referring expression, is
supposed to identify some object. But it seems that words are not the
kinds of things that are capable of identifying, except derivatively.
Words identify objects only in the sense that they enable an intelligent
agent to identify an object. A theory of reference is better off if it
does not assume without argument that one or the other type of refer-
ence, speaker's or semantic, is primary. It would be better to use a
neutral concept to characterize reference, a concept such as 'specify'
or 'determine'. Although 'identification' can be defined as the speci-
fication of an object as the subjecf of discourse, and is not objection-
able if it is understood in this limited sense, the temptation to ignore
this stipulation is strong. For this reason I will avoid the term
'identification' when characterizing reference and speak instead of
determining a referent.

To see reference as identification can also be misleading because
identification presupposes that the object to be identified is already
specified in some way. Identification is a success word. That is, one
can identify the correct object or the wrong object. But to be able to
identify an object correctly or incorrectly the object must first be
specified in some way. The identification consists in knowing which
object matches those specifications or at least in recognizing the spec-

ifications. If we can choose between seeing reference as the determin-
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ing of an object to be the subject of discourse and seeing reference as
the determining of an object to be the subject of discourse along with
the knowledge or recognition on the part of the speaker that that object
is the subject of discourse, we should choose the former, once again
because it is more neutral than the latter and because it does not cre-
ate difficulties for understanding semantic reference.

It might be objected that a referent is determined by the very act
or process of identification, so to identify and to determine a referent
are actually the same thing. But it should be noted that I am not deny-
ing the possibility that identification of some kind is the mechanism of
reference. What I am claiming is that even if identification were the
only mechanism of reference the theory of reference should not presup-
pose without argument that it is. To see the theory of reference as a
theory of identification at the outset is illegitimate. The explanatory
goals of the theory should not be defined in terms of a preferred expla-

nation.

Reference as Communication

Some theorists view reference as a communicative act. To refer,
according to this theory, is to communicate to someone the subject of
one's discourse. And the goal of a theory of reference is to explain
how the speaker communicates the referent to an audience. This model of
reference is an identification model which holds that referring is a
matter of an audience's identification of the subject of discourse.

It would be wrong to restrict reference to communicative acts,
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acts with a speaker and an audience. For although in many cases
reference does serve the purposes of communication, very often a refer-
ref (either a person or a referring expression) does identify an object
for an audience, nonetheless this is not always the case. The person
who correctly says or thinks to himself, "This table sure is wobbly,"
refers to some table,? as surely as the pefson who says the same thing
to another. Taking the audience out of the picture has no effect on
reference; it does not make an act of referring or a referring expres-
sion into something else.

Of course it could be said that there is an audience and a refer-
rer whenever someone talks to himself or thinks out loud. The audiencé
in such cases is the speaker himself. This sounds plausible enough.
But being one's own audience does not seem to be the same as communicat-
ing with oneself. Real communication, I suspect, requires at least two
distinct persomns.

Further, if we take reference to be a matter of identifying some
object for an audience other than the speaker, then we encounter some
obvious counter-examples. For suppose I say to my student, "The bourse
in Paris is famous." It would seem that I am referring to the bourse in
Paris. But if reference is a matter of identifying some object for an
audience I could have failed to refer. If my student did not know what
object was being talked about, perhaps she hasn't the slightest idea
what a bourse is, or she thinks bourse is a kind of soup, then she would
not identify the proper object. It would follow, if reference is iden-

tification for an audience, that I had not referred. But this is

2 The words 'this table' also refer to some table.
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clearly wfong. Identification, so understood, is not a necessary condi-
tion for reference.

This counter-example may not be conclusive. For my student may be
able to identify the object in question in another way; she may identify
it by aping my referring expression. Thus, she could identify the
object I was referring to by using the expression, 'the bourse in Par-
is', even though she doesn't know exactly what object that is, or even
though she thinks the object is soup. However, the counter-example can
be modified to rule out this type of reply. Instead of saying, "The
bourse in Paris is famous," to my student I may say it to someone who
doesn't know English well enough to identify referring terms. Such an
audience wouldn't even be able to say I was referring to the bourse in
Paris. Or I may say this to someone who is not paying attention. She
would not be able to say that I was referring to the bourse in Paris.
Nonetheless, I would still have referred to the bourse. It follows that

reference is not primarily a matter of identifying an object for some

audience other than oneself.

Reference as Determining a Referent

Having rejected both the identification and communication models
of reference, I will understand the primary goal of a theory of refer-
ence to be that of explaining how the referent of an act of referring or
of a referring expression is determined. A theory of reference should
tell us what the mechanisms of reference are and how they work. A per-

son's ability to refer and perhaps also her ability to understand the
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referenceé of others will be explained in terms of these mechanisms.

In the remainder of this chapter I will develop more fully my con-
~ception of a theory of reference as a theory of how reference is deter-
mined. Before doing so I will distinguish two things that the theory of
reference is concerned to do. Briefly, the theory of reference should
tell us what things or kinds of things can be used to refer. I have
already said that people refer and words refer. When people refer they
do so using some device. Let us call such devices 'referring devices'.
Some words and combinations of words are referring devices. One task of
the theory of reference is to identify the tfpes of referring devices.?
Another part of the theory of reference, the central part, explains ho&
these devices work. It tells us how a referring device (for example a
definite description) determines a referent. This part of the theory of
reference is concerned with the mechanisms of reference.

A referring device is a means of determining a referent (or refer-
ents). The task of identifying the kinds of referring devices is that
of specifying what kinds of things can or do determine referents, or in
other words, saying what kinds of things people can and do use to refer.
What the theory of reference is concerned to do in identifying referring
devices is to specify the semantically significant elements of a dis-
course, those which affect the truth conditions of a statement.* In this

section I will develop a conception of referring devices that is some-

® The task of identifying particular devices is left to the linguist.
They can do so by specifying conditions for a word or phrase's being a
referring device or by enumerating the devices, or by giving rules for
generating such devices. ' :

“ Or satisfaction conditions for a non-indicative sentence.
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what unuéual, though not unprecedented. What is unusual about this
conception is its generality. Theories of reference are often limited
to an explanation of linguistic reference, to an explanation of how
pieces of language hook up to the world. The referring devices which
are considered by such theories are linguistic devices. The theory that
I am developing is not limited to an account of linguistic reference or
to linguistic referring devices, even though it is‘primarily concerned
with such devices.?

If something is a referring device, it must satisfy two require-
ments: 1) it must determine or co-determine a referent for a discqurse
and 2) it must affect the truth or satisfaction conditions of a sen;
tence. I shall limit my discussion of referring devices to those that
are used in a sentence, assuming for the sake of argument that referring
devices refer only in the context of a sentence. Thus, I will assume
that the words, 'Winston Churchill' do not refer unless they are used in
making a statement and, similarly, a photograph of Winston Churchill
does not refer to Winston Churchill unless the photograph is part of a
statement. This assumption will help us to form criteria of adequacy
for a theory of reference. It may turn out that once we understand the
mechanisms of reference for these devices as they occur in sentences
that we can drop the restriction.

It should be noted that the identification of referring devices is
not an explanation of how referring devices determine a referent. My

discussion of referring devices does not purport to explain how differ-

® I will count such things as pictures (in certain contexts), ges-

tures such as pointing, and perhaps even mental images as non-linguistic
referring devices.
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ent types.of referring devices work. It neither precludes nor presup-
poses explanatory or ontological relations between types of referring
devices. That is, it does not presuppose that non-linguistic referring
devices are the basis for linguistic referring devices, or vice-versa.
Nor does it presuppose that all referring devices are on a par or can be
explained in the same way. Linguistic and non-linguistic referring
devices are grouped together on the basis of a functional similarity.
Both types of devices can determine a referent for a statement or a dis-
course. This functional similarity need not be based on identical mech-
anisms.

Many kinds of linguistic referring devices have already been iden;
tified. Proper names, definite descriptions, and indexicals are kinds
of linguistic devices for referring to individuals.® Class terms are
also kinds of linguistic devices for referring. Most of the basic kinds
of referring terms have already been identified, though there is still
some controversy over sub-divisions within these general cla'sses.7 In
addition to kinds of linguistic referring devices, the theory of refer-
ence should identify any non-linguistic devices for referring that may
exist. The theory of reference, broadly interpreted, is a theory of how
referring devices determine a referent, not just a theory of how lin-

guistic devices determine a referent. If non-linguistic devices are

® 'Individuals' should be broadly construed. It refers not only to

individual objects, but also to places, times, events, feelings; in
short, anything that can be individuated is an individual in this sense.

? For example, Keith Donnellan has argued that there are two kinds of
definite descriptions, attributive and referential. See "Reference and
Definite Descriptions,” The Philosophical Review, 75 (1966), pp.
+281-304.
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also used for referring and for making statements, then their
explanation falls within the scope of the theory of reference. If this
is'true, there 1is no non-arbitrary reason for treating non-linguistic
devices differently from linguistic devices in a theory of reference.

Non-linguistic devices for referring would be 1like Ilinguistic
devices for referring in the relevant respect if they determined a ref-
erent for a statement (or for a segment of discourse). In this section
I will show that there are such devices by giving examples that fulfill
this criterion. Later I will argue that a theory of reference which
recognizes these non-linguistic determinants of reference is in a better
position to explain linguistic reference than those that do not.®

In the following examples, note that sometimes the non-linguistic
element of the discourse determines the referent of the statement by
itself. In those cases we see that without the non-linguistic device
there would be no statement becausé there would be no referent for the
discourse. In these examples the function of the non-linguistic refer-
ring device parallels the function of linguistic devices in that 1)
without the device the discourse has no truth conditions (no statement
is made); and 2) had the device been different and not co-referential,
the truth conditions of the statement would have been different. If a
non-linguistic device fulfills these two conditions, it is semantically
significant.

It is possible to determine a referent for a statement without
using lingusitic devices for referring. For example, an advertisement

for a Chicago television network consists of a photograph of Alfred

® See Chapter Four.
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HitchcockAand the caption, "is a classic". This combination of photo-
graph and caption makes a statement about something. The subject of the
statement is determined by the photograph. In this case, the photograph
is a non-linguistic device which is used to determine the subject of a
discourse; it is a non-linguistic referring device. Other referring
devices could have been used to make more or less the same statement.
Instead of a photograph of Hitchcock the advertisement could have used a
portrait, or an illustration, or a caricature or Hitchcock. It could
also have used the words, 'Alfred Hitchcock'. ©Each of these devices
would have determined a referent for the statement.

Gestures, either alone or in conjunction with a linguistic refer;
ring device, can also be used to determine a referent for a statement.
For example, I stand in front of a classroom waving a book in the air
and ask, "Red or pink?" I am asking a question about something; there
is a subject of my sentence. The device I used to determine a referent
for my sentence was the book-waving gesture. This gesture is another

® There are other gestures which could

non-linguistic referring device.
have determined the same referent. I could have pointed to the book and
said "Red or pink?" or picked up the book and looked at it while saying
"Red or pink?"

Pointing is a gesture that is often used in conjunction with lin-
guistic referring devices, though it sometimes can determine a referent

alone. The pointing gesture should be considered semantically signifi-

cant when used with linguistic referring devices if the referent of the

® Note that how it determines a referent is not in question here,

only whether it determines a referent.
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statement’ would have been different had the pointing gesture been
different. For example, if I say "That is pretty," while pointing to a
piéture, the referent would be the picture. Had I said the same thing
while pointing to something else, say a coffee cup, the referent would
have been different. The difference in reference, and thus in truth
conditions is due to the difference in the gesture, not to any differ-
ence in linguistic devices. Since the gesture does directly affect ref-
erence and truth conditions it should be considered semantically signif-
icant.!®

It might be argued that mental images or other intentional states
can directly affect the truth conditions of a statement. If this is

true, then these images and states would also be semantically signifi-

cant.

In the preceding paragraphs, I have identifed several different
non-linguistic referring devices. ' What is significant about these
devices is that they determine a referent for a discourse. In Chapter

Four, I will argue that such devices should be recognized as determi-
nants of reference even within the context of a theory of linguistic
reference. For if they are not recognized, the linguistic device (espe-
cially in the case when two devices are being exploited) is given the

full burden of determining reference. In some cases, for example with

' Howard Wettstein, in "How to Bridge the Gap between Meaning and

Reference, Synthese, vol. 58 (1984) 63-84, develops a theory of demon-
stratives in which he agrees that a gesture such as pointing can deter-
mine or at least co-determine a referent. Wettstein calls non-linguis-
tic cues semantically significant if they are the cues that the speaker
relied on to communicate his referent (p. 72) or the cues which he, to
all appearances, exploits (p. 73). For further discussion of his
theory, see Chapter Four.
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demonstratives and other indexicals, blindness to non-linguistic
determinants of reference leads to an inaccurate picture of how the lin-
guistic device works. -

Once we have identified referring devices, we can begin to explain
how reference is determined. Referring devices are those devices which
determine a referent for a statement or a segment of discourse. The
theory of reference is primarily an account of how referring devices do
this. One way to develop an account of how referring devices determine
a referent is to formulate a set of reference rules. These rules would
determine a function from a referring device to the item which is its
referent. For example, one might explain how proper names determine a
referent by stating the reference rule for proper names. Some proposed
rules have been: 1) the referent of a proper name is that individual who
satisfies the descriptive content associated with that name,!! and 2)
the referent of a proper name is that individual who is called by that
name in the relevant linguistic community. These rules purport to tell
us how any given proper name determines a referent for a discourse.
What is presupposed in such accounts is that there is some rule which
governs the operation of a referring device and that the referring
device determines a referent because there is a relation of the type
specified by the rule between the device and its referent.

An account of reference which attempts to explain how referring
devices determine reference by discovering the mechanisms of reference
looks for those relations which underlie the reference relation. The

reference of referring devices is explained in terms of these more basic

'' This is (roughly) the descriptivist theory of proper names.
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re1ations'which are expressed as reference rules.!? The reference of an
act of referring is explained in terms of the device (or devices) the
spéaker uses to make a statement and the reference rule (or rules) for
that device (or those devices). Sometimes a speaker refers to an object
covertly (e.g., by making a statement silently to herself) and then
refers to another object overtly (e.g., by making a different statement
out loud). In each case, the referent of the act of referring depends
on the device that was used to refer. What the referent is, in each
case, depends on, or is detemined by, how that referring device works.

We can understand the difference between semantic reference and

speaker's reference in terms of two different acts of referring. In the

case of semantic reference, the speaker refers by using publicly observ-
able referring devices (e.g., spoken or written words, gestures such as
pointing, etc.); in speaker's reference, the speaker refers by using
non-observable referring devices (e.g., silent words, images, etc.). A
speaker's intended referent, when it is different from the referent of
the observable referring devices she uses, is the referent of the non-
observable referring device she uses in making a statement she believes
is equivalent to the observable sentence she produces. However, the
situation can be (and usually is) somewhat more complicated than this.
A person may use two different referring devices in conjunction with one

act of predication. For example, she may refer to a certain object by

'2 There are other types of theories of reference which do not
explain reference in terms of mechanisms of reference. For example,
disquotational theories of reference, although they give rules of refer-
ence, do not account for reference in terms of mechanisms of reference.
A typical reference rule for a disquotational theory would be: "Cat"
refers to cat. No underlying relation between the referring device,

"cat", and its referent, cat, is postulated.
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means of a perceptual image of it while saying out loud, "That tree sure
is big." She uses two referring devices, the perceptual image and the
wode "that tree', in conjunction with the words 'sure is big'. Here
also there would be a difference between semantic reference and speak-
er's reference. The semantic reference of the act of referring is
determined by the reference rules governing the expression 'that tree';
the speaker's reference of the act of referring is determined by the
reference rules governing perceptual images.

The primary goal of this dissertation is to discover whether and
to what extent a speaker's intentions to refer determine the referent of
the words or expressions she uses. What we want to know is whether, in

? some reference

the reference rules for linguistic referring devices,?
should be made to the speaker's intended reference. Whether a speaker's
intended reference should be part of the reference rule for a linguistic
referring device depends on whether such a reference rule best explains
how the referent of that device is determined.

In the next chapter I will develop criteria of adequacy for a
theory of reference. I will say under what conditions a reference rule
for a referring device (or kind of device) is acceptable. In the
remaining chapters I will consider and evaluate theories of reference.
The roie that intentions to refer should play in a theory of reference

will be the role they do play in the best explanation of how reference

is determined.

'3 Or more generally, in the reference rules for publicly observable
referring devices.



CHAPTER II
CRITERIA OF ADEQUACY FOR A THEORY OF REFERENCE

In Chapter One we argued that a theory of reference should tell us
how the reference of referring devices is determined by giving reference
rules for these devices. In the following chpaters we will be examining
different theories of how reference is determined in order to discover
whether and to what extent a speaker's intention to refer (or, in some
cases, speakers' intentions to refer) play a role in determining refer-
ence. However, before we evaluate particular accounts of reference, we
should develop some general criteria of adequacy for a theory of refér-
ence. These criteria will provide general guidelines for criticizing
the theories we will be considering.-

In developing our criteria of adequacy we should look for criteria
which would be accepted by the proponents of any theory of reference
which attempts to explain how reference is determined by providing ref-
erence rules for different types of referring devices. These criteria

should be as uncontroversial as possible.

24
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Criterion One

One criterion for a correct theory of reference that should be
uncontroversial is as follows:

A reference rule for expression-type E is adequate only if, for any
expression e of type E, the rule correctly specifies (or predicts)
the referent of e.

The idea behind this criterion is that if one has the correct
theory of reference, then one will be able to 'predict' the referent of
each expression for which all the relevant features are specified and
kno&n. That is, if a theory of reference is correct, it will identify
the correct referent given the proper information. If one has all the
relevant information required by the theory and is still unable cor-
"rectly to identify the referent, then there is something wrong with the
theory.

Failure to meet this specification, however, does not mean that a
theory of reference is hopelessly misguided. If the theory is incom-
plete, it will not meet this requirement. Of course an incomplete
theory is not an adequate one, but the theory may be on the right track.
One should not reject an approach to or a picture of reference just
because it is incomplete. However, if a theory is purportedly complete,
then failure to fulfill this criterion would indicate that something was
amiss.

Using this criterion to criticize a theory of reference is diffi-
cult because in order to.use it we must be able to compare the predicted
referent to the 'actual' or 'correct' referent. To compare the pre-
dicted referent to the correct one, we must have some independent

grounds for saying that something is the correct referent. Suppose we
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were to argue that, according to the theory of reference we opposed, the
referent of expression E would be x, but that, in fact, the referent
is y, therefore the theory must be wrong. For the argument to succeed,
we must have some theory-neutral way of discovering the correct refer-
ent. If our sole grounds for saying that the correct referent is y
were that, according to our preferred theory, the referent would be 1y,
our argument would fail. There might be other grounds for preferring
our own theory, but the fact that the two theories have different impli-
cations does not, in itself, provide a justification for rejecting
either of the theories.

We might appeal to ordinary linguistic practices or 1inguistié
intuitions. We can argue that the man on the street would take the ref-
erent to be y, or that our linguistic intuitions, untainted by commit-
ment to a particular theory of reference or other philosophical hobby-
horse, would lead us to believe tha£ y is the referent. Arguments of
this sort will work only if the intuitions are clear and uncontroversial
or the man in the street's response is actually a good reflection of
common linguistic knowledge. And even then, the argument will not be
conclusive. For the man on the street can sometimes give unjustified
and even bizarre reports and intuitions can unwittingly be tainted by
theory.

In summary, failure to meet this first criterion can indicate a
theory's incompleteness. It can also indicate that the theory is wrong.
But if we want to argue that a theory picks out the wrong thing as the
referent of an expression, we must show not only what the correct refer-
ent is, but also why that should be considered the correct referent.

We can see more clearly the legitimate and illegitimate employment
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of this criterion in criticizing a theory of reference by looking at
some cases where it is applied. For example, this criterion is cor-
rectly applied in the criticism of a certain version of the causal
theory of reference. Gareth Evans argues that the referent of a proper
name cannot be determined by tracing a chain of references to a naming
ceremony (given that each person in the chain intends to use the terms
to refer to that individual to which the person from whom he first
learned the term referred).! For if this type of chain of references
were what determined the referent of a name, then the name 'Madagascar',
for example, should refer to some part of the African mainland. How-
ever, 'Madagascar' actually refers to an island off the coast of Africa:
Since even the proponents of this version of the causai theory of names
would agree that 'Madagascar' refers to an island off the coast of
Africa, we may conclude that there is something wrong with this version
of the causal theory of names.

A similar criticism can be levelled against a certain descripti-
vist theory of reference.? According to this version, the referent of a
referring expression, as it is used by a particular person, is deter-
mined by what the speaker had in mind when using the expression. This
version would say that the referent of a natural kind term, as it is
used by a particular speaker, is the set of objects that fit or satisfy
that speaker's mental repreéentation of the objects. Now suppose that

somecone who does not know the difference between beeches and elms says,

! Gareth Evans, "The Causal Theory of Names," Proceedings of the

Aristotelian Society, Supplemental Volume 47, pp. 187-208.

2 The example is taken from Hilary Putnam. He does not use it in
bPrecisely this way, but it is apt.
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"glm trees are subject to dutch elm disease." In this sentence, 'elm
trees' refers to elm trees, that seems uncontroversial. But, by
hypothesis, there are no ideas, images, concepts or other representa-
tions that the speaker has about elm trees which he doesn't also have
<about beech t;ees. What satisfies his mental representation of elm
trees (if anything), are both elm and beech trees. So, according to the
theory in question, elm trees would refer to beech and elm trees. Since
'elm trees' refers only to elm trees, there must be something wrong with
the theory.
This argument fails. The sense in which it is'uncontroversial
that 'elm trees' refers to elm trees is not the same sense in which it

is uncontroversial that 'elm trees' as this speaker uses it refers to

elm trees. It could be argued that the speaker uses the expression 'elm
trees' to refer to elephants (under certain conditions). Similarly, he
could use this expression to refef to elm and beech trees. If the
speaker is not using this expression as an expression of English, then
our knowledge of what -'elm trees' refers to in English does not justify
our saying that the referent of 'elm trees' as this expression is used
by this speaker is elm trees. In fact, there seem to be no clear intui-
tions about what 'elm trees', as it is used by this particular speaker,
refers to. Even the speaker may not be able to tell us what 'elm trees'
refers to as she uses it.

In applying criterion one, our linguistic intuitions gbout what an
expression refers to in English can only be used to discredit theories
which purport to explain how the reference of English expressions is
determined. Our linguistic intuitions about what an expression.as used

by any arbitrary English speaker refers to can only be used to criticize
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theories which purport to explain how the reference of an expression as
used by any arbitrary speaker of English is determined. Using criterion
one; it will be difficult to discredit a theory that purports to tell
how the reference of a referring expression, as used by a particular
speaker, is determined, for we have few, if any, clear, theory-neutral
intuitions about the reference of such expressions. It will not be
impossible to apply this criterion. If, for example, it weée ascer-
tained that the speaker uses a particular expression as an English
expression, then we would expect the reference of the expression as the
speaker uses it to be the same as the reference of the expression in
English. In that case our intuitions about English will be an indepen;

dent ground for saying that something is the correct referent.

Criterion Two

A second uncontroversial criterion of adequacy for a theory of
reference is taken from Gareth Evans.?® This criterion states what I take
to be an (almost) universal view of the relation of reference to truth
in extentional contexts. The criterion can be stated as follows:

A theory of reference is adequate only if it is such that for any
statement of the form 'S is P', if what the theory identifies as the
referent of the statement actually is P then the statement must be

true.

The criterion simply requires that reference play a role in determining

} Evans states the criterion differently, and in a more controversial
form. Evan says that for a statement of the form 'S is P' if what the
speaker refers to is P, then it follows that the statement is true.
Evans thereby assumes that the speaker's referent and the semantic ref-
erent are always the same.
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the truth.conditions of sentences of this form. This is a requirement
that intentionalists and non-intentionalists alike would accept.®

Criticism of theories of reference which claim that the theory
fails to meet this requirement are subject to the same kind of limita-
tions as those based on the first criterion. The problem again is find-
ing a neutral position. With the first criterion, what was required was
some alternative, neutral way of identifying the correct referent. 1In
applying this second criterion what is required is a neutral way of
deciding what statement is made and whether the statement is true.

It may seem, at first, that the critic is on firmer ground in
applying this criticism. For there do seem to be ways of determining
the truth of a statement which are neutral with respect to the theory of
reference one employs. A competent botanist, for example, can tell
whether the statement, "Elm trees are subject to dutch elm disease," is
true without taking any stands on the correct theory of reference. And
anyone with a rudimentary knowledge of English knows that the statement,’
"Elm trees are elm trees," is true.

However, one cannot determine whether a statement is true, no mat-
ter how clever one may be, if one does not know what statement is being
made. What statement is made depends, in part, on what the referents of
referring expressions within that statement are. So once again, criti-
cizing a theory for failing to meet the requirements of the second cri-
terion requires a theory-neutral way of identifying the correct refer-

ent. Here again, whether a theory meets this criterion depends on what

“ Intentionalist theories would not be as likely to accept Evans cri-
terion because of its equation of speaker and semantic reference.
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claim is Being made. We cannot assume that the statement that is made
is necessarily the same as the statement that is made by using those
words as an English sentence.

Failure to take account of non-standard usages would yield very
curious results. For consider the following case. Let us say that two
spies make up a code according to which "the big red bear' will refer to
a certain high-ranking Soviet official. Spy number one makes the state-
mént, "The big red bear is in Washington, D.C." Suppose the Soviet
official actually is in Washington, D.C., but that there are no red
bears, big or little, in Washington. According to the criterion is
question, can a theory which says that the referent of 'the big rea
bear' is a high-ranking Soviet official be correct? If it can,‘then the
truth of the statement must follow from the facts that the speaker was
referring to a high-ranking Soviet official and that that person was
indeed in Washington. However, if we do not allow for non-standard
usages, then the truth of the statement '"The big red bear is in Washing-
ton," does not follow from these facts, since there is no big red bear
in Washington. Therefore, the statement couldn'ﬁ be true.

I think that we would want to say that the sentence is true. But
if we insist that the statement be interpreted literally, that is, in
accordance with standard, dictionary English, then it will be false.
However, I doubt that anyone would be tempted to say that any theory of
reference which identifies the high ranking Soviet official as the ref-
erent of "the big red bear" is inadequate on the grounds that there were
no big red bears in Washington, D.C. when the statement'was made.

Once again, in applying this criterion we must be careful to note

the claim that is being made. Our intuitions about truth conditions for
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English sentences are irrelebant if Qe are evaluating theories of refer-
ence for sentences which are not in English. Intuitions about truth
‘conditions for sentences which in a private language tend to be less
clear and less neutral than necessary for a conclusive refutation of a

theory of reference for that language.

Criterion Three

A third criterion of adequacy for a theory of reference might be
as follows:
A reference rule for an expression E in a language L is adequate
only if should the rule predict the referent of expression E is X,
then we will find that competent speakers of L use E to refer to x
and take other competent speakers of L to refer to x with E.
This criterion should be uncontroversial. The idea behind it is that
competent speakers are those speakérs who use the language (including
its referring expressions) correctly. It is by looking at the linguis-
tic behavior of competent speakers of a language that we discover what
the expressions of that language refer to. Or, more precisely, it is by
looking at the linguistic behavior of speakers who are competent in the
use of a particular‘referring expression, or who have mastered the use
of that expression, that we discover the correct referent of that
expression. A correct reference rule for an expression in a language
should predicat that x is the referent of E if and only if those who
have mastered the expression refer to x when they use it. We might
also argue that if the mechanism by which a referent of an expression is

determined is expressed by a reference rule for that expression, then

understanding that expression's reference potential consists in knowl-
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edge of this rule. For example, ifAdefinite descriptions determine a
referent according to the Russellian rule, i.e., the referent of a defi-
nife description is the unique individual who satisfies the description,
then my understanding of a definite description consists in my knowledge
of this rule.® But this claim is controversial and we need not make it.

To test a reference rule for an expression in a language by using
this criterion, we would compare a competent speakers actual linguistic
behavior to the behavior we would expect if her understanding of the
expression consisted in her knowing the proposed reference rule. If a
competent speaker's understanding of a referring expression conflicts
with the understanding she would have if her understanding consisted in
" recognition of a proposed reference rule, then the proposed reference
rule is called into question. That is, we would have grounds for
rejected a reference rule if a competent speaker understands an expres-
sion as referring to one thing, wﬁile the proposed rule of reference
specifies some other thing as the referent.

On the face of it this looks like a perfectly legitimate and
straightforward way of evaluating a theory of reference for expressions
in a language. However, in applying this criterion we encounter diffi-
culties, for to do so legitimately, we must be able to identify compe-
tent speakers without begging the question. Depending on how we iden-

tify competent speakers, it may also be necessary to distinguish when a

 This is somewhat oversimplified. My understanding of a particular

definite description would consist in my knowledge of the particular
rule of reference for that description. For example, I understand the
expression, ''the man in room 29 wearing a flannel shirt," by knowing the
rule: the referent of 'the man in room 29 wearing a flannel shirt' is
the unique individual who is the man in room 29 wearing a flannel shirt.
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competent'speaker's linguistic behavior accords with her knowledge of
the language and when it does not, since even a competent speaker can
océasionally make mistakes.

We must avoid begging the question of which theory of reference is
correct when we identify competent speakers. If we identify competent
speakers as those whose linguistic behavior conforms to our expecta-
tions, and our expectations are, in turn, based on what we take to be
the correct rules of reference, then we will obviously not get indepen-
dent confirmation of our hypothesis concerning particular mechanisms of
reference. Unless our hypothesis is so crazy that no one uses referring
devices the way we expect them to, the hypothesis concerning mechanisms
will inevitably be confirmed by the linguistic practices of all compe-
tent speakers of the language. They will be confirmed because we have
ruled out of consideration the people who do not act as the rule pre-
dicts by denying that they are compétent speakers or that they have mas-
tered the device in question.

Judgments of linguistic competence or mastery are often made by
comparing expected linguistic behavior to actual behavior. In his
paper, "Individualism and the Mental," Tyler Burge tells a story about a
person suffering from arthritis.® This person, let's call him Art, has
had arthritis for some time and has used the term, 'arthritis' in con-
nection with his own condition, his father's condition, similar condi-
tions of other elderly people, etc. He has made statements about

arthritis using the term 'arthritis,' and he has interpreted the state-

® Tyler Burge, "Individualism and the Mental", Midwest Studies in
Philosophy, IV (1979), pp. 73-121.
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ments of his doctor and others which contained the word, 'arthritis'.
However, during one of his visits to the doctor, Art remarks that his
arthritis has spread to his‘thigh. If we believe that the reference
rule for 'arthritis' is as follows, "Something is the referent of 'ar-
thritis' if and only if it is an inflammation of the joints," then Art's
linguistic behavior will indicate that he has not mastered the English
expression 'arthritis'. If he had, he would not have used this expres-
sion to refer to an ache in his muscle. The important thing to note in
this case is that if we judge Art's linguistic competence or mastery in
this way, that is, by noting whether his linguistic behavior conforms to
predictions of how he should (or should not) behave, then we are basiné
our judgments on some rule of reference. The judgment that he should
have behaved in such and such a way can only be based on some rule, in
this case, a rule of reference.

This method of judging competence or mastery is fairly standard.

If someone calls a cat a horse, or says, "Horse!"

in the presence of
cats and absence of horses, we tend to think that he has not mastered
the term, 'horse'. If someone calls Ronald Reagan "Paris, France," or
says, '"The president of the United States is Paris France,'" we would
conclude that she has not mastered the name, 'Paris, France' (unless we
had evidence to indicate that the speaker was mentally unsound or had
crazy beliefs or had not mastered 'the president of the United States').

We may also challenge someone's claim to have mastered a particu-
lar referring device if they cannot do things we would expect a person
who has mastered that device to do. For example, we may expect a person

who has mastered the term 'elm tree' not only to make statements about

elm trees but also to represent truth conditions for statements about
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elm trees in such a way that his being able to represent these truth
conditions entails his ability to determine whether there is an elm tree
in his field of vision.

What is behind this judgment of mastery is very likely a reference
rule which says sohething like: the referent of 'elm tree' is that
object which matches a certain mental template or satisfies a certain
descripti;e content in the mind. If the reference rule for 'elm tree'
was quite different, for example, 'The referent of 'elm tree' is what-

' then it would no longer make sense to

ever botanists call elm trees,'
judge a non-botanist's mastery of the term 'elm tree' by whether that
person could tell there was an elm tree in her field of vision.

It may well be that comparing actual to expected behavior, espe-
cially linguistic behavior, is a legitimate way of determining whether a
person has mastered a referring device. In fact, I suspect it is the
only legitimate way. However, if mastery is tested in this way, then we
cannot pretend that the actual linguistic practices of speakers who have
mastered linguistic devices can provide independent empirical evidence
for the correctness or incorrectness of a particular account of refer-
ence. As long as a particular account of reference is presupposed by
the judgement of competence or mastery, the practices of competent
speakers will nof be an independent, empirical check on the theory of
reference.

What is needed, if the actual linguistic practices of competent
speakers are to provide conclusive, theory-independent empirical evi-
dence for one account of reference and count as conclusive counter-exam-

Ples to some other account, is a theory-neutral way of judging compe-

tence. Can such a way be found?
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One. possibility is to judge the competence of any particular
speaker by whether her linguistic behavior is similar to most speakers'
préctices.7 That is, we could define a competent speaker as one whose
linguistic behavior is the same as that of the majority of other speak-
ers belonging to the same linguistic community and who are in similar
circumstances. This would be a theory-neutral definition of competence.
Moreover, with this definition we can judge incompetent the speakers who
seem obviously incompetent. The person who says ''Look at that horse!"
in the presence of a cat and the absence of a horse has clearly not mas-
tered the use of the English term 'horse', since the majority of Eng-
lish-speakers would not say "Look at that horse!" under those condi-
tions. This criterion has some intuitive appeal.

However, this criterion will not work. One reason to reject it is
that it cannot be neutral with respect to rules of reference. It can be
argued that the bias would be incorporated into the criterion for mem-
bership in a linguistic community. If inclusion in a certain linguistic
community involves using sounds or inscriptions in the same way as oth-
ers use those sounds or notations, or something similar to this, and if
the basis for sameness of use is accepting or operating according to the
same reference rules, then the criterion for mastery fails to be neu-
tral.

Another reason to reject this majoritarian criterion is that it is
difficult to apply. Consider this case, for example. Having an elm

tree in one's field of vision may be a circumstance that many people

? This criterion for mastery requires that we assume the majority of
Speakers have mastered the device in question. As we shall see, this
assumption is problematic.
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£ind theméelves in. If this is the kind of circumstance we are inter-
ested in, then we would ask, "What do the majority of speakers say in
suéh circumstances?'" 'If we were to find some one thing, or even a lim-
jted range of things, that the majority of English-speakers who found
themselves in this circumstance said, I should be very surprised. The
mere presence of elm trees in one's field of vision is too undefined a
situation to prompt any pattern of linguistic behavior common to a
majority of English-speakers.

However, it is possible to define the situation more precisely by
adding to the mere presence of an elm tree in the field of vision the
question, "Yes or no? do you see an elm tree?"® Since there is only é
limited range of responses to this situation, we might reasonably expect

a pattern of responses to emerge. The respondents can say either "yes,"

1" "

or "no" or "I don't know,"

or they could remain silent. It is likely
that a majority of them, if they are acting in good faith, would respond
in one of these ways, so we could determine who had mastered the sen-
tence and its referring terms and who had not.

However, even if we had overcome the difficulty of picking out the
members of a linguistic community in a neutral way, and had satisfacto-
rily defined the situation, there would still be a problem with the
majoritarian criterion for mastery. For if it is possible that a major-
ity of speakers in a linguistic community have not mastered some refer-
ring device, then the fact that a person's linguistic practices con-

formed to those of the majority would have no bearing on whether she had

® This would be in accordance with Quine's suggestions in Word and

Object (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The M.I.T. Press, 1960), and The Roots
of Reference (La.Salle, Illinois: Open Court Press, 1973).
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mastered that device.

Consider what could happen, for example, if the majority of Eng-
1igh speakers had not mastered the use of the term 'elm tree'. Suppose
for the sake of argument that mastery of the term entails being able to
jdentify elm trees when they are present, and suppose that most people
do not know the difference between beeches and elms. Each person polled
is in the situation described above--that is, there is an elm tree in
each person's field of vision and the person is asked the question, 'Yes
or no? do you see an elm tree?" It is possible that the result of the
poll would show that the majority of people do not think they see an elm
tree. Suppose most of them guessed, and the majority guessed incor-
rectly. The majoritarian criterion would say that those people who
answered '"no" had mastered the use of the expression, when, by hypothe-
sis, they had not.

It might be objected that such a pattern of responses could not
arise unless most of the people polled acted in bad faith. If the peo-
ple were truthful, those who did not know whether there was an elm tree

' rather

in their field of vision should have answered, "I don't know,'
than "yes" or "no."

There are at least two ways of replying to this objection. One is
to point out the fact that people are often willing to give information
when they don't really know what they're talking about, and they do so
sincerely (that is, with no intention to deceive or to play a trick).’
Many people have found this to be the case when they have asked direc-
tions in a big city. On the basis of experiences like this, it seems

reasonable to conclude that there are people who would prefer answering

a question incorrectly to admitting ignorance. It is also quite common
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that peopie think they know the answer to a question when in fact they
do not. So it could be that the people being polled about elm trees
angwered in good faith, in the sense that they did not intend to lie and
were willing to answer the question to the best of their ability. None-
theless, the majority happened to answer incorrectly.

Even if it were not possible that the majority of language users
would, in good faith, answer incorrectly in a situation like the one
described above, the majoritarian criterion would still fail correctly
to identify those speakers who had mastered the referring devices in the
sentence, ''Yes or no, is there an elm tree in your field of vision?"
Suppose that the majority of speakers did not know whether the tree iﬁ
front of them was an elm tree and they also knew that they didn't know,

so they responded "I don't know."

Could the majoritarian criterion cor-
rectly identify those speakers who had masteréd the referring device,
'elm tree'? If the criterion is applied straightforwardly, then those

' will be the ones who have mastered the

who answered, "I don't know,'
sentence, since their practice corresponds to that of the majority of
same language users. But, by hypothesis, mastery required being able to
identify elm trees when they were present.

If those who answered "I don't know," are dropped from the pool of
respondents, then it is again possible that those people who think they
know an elm tree when they see one, but who do not, will outnumber those
who actually do know an elm tree when they see one. In either case, the
majoritarian criterion would fail to identify correctly people who had
mastered the referring device.

In summary, a majoritarian criterion of mastery which says that a

person has mastered a referring device if his linguistic behavior is the



41
same as that of the majority of same language speakers in similar cir-
cumstances will probably not be neutral with respect to rules of refer-
ence. Even if it is, it will still fail to be an accurate test of mas-
tery if there are referring expressions which the majority of speakers
have not mastered.

A majoritarian criterion for mastery would also run into difficul-
ties if there were expressions which people would use only in situations
which occurred very rarely or in situations which were essentially pri-
vate (if there are any). In such situations one cannot determine what
the majority of people actually do say, for the majority never.find
themselves in that situation. -

A criterion for mastery which identifies competent speakers on the
basis of what the majority of same-language users would say (as opposed
to what they actually do say) will fail to be neutral.® To predict what
the majority of same language usefs would say in a well-defined situ-
ation, one must have some notion of the right thing to say in that situ-
ation, or at least of the most understandable or appropriate thing to
say in that situation. The standard of correctness or appropriateness
must be some kind of prescriptive rule, if the prediction is to have any
justification. So in this case also a rule of reference is presupposed
in the criterion for mastery.

The conclusion to be drawn from this discussion is that the theory
of reference cannot be understood as a set of hypotheses on one hand and

a set of linguistic practices on the other, such that we need only to

® For a full development of this point see John Biro, "Intentionalism
in the Theory of Meaning,'" The Monist, 62 (1979), pp. 238-259.
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look at linguistic practices to see whether our theory is correct. A
theory of reference cannot be empirical if being empirical means there
are theory-neutral observations of actual linguistic practices which
confirm or disconfirm hypotheses about the rules of reference which
inform these practices. One cannot observe linguistic practices as lin-
guistic practices without presupposing the correctness of some rules of
reference.
Although the actual linguistic practices of competent speakers of
a language do not provide theory-neutral data against which a proposed
theory of reference can be tested, the theory of reference obviously
cannot be evaluated independently of these practices. The relatioﬁ
between linguistic practices and hypotheses about the rules of reference
is much like the relation between any other empirical data and hypoth-
eses. There is a give and take. 'Actual linguistic practices are the
bases for provisional hypothese about rules of reference; these hypoth-
eses, in turn, guide us in the evaluation of actual linguistic prac-
tices. In the theory of reference we try to adjust the two to get the
best possible fit. Neither is given absolute authority. Actual lin-
guistic practices may convince us that our hypotheses about the rules of
reference are wrong. Generally well-supported hypotheses about rules of
reference may tell us that a particular linguistic act (either a choice

of referring device or an interpretation of some device) is incorrect.



CHAPTER I1I1I

DISAMBIGUATING REFERENCE

In the preceding chapters I have discussed what an acceptable
theory of reference is supposed to do and how such a theory can be
tested. I have argued that we should conceive of the theory of refer-
ence as a theory of reference determination rather than as a theory of
identification or a theory of communication. I proposed that the theory
of reference determination be developed in terms of referring devices
and mechanisms of reference. The mechanisms of reference are to be
expressed as reference rules of the following form: The referent of
device D is whatever 'y's, or the referent of D is whatever stands in
relation R to D. I then developed my position on how a theory of refer-
ence should (and can) be tested.

The primary goal of this dissertation is to show what role inten-
tions to refer should play in a theory of reference. In terms of this
purpose the preceding chapters have merely been stage setting. My gen-
eral strategy for working out the proper place of mental intentions in a
theory of reference is to distinguish two roles that mental intentions
have played in theories of reference. By looking at intentions in terms
of these different roles, we shall get some insight into the motivations
for and virtues of intentionalist theories. We shall also see where
criticisms of intentionalist theories are most cogent. It will be help-
ful to look at the role mental intentions play in theories of reference

43
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in terms of two explanatory tasks--(1) the task of explaining how refer-
ring expressions get the reference potential they have, and (2) the task
of explaining how the referent of an expression which can be used to
refer to more than one thing actually refers to only one thing on an
occasion of usg--since both the justifications for and the criticisms of
theories which rely on mental intentions usually relate to one or the
other of thgse tasks (but not necessarily to both).

We caﬁ categorize most theories of reference by looking at which
of these tasks they perform. For example, description theories of names
such as those of Frege, Russell, and Searle, which claim that there is
associated with each name a description or group of descriptions which
the referent must satisfy, are primarily concerned to explain the refer-
ence-potential of proper names. According to these theories, it is
because there is some description associated with the name 'Aristotle'
which some individual (namely, Arigtotle) satisfies (or satisfies more
fully than any other individual) that the name 'Aristotle' can be used
to refer to Aristotle. These theories do not tell us what the actual
referent of a use of the name 'Aristotle' is when 'Aristotle' is associ-
ated with several distinct sets of descriptions. According to these
theories, the name 'Aristotle' is associated with a description of the
Greek philosopher and Aristotle is the referent of 'Aristotle' because
he satisfies that description.

However, 'Aristotleﬁ may also associated with a description of my
cat, and with a description of the Greek shipping tycoon. In each case
the fact that the referent satisfies most of the descriptions associated
with the name is supposed to explain why that object is a possible ref-

erent of the name use. These descriptivist theories tell us nothing



45
about which possible referent of an expression is the actual referent of
a use of that expression.

Of course an answer in the descriptivist spirit is easy enough to
prodﬁce. We could propose, for example, a limited descriptivist theory
which says that the actual referent of a use of an expression is the
object which satisfies the description the speaker had in mind, or which
the speaker currently associates with the name. However, this elabora-
tion is not an essential part of the description theory of proper names,

and should be evaluated separately.

Reference Potential and Reference Disambiguation

One role that mental intentions play in theories of reference is
that of providing a principle of disambiguation. Intentions have some-
times Been used to explain how a term which could, according to the
rules of the language, be used to refer to more than one thing, actually
refers to only one of these things on an occasion of use. Many refer-
ring devices can be used to refer to more than one thing. For example,
the name 'Aristotle' can refer to the Greek philosopher but also to the
cat I named Aristotle. When I say "Aristotle was very good at figuring
things out," I could be referring to either Aristotle the philosopher or
Aristotle the cat. What I am referring to, according to intentionalist
theories, is determined by what I had in mind, which individual I

intended to refer to, in addition to whatever it is that determines the
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possible referents of 'Aristotle' (usually, linguistic conventions).®
Thus, one of the roles intentions have played in the theory of reference
is to explain how reference is disambiguated.

A second role that mental intentions have played in theories of
reference (and more generally, in theories of meaning) is to explain how
words and symbols get their significance. Mental intentions are brought
into the explanation of the linguistic rules themselves. According to
some theorists, the rules which govern the use of referring devices must
be explained in terms of intentions to use these referring devices in a
certain way. An intentionalist theory of reference potential says that
"Aristotle' can refer to Aristotle the philosopher and Aristotle the cat
because the speaker uses this name with the intention to refer to these
objects with the name.? Some intentionalist theories leave the notion of
intending to refer unanalyzed. Others have attempted to analyze it in
terms of a) the speaker's identifyiﬂg an object through some mental con-
tent and b) the speaker's trying to communicate to an audience which

object she had thus identified.® When intending to refer is analyzed in

! T will leave the two notions, 'having in mind' and 'intending to

refer' rather vague here. They will be spelled out more fully within
the discussions of satisfaction theories and causal theories of disam-
biguation as well as in the discussion of reference potential. See the
remainder of this chapter, Chapter Six and Chapter Eight.

2 Of course the intentionalist story of how referring expressions get
their reference potential is much more complicated. Examples of inten-
tionalist theories of reference potential would be the view developed by
David Lewis in Convention (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969),
and that of H.P. Grice in '"Meaning," Philosophical Review, 66 (1957),
pPp. 377-388, and "Utterer's Meaning, Sentence Meaning and Word Meaning,"
Foundations of Language, 4 (1968), pp. 225-242. These theories will be
discussed in detail in Chapter Eight.

® One could argue that Searle's position in Intentionality: An Essay
in the Philosophy of Mind (Cambridge: Cambridge University Pres, 1983),
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this way, the intentionalist can explain reference potential in terms of
mental contents associated with the name. These contents may be a sin-
gle identifying description- for each object to which the name can refer,
along the lines of Russell's theory of names. Or they can be a cluster
of descriptiong which are satisfied by the potential referent, along
the lines of Searle's proposal in "Proper Names."* The mental contents
can also be non-discursive or non-conceptual, for example, mental images
and perceptual images. What is common to all intentionalist theories is
that the mechanism of reference, the relation which underlies the refer-
ence relation is one in which referring devices are linked to some men-
tal intention, and it is by virtue of this 1link that a referent is
Qetermined for that referring device.

If we divide the explanatory roles mental intentions have played
in theories of reference in this way, then we can distinguish two corre-
sponding explanatory tasks for a tﬁeory of reference. The two tasks
that a theory of reference must perform are as follows: (1) it must
explain how the actual referent of a particular use of a referring
device is determined and (2) it must explain how the possible referents
of a referring device are determined.

What we have then is a two-part theory. We explain how reference
is determined in terms of linguistic conventions or rules which impose
constraints on uses of referring expressions. Although there is consid-

erable disagreement about what these rules are like and how they oper-

is an example of such a view.

“ Mind, 67 (1958), pp. 166-173. This is not to say that either Rus-
sell or Searle held such a theory.
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ate, most theorists would agree that there are linguistic conventions
which specify the meaning of referring expressions in terms of general
directions for the use of these expressions. These general directions
tell us what the expression can be used to refer to. In our terminology
we would say thgt they determine the expression's reference potential.®

Even those theorists who want to restrict talk of reference to
uses of referring expressions would recognize that there is some kind of
relation between expression types and possible referents. The expres-
sion 'John', for example, even in abstraction from any particular use,
still seems to stand in a certain relation with some objects (namely,
people named John) and not with others. The expression 'the house' sim-
ilarly stands in a kind of relation with some objects (namely, houses)
that it does not stand in with others (for example, trees). This rela-
tion is* established by the meaning of the terms, by linguistic rules,
habits and conventions. = The meaning assigns possible referents to the
expression. Or in other words, the meaning determines a set of poten-
tial referents. We will say, then, that expressions (types) have a ref-
erence potential. In other words, there are certain things ‘which the
expression can be used to refer to. So one stage of the theory of ref-
erence concerns the form of linguistic rules. What we need to do at
this stage is to specify the relation which obtains between referring
expressions and potential referents of those expressions.

Because many referring expressions in a natural language can be

used to refer to more than one object, but, on an occasion of use, actu-

Reference potential should be understood as relative to a given
language.
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ally refer to only one of these objects, the theory of reference
determination for such languages cannot be simply a theory of the mean-
ing of referring expressions. What is needed, in addition, is an expla-
nation of how a particular referent is determined for a given use of a
referring expression when that expression can be used to refer to more
than one thing. We will call this part of the theory of reference 'the
theory of reference disambiguation', or 'theory of disambiguation' for
short. What has to be done at this stage of the theory is to discover
in what relation an object must stand to a use of a referring expression
in order for it to be thé referent of that expression as it would be
used under these circumstances. So we would have reference rules of thé
form: X is the referent of a use of a if and only if x is a potential
referent of a and x stands in relation R to a on this occasion of use.

In summary, on the model I will be using in the next four chap-
ters, to explain how the referent of a referring expression is deter-
mined we must discover (a) what it is that determines the reference
potential of referring expressions, and (b) what it is that determines
the actual referent of a use of a referring expression (given the con-
straints upon possible referents of the term imposed by linguistic
rules). The virtue of this model is that it allows us to see more
clearly the distinct roles mental intentions have played in theories of
reference. By separating these roles we are in a better position to see
where mental intentions are .problematic and where they are requiredi
Although not every theory of reference can be fitted neatly into this

model, it is, nonetheless, quite helpful.
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Theories of Disambiguation

In' the remainder of this chapter I will discuss the role mental
intentions play in theories of disambiguation. Linguistic conventions
and rules determine the reference potential of expressions in a lan-
guage, but they do not always provide enough information to tell us
which potential referent is the. referent of a use of an expression.
Often, even though an expression could be used to refer to many differ-
ent objects, that expression on a particular occasion of use, refers to
only one thing. A theory of disambiguation is needed to explain what
makes that one thing the referent of that use of the expression.

Accounts of reference disambiguation assume that the set of possi-
ble referents is delimited by linguistic conventions. The size of the
set can vary widely. For some devices (e.g., complete definite descrip-
tions used attributively), there is only one possible referent--namely,
the object which uniquely satisfies the description. Proper names fall
in a middle range. Some proper names (e.g., 'William Shakespeare' and
'Paris, France') have a small number of possible referents, while others
(e.g., 'John' and 'Bill') have a much larger one. The set of possible
referents for pure demonstratives ('this' and 'that') is very large.
These devices can be used to refer to.almost any object, event, or
activity.

There are many different accounts of disambiguation. Some
accounts are limited to a particular kind of linguistic referring
device. For example, there are accounts of disambiguation for proper
names that cannot be extended to explain how other referring devices are

disambiguated. Some accounts are quite general; they apply to all
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referring devices which potentially refer to more than one object.
There is no reason to suppose, in advance, that one principle of disam-
biguation should apply to every kind of referring device. It may be
that there are differences in the principles of disambiguation which
reflect differences in the form of linguistic rules for various kinds of
referring device. Proper names, for example, may be a peculiar kind of
referring device in that the linguistic conventions governing the use of
proper names are not to be phrased in terms of a single linguistic rule.
It may be that there are as many reference rules.or linguistic conven-
tions for the name 'John', for example, as there are Johns. The princi-
ple of disambiguation in such a case could be formulated in terms of
which linguistic convention is being followed. This principle would be
inapplicable to referring devices such as 'the table'. It seems
unlikely that there are as many different linguistic conventions govern-
ing the use of the words 'the table; as there are tables, and we do not
seem to have as many distinct linguistic conventions for "the table' as
we may have for 'John'. So to disambiguate the referent of 'the table'
we cannot look to the particular linguistic convention that the speaker

is following.

Limited Intentionalist Accounts

Limited intentionalist accounts are theories of disambiguation
which hold that the referent of a use of a referring expression (or
device) is that individual which is a possible referent of the expres-

sion (or device) and which the speaker has in mind or to which she
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intends to refer.® These accounts are limited in that they do not
explain how linguistic conventions arise. They do not explain how pos-
sible referents are deterﬁined, but presuppose that they are. There-
fore, according to limited intentionalist accounts, intentions have only
a limited role to play in determining reference. Other factors may be
important in determining reference potential. Limited intentionalist
theories explain how the referent of a use of a referring expression is
determined in terms of (a) linguistic conventions which determine refer-
ence potential and (b) the intentions og the person using the expres-
sion. In a limited intentionalist theory x is the actual referent of a
use of a referring expression E if and only if x is a potential refer-
ent of E and x is the individuallthe speaker intends to refer to or has
in mind. It should be kept in mind that limited intentionalist theories
do not try to explain how expression get their reference potential; they
assume that expressions have such a botential.

Limited intentionalist theories explain the determination of ref-
erence for a particular use of a referring device in terms of possible
referents and the speaker's intentions. The intuition behind these
theories is something like this. Suppose someone says 'John has all the
makings of a good chairman." The person is referring to some John, but
we cannot tell, from the sentence itself or from the referring expres-

sion that was used, which John the sentence is about. To discover which

® In the following chapters I shall be concerned primarily with lin-
guistic devices because most theories of reference deal almost exclu-
sively with these devices. The points made about linguistic reference
can easily be extended to include non-linguistic referring devices. I
shall also restrict the discussion, for the most part, to singular ref-
erence.
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Jjohn is the referent of 'John' on this occasion, we need to know which
John the speaker had in mind, which one she was thinking of when she
made the statement. The reason we need to know which John the speaker
was thinking of is alledgedly that the speaker's intentions are what
determine the referent of 'John' on the occasion of use (granted that
the person the speaker is thinking of can be referred to by the name
"John').

An alternative to the intentionalist account of disambiguation
which says the referent of 'John' in the sentence "John has all the mak-
ings of a good chairman" is the John the speaker had in mindvor intended
to refer to would be an account which says that the referent of 'Johni
in this sentence is the object th%t stands in a certain causal ;elation
to the speaker or to his utterance of 'John'. The referent is whatever
object is causally related to this utterance of 'John' in the appropri-
ate way.' There are also non-intenfionalist accounts of disambiguaﬁion
which appeal to contextual features of the utterance to disambiguate
reference.®

There are two basic types of limited intentionalist theories. We
noted earlier that limited intentionalist theories claim that reference
is disambiguated by what the speaker had in mind or intended to refer

to. We can distinguish the two basic types of intentionalist theories

7 The 'appropriate' way would have to be spelled out in such a way
that what the speaker 'had in mind' or intended to refer to was irrele-
vant if such an account is to be a real alternative.

® See, for example Howard Wettstein, "How to Bridge the Gap Between
Meaning and Reference,”" Synthese, 58 (1984), pp. 63-84, and Colin
McGinn, "The Mechanisms of Reference,' Synthese, 49 (1981), pp. 157-186.
McGinn tries to account for the disambiguation of demonstratives in
terms of space-time relations between the utterance and the referent.
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in terms of how they analyze the coﬁcept of 'having in mind' and in
terms of what they take to be the important relation between what the
speaker has in mind and objects in the world. One kind of intentional-
ist theory sees the reference relation as a satisfaction relation. The
referent of some referring device is that possible referent which satis-
fies or matches what the speaker has in mind. Because the relation is a
satisfaction relation the analysis of 'having in mind' is usually formu-
jated in terms of mental or cognitive contents. The other kind of
intentionalist theory sees the reference relation as a causal relation
between objects and utterances via mental states. According to these
theories, the referent of a particular use of a referring device is that
object which (directly or indirectly) caused the speaker's use of the
referring device.® Causal intentionalist theories need not posit mental
contents or, for that matter, any particular picture of 'having ia
mind'. The exact causal mechanisms operating within the speaker's brain
(or mind) which link the referent to the object need not be spelled out.

To evaluate limited intentionalist theories I will first present
some representative satisfaction theories. The merits of these theories
will be outlined and objections will be discussed. I will then discuss
general objections to intentionalist theories of disambiguation. These
objections motivate the search for an account which does not explain how
reference is determined in terms of'speakers' intentions. In the fol-

lowing chapters I will compare the merits of intentionalist theories of

® Note that this type of causal theory traces the causal chain from
the object, through the speaker's mental states, to the use of a refer-
ring device. A causal theory which by-passed mental states would not be
an intentionalist one. See note 8, this chapter.
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disambiguation with those of non-intentionalist (contextual) theories.
I will argue that non-intentionalist theories cannot account for many
caées in which determinate reference is @ade. In Chapters Five and Six
I discuss causal intentionalist theories. I argue that causal inten-
tionalist theories preserve the important insights of satisfaction theo-
ries while escaping some of the most damaging objections to these theo-
ries. Finally, I argue that if we take non-linguistic referring devices
seriously and take account of the constraints on possible referents
imposed by these devices as well as by linguistic conventions, the best
explanation of how reference is disambiguated will be an intentionalist

one.

Satisfaction Theories of Disambiguation

Satisfaction theories see reference determination in terms of sat-
isfaction or fit between mental contents and objects in the world.
These mental contents might be concepts (in the form of descriptions in

® or they could be mental representations (in

some language or other),!
the form of images) or contents of perceptual e#periences.

Some satisfaction theories of disambiguation restrict the analysis
of 'having in mind' to conceptual contents. The speaker identifies an

individual by means of mental descriptions. These descriptions deter-

mine the referent of a use of a referring device in that they set the

1% Since limited intentionalist theories presuppose the existence of

linguistic rules and conventions, the language of thought could be
either a natural language or mentalese or a combination of these.
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conditions which a possible referent must satisfy if it is to be the
actual referent of that use. An example of a descriptivist theory of
diéambiguation can be found in the theory of proper names developed by

1! McKinsey defines the denotation of a proper name

Michael McKinsey.
token uttered by a person at a particular time in terms of what the
speaker is referring to and what the proper name can be used to refer
to.
If a is a token of a proper name uttered by S at t, then a denotes x
iff X is the one and only individual w such that (1) S refers to w
with a at t and (ii) S's referring to w with a at t is an actuali-
zation of S's stable disposition to refer...to w with tokens of the
same type as a. '2
The second clause states McKinsey's analysis of reference poten-
tial, and since we are only concerned with theories of disambiguation in
this chapter, we will ignore it.!? The first clause, "S refers to w with

a at E’n

tells us how the referent of a proper name that can be used to
refer to more than one individual is determined. According to McKinsey,
the referent is determined by the speaker's act of referring.!* Not

every theory which explains disambiguation in terms of speaker's refer-

ence is an intentionalist one. An intentionalist theory says that the

11 "Names and Intentionality," The Philosophical Review, Vol. 87, No.

2 (April 1981), pp. 171-200.

12 1bid., p. 195.

'3 Chapters Seven and Eight will be devoted to intentionalist theo-

ries of reference potential.

' This analysis of the principle of disambiguation for proper names
is similar to Tyler Burge's. Burge, like McKinsey, sees disambiguation

as a function of a person's act of reference. Disambiguation, for
Burge, is a matter of what the speaker designates or refers to with a
particular proper name. For a statement of Burge's theory of proper

names see 'Reference and Proper Names, The Journal of Philosophy, Vol.
70, No. 14 (August 1973), pp. 425-439.
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referent of a referring expression (for example, a proper name) is, at
least in part, determined by the mental states of a speaker or the con-
tents of those states, in other words, by what the speaker had in mind.
Usually speaker's reference is defined in terms of what the speaker had
in mind, but it need not necessarily be defined that way. For example,
one could define speaker's reference in causal terms:

S refers to x with a at t if and only if x caused a to be a refer-

ring device for S and the use of a at t is the result of a causal
chain terminating at x alone.

Thus, not every theory of disambiguation in which speaker's reference
plays a role is an intentionalist theory.

McKinsey's account of speaker's reference is clearly an intention;
alist one. McKinsey defines speaker's reference as follows:

refers to x with a at t = (by definition) x dominantly satisfies

where C(a,S,t) is "the cluster of properties associated with a token a
by a speaker S at t."!® The cluster of properties which a speaker asso-
ciates with a name at a given time is the cognitive content which deter-
mines the referent of the speaker's act of referring. The referent is
that individual which dominantly satisfies this content.

A similar theory of disambiguation can be given for incomplete
definite descriptions. An incomplete (or indefinite) definite descrip-
tion is a definite description which could be used to refer to a number

of individuals but on an occasion of use refers to only one.!” In the

1% Ibid., p. 193.

1§ Ibid., p. 192.

17 Definite descriptions are devices for singular reference which

consist of the definite article (in English, "the') and a predicate.
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sentence, ''The cat is an the mat,” 'the cat' and 'the mat' are both
indefinite definite descriptions. 'The cat' can be used to refer to any
caf, but as it is used, it refers (or purports to refer) to only one.

A purely conceptual satisfaction theory of disambiguation for
incomplete def%nite descriptions would say that the referent of the
description a is that possible referent which satisfies (or dominantly
satisfies) the descriptive (or at ;east conceptual) content C that the
speaker associates with this use of a, or associates with a at the time
of utterance. The incomplete description that the speaker actually
utters is supplemented by further descriptive content which the speaker
associates with this use. For example, suppose our speaker says, "The
cat is on the mat." Every cat is a potential referent of 'the cat'.
What makes a particular cat the referent of this use of 'the cat' is, on
this account, further descriptive content which the speaker associates
with her use of 'the cat' at this time. These descriptions are the ones
the speaker uses to identify the cat (for herself) and, if querried
about which cat was meant, would be able to supply to help her audience
pick out the correct referent. The cat which is being referred to is
the one which satisfies (or dominantly satisfies or satisfies more fully

~than any other cat, etc.) the descriptive content in the speaker's mind.

Within the theory of reference, definite descriptions have been classi-
fied in terms of (i) whether they denote anything and (ii) whether they
uniquely denote something. Definite descriptions which do not denote
any object are called 'improper definite descriptions'. An example of
an improper definite description would be 'the present king of France'.
Definite descriptions which denote something may either uniquely denote

Oor denote several objects (but purport to refer to only one). A uni-
quely denoting definite description would be 'the natural number between
2 and 4'. Definite descriptions which do not uniquely denote are called

! i . .
incomplete' or 'indefinite' definite descriptions.
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It is because the speaker has sufficient descriptive content to identify
a particular cat (for herself, not necessarily for her audience), that
this use of 'the cat' refers toksome particular cat. The descriptive
content which enables the speaker to identify the particular cat she is
talking about must be satisfied by the cat which is the referent of this
use of 'the cat' and it is because a particular cat satisfies this
descriptive content that it is the referent.

The linguistic rules governing pure demonstratives'® and some pro-
nouns determine a set of possible referents that is so large that their
contribution to. reference determination is almost empty. The woxd
'that' in the sentence "That's nice" could be used to refer to almost
anything.!'® With thgse referring expressions, the theory of disambigua-
tion is almost the whole story of reference determination.?® Perhaps for
this reason the theory of demonstratives has become a kind of 'test
case' (or last stronghold) for intentionalist theories.

It is possible to extend the conceptual satisfaction model to
account for disambiguation of pure demonstratives. An account of this
sort would say the speaker identifies (for herself) an individual by

means of mental descriptions which the individual satisfies. Having

% The pure demonstratives of English are 'this' and 'that' without

further modification. An 'impure' demonstrative would have a modifier,
for example, 'that man'.

1? 'Anything' does not mean any object. 'That' might refer to an
object, a state of affairs, a property, etc. It could refer to any
individual or feature thereof.

2% Usually there are other non-linguistic referring devices (demon-
Strations) which co-determine possible referents for demonstratives.
For the present, we will restrict our discussion to uses of demonstra-
tives which are not accompanied by a demonstration.
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thus identified the individual, the speaker is in a position to refer to
it. The individual to which she intends to refer with the word 'that'
is the one she has identified by means of these descriptions. It is the
one that satisfies (or dominantly satisfies) these descriptions. Thus,
the referent of.her use of 'that' would be the individual she intends to
refer to, namely, the individual which satisfies the mental content
associated with this use of the word 'that'.

In "Proper Names and Identifying Descriptions,”" Keith Donnellan
raised some serious objections to the principle of identifying descrip-
tions.?! This principle says that a speaker can refer to an object only
if he is in a position to supply some description which uniquely charac-
terizes thgt object. Since limited descriptivist theories account for
disambiguation of reference in terms of the speaker's mental descrip-
tions which determine a particular object to be the referent of the
expression, they are vulnerable to these objections.

There are basically three objections which have been raised

2 I will briefly characterize

against limited descriptivist theories.?
these objections here. A more thorough discussion of them will follow.
One objection is that these theories require that whenever reference is
disambiguateé the speaker must have a mental description which uniquely
characterizes the referent. It seems unlikely that this is always the

case. A second objection is that when the speaker has more than one

mental description which uniquely characterizes the referent, limited

21 gynthese, 21 (1970) pp. 335-358.

Limited intentionalist theories are intentionalist theories of
disambiguation.

22
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descriptivist accounts seem to have no way of saying which description
is the correct one, the one that should count. The third objection con-
cefns the fallibility of speakers' beliefs. Speakers can have wildly
mistaken beliefs about objects and still refer to them rather than to
some other object about which their beliefs are true. Let us consider
these objections in turn.

The first objection is that it is not the case that a speaker will
always have some description which uniquely characterizes the object to
which he wants to refer, but nevertheless he does refer to that object.
Donnellan offers the following proof.

Suppose a child is gotten up from sleep at a party and introduced to
someone as 'Tom', who then says a few words to the child. Later the
child says to his parents, "Tom is a nice man." The only thing he
can say about 'Tom' is that Tom was at a party. Moreover, he is
unable to recognize anyone as 'Tom' on subsequent occasions. His
parents give lots of parties and they have numerous friends named
'"Tom'. The case could be built up, I think, so that nothing the
child possesses in the way of descriptions, dispositions to recog-
nize serves to pick out in the standard way anybody uniquely. That
is, we cannot go by the denotation of his description nor whom he
points to, if anyone, etc. Does this mean that there is no person
to whom he is referring??3
Obviously not. In fact, it seems obvious that the Tom he is talking
about is the one who talked to him at the party. If Donnellan is right
in thinking that the child could refer to Tom even though there are no
descriptions which enable him to pick out the Tom he means, then the
descriptivist account of disambiguation must be wrong. The reference of
'Tom' is disambiguated even though the speaker does not have mental

descriptions which only one Tom satisfies.

It is not immediately evident that Donnellan is right. If the

%3 Op. cit., p. 343.
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child did not think of Tom as the guy who said such-and-such or at least
as the man his parents introduced as 'Tom' at some time (the child may
not be able to describe this time in English, but he can identify it in
terms of a sequence of events), then the utterance is inexplicable. If
the child does not have some conception of Tom, one which separates this
Tom from other people he knows, it is not clear how he can make a state-
ment about him,respecially since his use is not directly parasitic.?®
Even though he may not be able to articulate this conception in English
and even though it may not be adequate for a subsequent recognition of
Tom, it may still be enough to deterﬁine a unique referent for this use
of 'Tom'.

What this example might show is that the ability to have something
in mind need not be a purely conceptual one. The child might not be
able to think of the Tom he is referring to in terms of descriptions
which'this Tom satisfies, yet he might be able to distinguish this Tom
from others in his ken by means of, for example, remembered images in
his own subjective time. If there are.other ways of 'having in mind',
in addition to having mental descriptions, then an account of reference
disambiguation which includes these ways would be preferable to a purely
descriptivist account.

Another problem for descriptivist theories is that sometimes the

speaker can volunteer several uniquely denoting descriptions, and there

2% The child's use of the name 'Tom' to refer to Tom may be parasitic
in the sense that he got this name from someone else. What I mean here
is that the child did not just borrow his use of 'Tom' from someone who
was using it in the immediate context. Had his parents been talking
about Tom and the child said "Is Tom a nice man?" he could be just hook-
ing up to his parent's use without any knowledge of who he was talking
about. 1In Donnellan's example he does not seem to be doing this.
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is no non-arbitrary way to say which one is the 'correct' one or the one
that actually determines reference. If all the descriptions denote the
same object, this is not a serious problem. Any description will do as
well as any other. But suppose the speaker has some mistaken beliefs
about the object in question. She may associate several descriptions
with her use of a referring expression, each of which uniquely denotes
different objects. For example, suppose I-say "That is cluttered." I
associate the descriptions 'the desk I am now perceiving' and 'the desk
in Room 357 that belongs to Cliff Wirt' with the word 'that', believing
that the two descriptions denote the same object; Unbeknownst to me,
however, Cliff has switched desks with someone else.

If the descriptivist theory of disambiguation is correct, if the
referent of 'that' in "That is cluttered" is the individual that satis-
fies the descriptive content I associate with my utterance of "that',
then it would follow that my utterance is still ambiguous or that I am
referring to two different things with the word 'that'. However, nei-
ther of these alternatives seem to be the case. At the very least, the

descriptivist theory would have to be modified to account for cases like

this.

Michael McKinsey attempts to supplement descriptivist theories by
making a distinction between derivative and priﬁary intentions. He
defines these terms as follows: 'When a person's having a given inten-

tion is a part of the explanation of the person's having another inten-
tion, but not vice versa, I will say that the former intention is pri-
mary with respect to the latter or equivalently, that the latter is
]

derivative from the former.'

By making this distinction we might be able to disambiguate my
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stterance of 'that' by discovering which was my primary inteniton: to
refer with 'that’' to the desk I am now perceiving or to refer to the
desk that belongs to Cliff Wirt. The explanation of my intentions might
go something like this. I intend to refer to the desk that belongs to
Cliff Wirt becguse I intend to refer to the desk I am now perceiving and
I believe that this desk belongs to Cliff Wirt. Moreover, my intention
to refer to the desk I am now perceiving would not change if I did not
believe it belonged to Cliff Wirt and therefore, did not intend to refer
to the desk that belongs to Cliff Wirt. Since my primary intention was
to refer to the desk I am now perceiving, the desk which satisfies this
description is the referent of 'that'.

On the other hand, if I intended to refer to Cliff Wirt's desk
(believing that any desk which belonged to Cliff Wirt would be clut-
tered) and intended to refer to the desk I was perceiving only because I
believed it belonged to Cliff Wirf and I intended to refer to Cliff
Wirt's desk, then the referent would, on McKinsey's aécount, be the desk
which belongs to Cliff Wirt (even though that was not the desk I was
perceiving.) This conclusion conflicts with our intuitions.

A third objection to descriptivist theories of disambiguation is
that the speaker can have mistaken beliefs about an object, so it satis-
fies none of the descriptive content in the speaker's head, and nonethe-
less refer.to that object. For example, suppose a person sees an object
which he takes to be an antelope, but which is in fact a rock shaped
like an antelope. The person says ''That has been watching us all
night." The descriptions the speaker associates with 'that' are such
that the rock satisfies none of them (e.g., the description 'the antel-

ope standing over there', 'the entity which has been watching us',
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etc.). Nonetheless, the speaker does seem to be referring to the rock.
If his mistaken beliefs were revealed, he might say something like, "Oh,
it couldn't have beer watching us all night. It's a rock.” 'It' in
these sentences refers to the same thing that 'that' referred to.

Of course, the proponent of a descriptivist theory could find some
description that the speaker could have associated with 'that' and which
would uniquely denote the rock, for example, the description 'the entity
which I am now perceiving', or 'the entity which is causing my antelope
perception’'. But the fact that one can always come up with such a
descfiption does not mean that the speaker always has such a description
in mind.

Thinking of an object or 'having an object in mind' does not seem
to be just a matter of having a set of descriptions which uniquely char-
acterize that object. Having a uniquely denoting definite description
in mind is one way to individuate an object, but it is not the only way.
We are able to think of an individual even when it would be an effort to
come up with a description that uniquely and accurately characterizes
that individual. Often we identify objects perceptually, without an
accompanying description.?% Or we can identify the object by remembering

it through images, rather than through descriptions.?®

25 Perceptually discriminating some object may provide the basis for
a description (e.g., 'the object I now see'),