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Abstract 

 
The present paper sets out to investigate whether the contrast between Description theories of 
reference and Direct Reference theories constitutes what Chalmers calls “a broad verbal 
dispute” on the concept of reference.  
   I begin by describing Chalmers’ “method of elimination” concerning verbal disputes, 
according to which, in order to find out whether a dispute is verbal or whether it expresses a 
substantial disagreement on matters of fact, the key concept involved is barred and substituted 
by two new concepts defined according to the frameworks of the respective theories.  
   I limit the domain of my enquiry to proper names. I outline the version of Descriptivism 
advanced by Searle and the version of Direct Reference pictured by Kripke. The definition 
found for the Descriptive framework consists in reference being the thing that best fits a set of 
descriptions commonly known and associated with a proper name. In turn, the definition 
found for the Direct Reference framework consists in reference being the thing once baptized 
with the proper name used.  
     In order to concretely explicitate a substantial difference between the definitions of 
reference within the two framework, I use Dagfinn Føllesdal's general definition of reference, 
according to which reference is the thing that is talked about when a proper name is used. The 
Descriptive framework is consistent with Føllesdal's definition, while in Kripke's framework 
reference cannot be determined in terms of the thing that is talked about. I conclude that the 
role reference is asked to play differs distinctly within the two frameworks.  
     As a last step, I investigate whether the concept of reference of the Description Theory and 
the concept of reference of the Direct Reference Theory are acceptable respectively for the 
theorist of the opposing field. Statements are constructed in which the two terms expressing 
reference according to each framework are used and on which both frameworks can agree 
concerning their truth value. 
     The fact that the concept of reference in the two fields are substantially different and at the 
same time that they can be accepted by the opposing field points towards the conclusion that 
the dispute between the Descriptive theory and the Direct Reference theory can be 
understood, in Chalmers' terms, as broadly verbal. 





 
1. Introduction 

 
Suppose that one day, while you are among friends, you hear talking about a certain “Peter” 

whom you do not know. Then, you'll probably ask: “who's this Peter?” Someone would 

answer you: “You know, Peter from London...”, and someone else would say: “the one who 

wrote such and such article...”, and a third: “the one who drives such and such car...”, and so 

on. Maybe, there and then, you would be satisfied with these answers, and you would start 

eventually having the impression of “knowing” Peter. Maybe you have even heard some of 

these things before, and you would now link them with the proper name “Peter”. In short, you 

will become able to talk about “Peter” yourself. However, suppose that later on you’ll find 

yourself in a room with a number of other people you do not know, among whom you are told 

there is Peter, and you are asked to pick him out from the rest. Then, you'll probably say: 

“how can I do this? Peter could be anyone of these people!” 

      This situation introduces the contrast between opposing theories on the reference of 

proper names. The one theory—the Description Theory, henceforth DT—follows the intuition 

that without the use of descriptions consisting of an accepted conventional knowledge within 

a collective—such as, “he is the one who lives in...”, “he is the one who works as...”, “he is 

the one who likes...”, “he is the one who did such-and-such...”—it is not possible to explain 

reference: how can I tell you who Peter is without using any of the above descriptions? 

Intuitively, lacking the possibility of being able to point at Peter and say “that’s Peter!” there 

does not seem to be any conceivable alternative. But according to the other theory—the Direct 

Reference Theory, henceforth DRT—descriptions cannot be used to explain what names pick 

out.1 Peter drives such and such car, but many other people do that; Peter has written such and 

such article, but it is conceivable that someone else could have. There is no way in which one 

could with certainty pick Peter out among all others who are present only in virtue of his past 

deeds. Thus descriptions do not seem to be capable of necessarily pointing to the actual 

individual called “Peter”. This is what the DRT claims to explain: the name being necessarily 

1 Kripke argues that descriptions are non-rigid designators. If a certain description designates a certain referent, 
it is possible to imagine a scenario—a possible world—in which this is not the case. Kripke’s idea is to use 
modal thinking: possible worlds can be imagined in which things have gone differently than they have. A 
possible world is designed to pinpoint what could have been the case. Thus, if we consider a designator such as 
“Nixon” and a description such as “the US president in 1970”, Kripke argues that we can imagine a possible 
world in which Nixon had become something other than a politician, but we cannot imagine a possible world in 
which Nixon is not Nixon. This is expressed by saying that the description “the US president in 1970” is a non-
rigid designator, while the proper name “Nixon” is a rigid designator. Thus, descriptions are non-rigid 
designators, while proper names are rigid designators. See Kripke, S. (1972) Naming and Necessity Malden, 
MA: Blackwell Publishing., p. 48. 
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linked to its actual bearer since an original baptismal act. Thus, according to the DRT, a 

relation of reference that is contingent would not do—it could be erroneous, or it could be 

generalized to a number of referents—, what is needed is instead a necessary causal link that 

goes from a certain individual—from the moment such individual is baptized2—to any use of 

the name within a collective where such causal link has been necessarily preserved: this 

knowledge is precisely what is missing for you to pick Peter out from a number of other 

undistinguished people: a causal link to Peter himself.  

     As it is presently argued, the contrast between the two theories comes down to a dispute 

over the concept of reference. While the DT is based on the intuition that there cannot be 

reference without descriptive content, the DRT is grounded on the intuition that reference 

needs a necessary causal link—a causal chain of communication3—between the referent and 

the name.  

 

 
2. Chalmers’ Method of Elimination 

 

In view of this contrast on the concept of reference, the key question considered in the present 

paper becomes the following: does the dispute between the DT and the DRT concern 

substantial facts of reference or is it merely a dispute on what role the term “reference” should 

play, what facts it describes? While it is possible to imagine that the different perspectives 

defended by these two theories concerning matters of reference correspond to a substantial 

quarrel that does not depend on the verbal apparatus used to describe it, on the other hand it is 

also possible to think that this quarrel could be merely verbal, and concerning entirely the fact 

that reference is asked to play different roles within the two frameworks.  

     David Chalmers discusses the conditions under which a dispute is substantial and those 

under which it is verbal. The term “substantial” indicates here that the dispute contains 

elements that are not reducible to anything that has to do with language, and consists instead 

of a different way of understanding a certain question of things: two parties might understand 

a concept exactly in the same way, and still disagree on the truth value of expressions in 

which such concept is used. Conversely, the term “verbal” is used here to indicate that a 

dispute does not involve a different claim concerning a question of things; rather, it depends 

entirely on the fact that each party misunderstands the other concerning the use of one (or 

2 Kripke, S. Op. Cit., p. 91. 
3 Kripke, S. Op. Cit., p. 91 ff. 
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more) key term:  

 
Intuitively, a dispute between two parties is verbal when the two parties agree on 
the relevant facts about a domain of concern and just disagree about the language 
used to describe that domain.4  

      

In our case, the “language” involved in the (alleged) dispute comes down to the use of the 

notion of reference. In the case it were philosophically possible to ask a paradigmatic question 

of the kind “what is X?”,5 as it seems to be the case with reference, Chalmers proposes a 

concrete method for determining if a dispute is merely verbal—in which case it can be 

resolved—or if it is substantive.  

 
…the key idea is that one eliminates use of the key term, and one attempts to 
determine whether any substantive dispute remains.6 

 

In our context, this general idea translates into the more concrete methodological implication 

of barring the use of the term “reference” as far as the DT and the DRT are concerned, and 

see if the whole dispute depends on the use of such common term and if it can be resolved 

satisfactorily once this term is put aside.  

     Correspondingly, the notion of reference needs to be substituted with two unrelated 

concepts. These concepts need to represent the respective definitions of reference assumed by 

the two theories.7 Chalmers calls this method subscript gambit: 

 
Suppose that two parties are arguing over the answer to “What is X?” One says, 
‘X is such-and-such’, while the other says, ‘X is so-and-so’. To apply the 
subscript gambit, we bar the term X and introduce two new terms X1 and X2 that 
are stipulated to be equivalent to the two right-hand sides. We can then ask: do the 
parties have nonverbal disagreements involving X1 and X2, of a sort such that 
resolving these disagreements will at least partly resolve the original dispute? If 
yes, then the original dispute is nonverbal […]. If no, then this suggests that the 
original dispute was verbal.8 

4 Chalmers, D. J. “Verbal Disputes” Philosophical Review, Vol. 120. 4, 2011, Cornell University, p. 515. 
5 Chalmers, D. J. Op. Cit., p. 531. 
6 Chalmers, D. J. Op. Cit., p. 526. 
7 This would imply determining that the two new concepts do not re-constitute the original dispute on a different 
ground. In such a case, with the notion of reference we would have reached what Chalmers calls “a bedrock 
concept”, that is, a concept so basic that it is not further analysable and corresponds to a substantial intuition 
about the matter at hand (see Chalmers, D. J. Op. Cit., p.550). Thus, it would not be possible to “clarify 
substantive disputes involving [bedrock concepts] in more basic terms.” (Chalmers, D. J. Op. Cit., p. 550). In 
this view, if it is shown that two distinct, unrelated definitions of the notion of reference can be formulated 
without having to recur to some more basic concept common to both, then this is proof of the fact that the 
concept of reference—and the dispute related to it—is not "bedrock".  
8 Chalmers, D. J. Op. Cit., p. 532. The Subscript Gambit is described by Chalmers as a particular form of the 
method of elimination where the key concept involved is investigated through the question “What is X?” This 
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The idea is that certain concepts play different roles within different theories:9 thus, if no 

substantial disagreement is in place, and if different theories need their concept to play 

different roles within the respective framework, there is no reason for them to hold on to the 

same term. Consequently, an original concept, indicated with X, would be broken down in a 

number of unrelated terms X1, X2, X3... each playing the required, different role within the 

original framework. 

 
One can […] say: here are some interesting properties (of sentences or 
utterances): S1 can play this role, S2 can play these roles, S3 can play these roles 
[…]. Likewise, instead of asking “What is belief? What is it to believe?” and 
expecting a determinate answer, one can instead focus on the various roles one 
wants belief to play and say: here are some interesting states: B1 can play these 
roles, B2 can play these roles, B3 can play these roles. Not much hangs on the 
residual verbal question of which is really belief.10  

 
As far as the DT and the DRT are concerned, if it is true that two distinct explanatory roles 

played by the notion of reference can be identified, and if both frameworks are prepared to 

agree of the truth value of expressions that make use of the two new terms X1 and X2, this 

would be strong indication that the dispute is verbal. Put it in different terms, if reference 

plays different explanatory roles for the DT and the DRT, the dispute arises when the DT 

shows how the DRT concept of reference cannot explain what the DT claims to explain; and, 

on the other hand, when the DRT shows how the DT concept of reference cannot explain 

what the DRT claim to explain. Thus, each theory considers the opponent’s explanation 

inadequate. But once the key term is substituted by two new terms X1 and X2, there is no 

reason why each framework should not accept the explanatory role played by the opposing 

party—provided such role is recognized as valid. Therefore, in order to determine if the 

dispute between the DT and the DRT is verbal, what is needed is an indication of the fact that 

insofar as two new terms are introduced to describe the work reference is asked to do in each 

theory, the DT theorist should be able to accept the legitimacy of the DRT framework at the 

form of enquiry appears particularly suited to the investigation at hand, in which both parties construct theories 
that respond to the goal of giving an answer to the question “What is reference?” See Chalmers, D. J. Op. Cit., p. 
532. 
9 In fact, Chalmers suggests that the question “What is X?” ought to be substituted by the question concerning 
the roles the concepts defined within respective parties play within respective frameworks: “On the picture I 
favour, instead of asking ‘What is X?’, one should focus on the roles one wants X to play and see what can play 
that role.” Chalmers, D, J, Op. Cit., p.538. This is done to avoid the residual substantial dispute that is left once 
the two concepts X1 and X2 have been clarified; that is, the dispute concerning which of the two best fit the 
ordinary way X is understood. Chalmers, D, J, Op. Cit., p. 535. 
10 Chalmers, D. J. Op. Cit., p. 538. Chalmers intends here “roles” especially as “explanatory roles”, which is 
indeed the case of the DT and the DRT concerning reference. Chalmers, D, J, Op. Cit., p. 538. 
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same time as the DRT theorist should be able to accept the legitimacy of the DT framework. 

    In what follows, I apply Chalmers’ method of elimination to the notion of reference in the 

dispute between the DT and the DRT. The first step consists in arriving at unrelated 

definitions of the notion of reference, as (e.g.) “for DT, reference is such-and-such” (§2.1) and 

“for DRT, reference is so-and-so” (§2.2). Secondly, following the Subscript Gambit, two new 

terms, “DT-reference” and “DRT-reference”, will be introduced that correspond to the 

unrelated respective definitions found (chapter 3). Accordingly, in order to indicate the 

respective referents, I will also introduce the expressions of “DT-Referent” and of “DRT-

Referent”. My purpose at this point will be to show that it is possible to point out different 

explanatory roles DT-Reference and DRT-Reference play within the respective theories. My 

strategy is to apply the general definition of reference advanced by Dagfinn Føllesdal—

according to whom reference is the thing11 talked about when a proper name is used—to DT-

Reference and DRT-Reference (§§ 3.1 and 3.2). Finally, in order to ascertain that DT-

Reference and DRT-Reference do not re-instate the initial dispute on different grounds, that 

is, in order to show that reference is not a concept so basic as being non-analysable in terms of 

other concepts, I will also investigate whether the notion of DT-Reference is compatible with 

DRT assumptions, and whether the notion of DRT-Reference is compatible with DT 

assumptions (chapter 4).12 To this end, I will apply Føllesdal's definition that relies on the idea 

that reference determines the thing that is talked about when a proper name is used, in order to 

show that the contrast between DT-Reference and DRT-Reference can be resolved, and that, 

once the respective roles are clarified, a DT theorist could accept the legitimacy of the work 

done by DRT-Reference and agree on the truth value of expressions involving the use of 

DRT-Reference, while a DRT theorist could accept the legitimacy of the work done by DT-

11 The term “thing” is used here and throughout the present paper in order to indicate the existing object that is 
picked out by reference. This “thing” is concretely determined as an individual, a concrete object, but also a 
virtue, or an idea. See Føllesdal, D. (1990) Argumentationsteori, språk och vetenskapsfilosofi. Stockholm: 
Thales, p. 252. 
12 This would indeed be equivalent to asking: “do the parties have nonverbal disagreements involving X1 and X2, 
of a sort such that resolving these disagreements will at least partly resolve the original dispute?” Chalmers, D. J. 
Op. Cit.. Chalmers warns that this method somehow assumes an inferential framework concerning concepts, as it 
has to be assumed that the concepts that originate from the original barred one, needs to be somehow 
inferentially linked to it in order to preserve the cognitive value that they play in the original theory. However, 
such assumption is not necessarily accepted comprehensively. As Chalmers puts it, “[o]ne could reject the 
picture by holding that the original expressions have content that is not captured in the relevant inferential 
relations (as an epistemic theorist of vagueness or some causal theorists of reference might)...” Chalmers, D. J. 
Op. Cit., p. 555. On the other hand, Chalmers tends to reject such possible objections: “…but even then it is 
tempting to hold that the inferential structure captures some important aspect of content: dialectically significant 
content, one might say.” Chalmers, D. J. Op. Cit., pp. 555-6. In the present framework I accept this latter idea, 
arguing that DT-reference and DRT-reference contain the essential cognitive value present in the respective 
theory, even though some idealization might be happening in the process of barring the concept of reference as it 
is presently used. 
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Referent and agree on the truth value of expressions involving the use of DT-Reference 

(§§4.1 and 4.2). 

2.1 The Description Theory 

The key tenet of the DT on reference can be described by saying that there must be something 

else other than labelling a thing13 which is necessary for proper names in order to pick out 

their referents. This is also Searle’s interpretation.14 But what is this “something else”? Frege 

highlights that two distinct but co-referring proper names can differ in cognitive value.15 

Hesperus and Phosphorus refer to the same thing, the planet Venus: if proper names where a 

simple matter of picking out a certain referent one could not explain how the sentence 

“Hesperus is Phosphorus” is in fact informative rather than tautological. Frege calls this 

something else Sense. In general, I would argue that within descriptivism the notion of Sense 

(in whatever form it is described, such as mode of presentation, descriptive content, or, as in 

John Searle, Intentional content16) has assumed a central role for what concerns the meaning 

of proper names: in essence, according to descriptivist philosophers, Sense is considered as 

the only necessary ingredient for proper names to have meaning,17 and as the element through 

which the referent is determined. If Hesperus is presented as “the evening star” and 

Phosphorus is presented as “the morning star”, the referent of the name “Hesperus” is picked 

out in virtue of the description (the Sense) “the evening star”, as the referent of the name 

“Phosphorus” is picked out in virtue of the description “the morning star”. 

     In Searle’s Descriptivism,18 the picking out of an object, that is, the determination of the 

thing referred to when a proper name is used, happens through a body of Intentional content 

representable in language not by one single description, rather by a cluster of descriptions. 

 
Suppose we ask the users of the name "Aristotle" to state what they regard as 
certain essential and established facts about him. Their answers would constitute 

13 J. S. Mill described proper names as simple labels attached to objects. This way of considering proper names 
is consequently known as Millianism: “Proper names are not connotative; they denote the individuals who are 
called by them, but they do not indicate or imply any attributes belonging to those individuals.” Mill, J. S. “Of 
Names” in Martinich, A. P. (Ed.) The Philosophy of Language. 2010, Oxford: OUP, p. 287.  
14 Searle, J. “Proper Names and Intentionality” in Martinich, A. P. (Ed.) The Philosophy of Language. (2010) 
Oxford: OUP, p. 326. 
15 See Frege, G. “On Sense and Nominatum” (1892), in Martinich, A. P. (Ed.) The Philosophy of Language. 
Oxford: OUP. (2010), pp. 217-229. 
16 Searle, J. Op. Cit., p. 326. 
17 Therefore, a name can have meaning even though it does not refer, as in the case of so-called “empty names” 
such as “Odysseus”, “Superman” and the like. This is something the DRT has supposedly trouble in explaining. 
18 Searle states that his view on reference is strongly influenced by Frege and Strawson. See Searle, J. (1969) 
Speech Acts, Cambridge: CUP., p. 77. 
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set of identifying descriptions, and I wish to argue that though no single one of 
them is analytically true of Aristotle, their disjunction is. Put it this way: suppose 
we have independent means of identifying an object, what then are the conditions 
under which I could say of the object, "This is Aristotle?" I wish to claim that the 
conditions, the descriptive power of the statement, is that a sufficient but so far 
unspecified number of these statements (or descriptions) are true of the object.19 

 

Thus, the thing the proper name refers to must be the thing which best satisfies an unidentified 

disjunction within this cluster of descriptions.20 If I consider that Aristotle was “the man who 

taught Alexander”, “Plato’s pupil”, “the man who founded the Lyceum”, “the greatest 

philosopher in antiquity”, and the like, in using the proper name “Aristotle” I would 

determine the thing that fits best some of these descriptions. Therefore, my utterance of the 

name is successful only given the receiver’s knowledge of at least some of these same 

descriptions.21 Generalizing, such knowledge needs to be common to a certain collective 

where a proper name uniquely determines one thing. In other words, a certain number of 

descriptions associated with a certain proper name need to be publicly known and accepted as 

true of a thing. Searle’s idea is precisely that these descriptions are linked to a proper name so 

that the actual explicit utterance of them is not necessary, since the name used would 

conventionally represent them: 

 
Since the point of having proper names is just to refer to objects, not to describe 
them, it often doesn’t really matter to us much what descriptive content is used to 
identify the object as long as it identifies the right object, where the “right object” 
is just the one that other people use the name to refer to.22 
 

Thus, when I use the proper name “Aristotle”, I imply things like “the man who taught 

Alexander the Great”, “Plato’s pupil”, “the founder of the Lyceum…” without having to state 

these things explicitly, because these descriptions are part of some form of accepted collective 

knowledge—for example, they are all part of what can be read in philosophy books.23 When 

explaining to someone who is oblivious of descriptive content the meaning of a certain proper 

name, as in the initial example concerning “Peter”, then descriptions need to be explicitly 

used: “he is the one who lives in...”, “he is the one who works as...”, “he is the one who 

19 Searle, J. Speech Acts, pp. 169. 
20 Searle, J. Speech Acts, pp. 170-1. 
21 Searle, J. Speech Acts, pp. 170-1. 
22 Searle, J. Proper Names and Intentionality, p. 336.  
23 The fact that a body of collective knowledge is necessarily implied is also confirmed by the fact that 
Description theorists unceasingly insist in the use of examples involving historical or well-known characters, 
where descriptions related to these names are clearly part of what is publicly known and commonly accepted. 
This could prove to be a limitation in the case descriptions involve features common to a large numbers of 
individuals, in which case the contingency of descriptions becomes explicitly apparent. 
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likes...”, “he is the one who did such-and-such...” Hence, a collective context in which the 

cluster of descriptions becomes known and such knowledge shared is created: this secures the 

positive outcome of the referential process, that is, the univocal determination of the thing that 

fits best the cluster of descriptions in question. Importantly, one could say that the presence of 

this collectively known cluster of descriptions is the necessary condition for the name to have 

meaning at all: it would be meaningless to use a proper name linked to a cluster of 

descriptions only for the speaker, without the speaker making this cluster of descriptions 

explicitly available to the rest of the community in which he or she dwells: in such a case, the 

speaker would not be able to “talk about” the meant thing. Therefore, according to Searle, the 

meaning of proper names originates from a cluster of descriptions collectively shared. 

Accordingly, Searle argues that...      

 
...the uniqueness and immense pragmatic convenience of proper names in our 
language lie precisely in the fact that they enable us to refer publicly to objects 
without being forced to raise issues and come to agreement on what descriptive 
characteristics exactly constitute the identity of the object. They function not as 
descriptions, but as pegs on which to hang descriptions.24 
 

Even though they univocally determine the thing that fits best a cluster of description, proper 

names do so without implicating the explicit use of these descriptions. A cluster of 

descriptions constitutes the expression in language of a body of Intentional content that some 

object fits. This Intentional content includes conditions of satisfaction for a certain object to 

be identified by it: 

 
...the speaker refers to the object because and only because the object satisfies the 
Intentional content associated with the name.25 

 

     In conclusion, Searle argues that reference is a process by which some Intentional content 

present in the mind of speakers and shared within a community of speakers allows the 

univocal determination of a referent which is the thing that best fits this body of Intentional 

content. When using a proper name, the fact that this body of Intentional content is commonly 

known makes it possible for speakers and receivers to univocally determine the thing that best 

fits this body of Intentional content.  

          To summarize, we can say the following of Searle’s DT framework: 

 

24 Searle, J. “Proper Names” (1958) in Mind, New Series, Vol. 67, No. 266 (Apr., 1958), pp. 166-173. p. 171. 
25 Searle, J. “Proper Names and Intentionality”, p. 327. 
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(1)  reference is the thing that best fits a body of Intentional content associated 
 with the name within a community of speakers. 
 

2.2 The Direct Reference Theory 

In sharp contrast to the DT framework, the DRT is grounded on the intuition that a proper 

name is a label given to a thing. This means that proper names are linked to their referents 

directly, without the mediation of descriptions.26 A name given to a certain thing in a 

“baptismal” act is thereafter rigidly27 linked to the thing.28 The main conceptual problem to 

solve is the fact that, if in descriptive frameworks Intentional content is available to explain 

how proper names determines their referents, now the link between proper names and their 

referents needs to be explained per se. The attempt made is not to deny descriptions, rather, to 

consider them contingent to the existence of such a link. But if descriptions are contingent, 

there must be something else that functions as a necessary connection between a proper name 

and a thing that is named.  

     Kripke suggests how this problem could be solved: the first step is to consider the naming 

process of a certain thing, where reference clearly obtains—the ostensive linking of a thing, in 

its essence, as in “that thing”—, with an item of language. Successively, from the original 

moment of naming, a chain of causal relations that is reference-preserving happens through 

communication from person to person. This allows for the original link to be known in wider 

contexts and make communication possible within such contexts.29  

 
Someone, let’s say, a baby, is born; his parents call him by a certain name. They 
talk about him to their friends. Other people meet him. Through various sorts of 
talk the name is spread from link to link as if by a chain. A speaker who is on the 
far end of this chain, who has heard out, say Richard Feynman, in the marketplace 
or elsewhere, may be referring to Richard Feynman even though he can’t 
remember from whom he first heard of Feynman or from whom he ever heard of 
Feynman. He knows that Feynman is a famous physicist. A certain passage of 

26 See Mill, J. S. Op. Cit. 
27 It is possible to argue that “a causal chain of communication” that links the proper name directly to its bearer 
(as it will be shown, this is the Direct Reference thesis) implies the name to be rigidly (in all possible worlds) 
linked to its referent, although the converse is not necessarily true. 
28 See Kripke, S. Op. Cit., p. 48. 
29 Searle’s critique of this position comes down to the observation that the reference-preserving communication 
Kripke talks about determines a situation where my knowledge of a certain link is parasitic on other speakers’ 
knowledge of the link (unless of course my knowledge is direct, that is, ostensive): according to Searle this is not 
different to saying that reference happens through knowledge of a body of Intentional content common within a 
community of speakers. Searle further argues that the causal link with a baptismal act plays no role in the actual 
picking out of an object through the proper name. See Searle, J. “Proper Names and Intentionality”, pp. 333-4. 
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communication reaching ultimately to the man himself does reach the speaker.30 
 

According to Kripke, this explains how proper names are causally connected to the things 

they refer to, without having to involve descriptions in the picture. In fact, according to 

Kripke one does not need to know anything about Feynman in order to refer to Feynman, as 

long as a causal chain that originates from Feynman has reached the speaker by way of 

communication: 

 
A certain passage of communication reaching ultimately to the man himself does 
reach the speaker. He then is referring to Feynman even though he can't identify 
him uniquely.31 

 

     If one tries to consider what are the things that proper names refer to exclusively as a kind 

of knowledge of the thing as it is ostensively named in an original act of naming—knowledge 

that successively is made available, shared, causally spread within a collective domain 

through communication—one must try to determine how reference occurs independently from 

the presence of Intentional content. But if the link between a proper name and a thing is not 

determined through Intentional content, then, somehow the thing must furnish it itself. In fact, 

while in the DT the determination of a thing referred to is guaranteed by a body of Intentional 

content, now such Intentional content is not available, and the only alternative is to look 

directly at the actual thing, considered in (some of) its essential properties.  

     For what concerns natural kind terms,32 Putnam (independently from Kripke) epitomizes 

this intuition by describing the equivalence between the name “water” and its chemical 

formula, H2O. In the expression “water is H2O” what is meant is that water is the name in 

language of a certain substance the nature (or essence) of which is H2O:33  

 
...once we have discovered the nature of water, nothing counts as a possible world 
in which water doesn't have that nature. Once we have discovered that water (in 
the actual world) is H2O, nothing counts as a possible world in which water isn't 
H2O.34 

30 Kripke, S. Op. Cit., p. 91. 
31 Kripke, S. Op. Cit., p. 91. 
32 For natural kinds, I take what Mill describes as terms that possess “connotation”: “All concrete general names 
are connotative. The word man, for example, denotes Peter, Jane, John, and an indefinite number of other 
individuals of whom, taken as a class, it is the name. But it is applied to them because they possess, and to 
signify that they possess, certain attributes.” Mill, J. S. Op. Cit., p.286. 
33 In Kripke’s framework, the concept of essence is presented problematically: the question on what constitutes 
an essential property and what is merely a contingent property of an object representable through descriptions is 
an endlessly open one: the concept of essence is thus irremediably fuzzy. See Kripke, Op. Cit. 
34 Putnam, H. "Meaning and Reference" in Martinich, A. P. (Ed.) The Philosophy of Language. (2010) Oxford: 
OUP, p. 312. 
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I would argue that “H2O”, therefore, is not meant as a name, nor as a description, and neither 

as any kind of mental content: rather, as Putnam clearly writes, it is meant as the nature of 

water.35 Thus, water stands rigidly (that is, in all possible worlds, as in Twin Earth) in 

language for a certain thing the nature of which is indicated with “H2O”. This equivalence is 

necessary in Kripke's sense, because water is the proper name of the thing “H2O”, and it is so 

in all possible worlds.36 The difference between the contingency of descriptions in DT and the 

necessity of referential expressions in Kripke lies in the fact that the latter names something 

essential of the object.37 

     In general, then, one can say that Kripke’s idea of reference lies in the notion of a causal 

chain originating from an actual thing named. Importantly, this notion implies that a proper 

name would reach a certain actual thing even though speakers were not able to identify such 

actual thing univocally (as it is required in Searle's framework). Once again, 

 
[the speaker] then may be referring to Richard Feynman even though he can’t 
remember from whom he first heard of Feynman... …a chain of communication 
going back to Feynman himself has been established, by virtue of his membership 
in a community which passed the name on from link to link […]38 

 

This shows that in Kripke's framework a proper name is indeed thought of as reaching its 

referent independently from speakers’ knowledge of descriptive content—speakers cannot 

name any description linked to Feynman, but the proper name “Feynman” still refers to 

Feynman. 

     Kripke discusses a number of scenarios in order to show that if reference were determined 

in terms of descriptive content, a defective content would lead us to identify the wrong thing, 

or no thing at all.39 Therefore, the thing needs to be considered linked to the name causally. In 

this sense, the causal link is described as the bearer’s baptism furnishing a causal chain down 

35 Kripke clarifies the idea of essential properties by saying that such are the properties that allow one to keep 
fixed a designator to its object in modal talk. For example, in possible worlds where scenarios can be varied, 
such as Putnam’s Twin Earth, the fact that water has the essential property of being H2O guarantees the rigidity 
of the link between the name “water” and “that substance”. Importantly, Kripke stressed that what matters to the 
theory is only a necessary link to essential properties—water cannot be water without being H2O—and not a 
controversial assumption of a necessary and sufficient link, which would be equivalent to stating  the existence 
of essences—such as “waterness”. Kripke, Op. Cit., Lecture 1. 
36 The sense of Putnam's thought experiment ‘Twin Earth’ is precisely this, that if the kind were another one, say 
XYZ, the conventional naming with water would not be referring to the same kind: we use the same term but we 
simply refer to different objects, thus the two terms do not have the same meaning. In Kripke’s terms, the 
identity between two rigid designators, if true, is necessary. See Kripke, S. Op. Cit. 
37 Kripke, S. Op. Cit., Lecture 1. 
38 Kripke, S. Op. Cit., p. 91. 
39 See “the Gödel-Schmidt example” (§§ 3.2 and 4.2) as well as “the Peano example” in Kripke, S. Op. Cit., pp. 
84-5. 
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to the name. For Kripke, reference can be thus described by saying that it is the thing 

determined by a rigid link that goes from the actual bearer of the name—who is the actual 

bearer of the name in virtue of having been originally baptized with the name—to the proper 

name, where the successful outcome of the referencing in communication happens insofar as 

such rigid link is causally transmitted within a collective domain through reference-preserving 

communication acts. Importantly, this causal chain is fixed and rigid, which means that it is 

not even possible to imagine that it could end up linked to some other different thing. Thus, 

for example, you can use the name “Peter” successfully only if you are able to pick out the 

actual individual named “Peter” by pointing your finger and say “that’s Peter”. But even if 

you cannot do that, the name “Peter” still refers to “that individual”. 

     This structure is manifest in Putnam’s H2O example: there is a causal chain that goes from 

H2O to the word “water”. Reference is the thing found following the path down to the 

originator of the link (that thing, that kind). Therefore, whereof the successful reaching of the 

thing implies knowledge of an essential property of water, thereof lack of such knowledge 

does not alter the causal chain: the causal chain starts from the thing, and reach up to the 

name: following it implies following something rigidly fixed always down to the same thing.  

 
Thus the extension of the term 'water' (and, in fact, its "meaning" in the intuitive 
preanalytical usage of that term) is not a function of the psychological state of the 
speaker by itself…40 

 

…where by “psychological state of the speaker” the Intentional content associated with the 

use of a certain proper name is meant.  

     On the basis of what said about the DRT, Kripke’s framework is consistent with the 

following statement:  

 
(2) reference is the thing that has originally been baptized with a certain 
 proper name. 

 

 

3. Føllesdal's definition of reference  

 

In the previous sections I have outlined the notion of reference according to the DT and 

according to the DRT. Following Chalmers’ method of elimination I will now bar the use of 

40 Putnam, H. Op. Cit, p. 307. 
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the notion of reference used thus far. In its place, the notions of DT-Reference and of DRT-

Reference will be introduced as characterized according to the definitions provided in chapter 

2 (definitions (1) and (2)). Accordingly, DT-Reference will determine its referent (DT-

Referent) as the thing that best fits a body of Intentional content publicly shared and linked to 

the name used, while DRT-Reference will determine its referent (DRT-Referent) as the thing 

that has been once baptized with the name used—that is, as the actual name-bearer. The 

question considered in the present chapter becomes then whether the DT-Referent and the 

DRT-Referent are distinct notions. In fact, as Chalmers argues, this result is indispensible for 

the dispute to be considered broadly verbal. 

     Dagfinn Føllesdal formulates a general statement concerning the definition of the concept 

of reference according to which reference is the thing that is talked about when a singular 

term—such as a proper name—is used. In Føllesdal's words, the reference of an expression 

is… 

 
(3) ...the thing or the things we talk about when we use the expression [...].41 

 
This definition provides a fairly concrete way of determining how the DT-Referent and DRT-

Referent are related to the thing that is talked about. Accordingly, in the following two 

sections I will apply Føllesdal's definition of reference given in (3) within the DT framework 

and within the DRT framework. My aim is to show that Føllesdal's definition is in line with 

the DT framework (§3.2)—in which the thing that best fits a body of intentional content 

publicly shared is fully equivalent to the thing that is talked about when a proper name is 

used—; and that Føllesdal's definition is in contrast with the DRT framework (§3.3)—in 

which the bearer of a proper name not always can be assimilated—and is conceptually 

distinct—to what is talked about when a proper name is used.  

3.1 The DT-referent is the thing that is talked about 

As seen, DT-reference implies that the thing picked out by a proper name is the thing that fits 

best a public body of Intentional content that dwells in the mind of speakers. Now, this thing 

picked out by DT-Reference is equivalent to the thing that is talked about when the name is 

used. In fact, what is talked about is determined by the intention of the speaker of talking 

about some thing, and by the ability of the receiver to identify such intention of talking about 

that thing. In using a proper name, one might want to mean a certain thing and one does that 

41 Føllesdal, D. Op. Cit., p.252 (my translation). 
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by using a proper name the meaning of which manages to identify that thing. Searle explains 

how this identification occurs, through the cluster of descriptions publicly and conventionally 

known to be linked to the name used. Thus, the thing that best fits these descriptions (or, in 

Searle’s terms, a disjunction of them) is then what the speaker intends to talk about. 

Therefore, I conclude that the thing that best fits the body of Intentional content linked to a 

name is the thing that is talked about in using the name. As a consequence, a DT theorist 

would unproblematically accept Føllesdal's definition of reference in (3). This is to say that 

the DT-Referent is the thing that is talked about when a proper name is used.  

     This conclusion is confirmed by the fact that Føllesdal himself considers reference in terms 

analogous to those of the DT framework. Consider: 

 
The word “Socrates” refers […] to something concrete, the philosopher who has 
been Plato's teacher.42 

 

Here it is apparent how the proper name “Socrates”, which is explained to refer to (to be the 

thing talked about, in Føllesdal's terms) an actual concrete individual once existed, fixes its 

reference through the description “teacher of Plato”, precisely as Searle would have wanted it 

to be. 

     Interestingly, this thing identified by the name and talked about when the name is used 

might not be the thing once baptized with such name. In fact it is possible to imagine 

scenarios in which the speaker uses a name and intends to identify a thing—talk about a 

thing—that does not correspond to what has been originally baptized with the name used. If 

this is accepted, there would be the implication that the DT must renounce the idea of being 

able to determine its referents in terms of essential properties—the fact of having been a 

philosopher teacher of Plato has clearly nothing essential in itself: the actual individual named 

Plato could have become something completely different than a philosopher—; on the other 

hand, in this sense, the DT explains situations that appear to be out of reach for the DRT. Let 

us consider one such scenario.43 

     Imagine that one human-being has a name publicly linked to (a cluster of) descriptions of 

some kind. As an example of this, think of the once-Soviet-worker Aleksej Grjgorievitj 

Stachanov. In the early days of the Soviet Union, Stachanov had gained a reputation of 

42 Føllesdal, Op. Cit. p.252 (my translation). 
43 A similar scenario is described by Evans: “Two babies are born, and their mothers bestow names upon them. 
A nurse inadvertently switches them and the error is never discovered. It will henceforth undeniably be the case 
that the man universally known as 'Jack' is so called because a woman dubbed some other baby with the name.” 
Evans, G. “The Causal Theory of Names”. in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volumes, 
Vol. 47 (1973), pp.187-225, p. 196.  

14 
 

                                                 



absolute dedication for his work as a miner, and his only daily concern was the thought of 

increasing his work-productivity. The fact that his name has become proverbial is a sign of 

the fact that his deeds have been linked to it; hence, his name has entered in the public 

linguistic domain and it is now conventionally linked to a certain common Intentional content 

through which to be identified in form of a set of descriptions, e.g. “the indefatigable, 

strenuous worker”.  

     In line with Searle’s definition, given an utterance in which the proper name “Stachanov” 

is used, DT-reference determines the thing that best fits this body of Intentional content linked 

to it. In Searle’s words, the proper name “Stachanov” is “a peg on which to hang 

descriptions.” In fact, uttering the name “Stachanov” I intend to mean this set of descriptions. 

But these descriptions could be meant to identify a thing other than the original Soviet 

Stachanov: the interesting fact is that it is plausible to imagine that I could utter a sentence in 

which I use the proper name “Stachanov” without intending to determine the actual Soviet 

Stachanov, rather, some other individual to whom I attribute the descriptions associated with 

the proper name “Stachanov” and that, under the circumstances of my utterance, is the one 

that best fits those descriptions. Imagine at the end of a working day, talking about a 

colleague who has worked particularly hard, I (jokingly) say: “Look! Stachanov must be very 

tired now!” The successful picking out of the right human being intended (my colleague 

rather than the actual Soviet Stachanov) depends on the fact that in my use of the proper name 

“Stachanov”, I DT-Refer to whomever fits best the descriptions associated with the proper 

name—in other words, under the circumstances of my utterance, the descriptions associated 

with the proper name “Stachanov” are true of the thing that the speaker intends to pick out, 

namely, the speaker’s tired colleague. Thus, insofar as my colleague fits best the descriptions 

associated with the proper name, my colleague becomes the thing that is talked about between 

me and the receiver of my utterance (provided, of course, that the receiver of my utterance is 

also in possession of the body of Intentional content linked to the name Stachanov).44 

Concluding, I can state the following: 

 

44 It is not clear whether there is a determination of which should be the domain in which the identification of the 
“thing” that best fits a body of Intentional content should happen. In the example discussed here, one might 
argue that the determination of the “thing” that best fits the descriptions is achieved in the pragmatic rather than 
in the semantic domain, and the example could be understood in Gricean terms (The discrepancy between the 
actual Stachanov and the tired colleague would then be explained as an implicature. See Grice, P. “Logic and 
Conversation” in Martinich, A. P. (Ed.) The Philosophy of Language. (2010) Oxford: OUP). But this distinction 
seems to me not to invalidate the argument, as what matters to DT-Reference is the fact that the “thing” that best 
fits these descriptions is determined as to correspond to the intention of the speaker, no matter in which domain 
such fitting happens. 
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(4)  The DT-Referent coincides with the thing talked about when a proper 
 name is used.       
 

3.2 The DRT-referent cannot be determined as the thing that is talked about 

In the DRT framework, one key idea is precisely that of stating that reference cannot be 

conceptually assimilated to the thing that is talked about. Kripke and Putnam insist 

unceasingly in constructing scenarios that aim at showing how the thing that is talked about—

that is intended—is not the same as the bearer of the name—the thing once baptized with the 

name—, and that if one consider reference as the thing that is talked about, one is led towards 

wrong and often paradoxical conclusions. Putnam's Twin Earth scenario is one such scenario, 

in which he argues that the DRT-meaning responsible for determining DRT-reference might 

not be fully known to the people who use the term “water”. In such a case, the people using 

the term “water” unaware of the DRT-meaning of it, would not be able to talk about it, and, 

perhaps, would erroneously be talking about something else, for example, the substance the 

molecular structure of which is XYZ rather than H2O. In other terms, it is plausible to think 

that sometimes speakers use names without being entirely aware of the causal chain that links 

a name with its bearer:45 in such a case, it might even be argued that they do not fully know 

the DRT-meaning of the name, as Kripke seems to suggest in discussing the example 

concerning Feynman. But, crucially, both Kripke and Putnam stress that this does not mean 

that the proper name does not have a well-defined DRT-meaning. A proper name, or an 

expression, might have a well-defined DRT-meaning even if no speaker is fully aware of it, as 

humans in 1750 might not have been aware that “water is H2O.”46, 47 Therefore, if Earth 

people were transported on Twin Earth in 1750, they would have been talking about the 

substance the molecular structure of which is “XYZ” when using the term “water”, that is, the 

substance that on Twin Earth fills rivers and oceans and is commonly drunk, supposed to be 

different from earth-water only as far as the chemical formula “XYZ” is concerned—; while 

they would have been DRT-Referring to H2O—because the term "water" refers necessarily to 

H2O, and it does so rigidly, in all possible worlds (Twin Earth included). This shows that the 

thing talked about is different from the DRT-Referent. 

45 See Kripke’s discussion of the Feynman's example. Kripke, S. Op. Cit, p. 81. 
46 In Putnam’s example of Twin Earth, the fact that in 1750 people weren’t aware of the fact that the nature of 
water is H2O implies that when using the term “water” they were not in actual fact capable of reaching out to the 
object the name refers to: this explains the fact that people on Earth and on Twin Earth could have used the same 
term meaning different things without having been aware of it. See Putnam, H. Op. Cit.  
47 See also Sprigge's example of the essential properties of the Queen, discussed at length by Kripke. Kripke, S. 
Op. Cit., pp. 110-113. 
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     Another of these scenarios advanced by Kripke's is the Gödel-Schmidt scenario. In this 

scenario, Kripke directs his critique against the DT framework, arguing that descriptions are 

unable to determine the right referent of a name. Let us consider this scenario in details. 
 

Let’s suppose someone says that Gödel is the man who proved the incompleteness 
of arithmetic, and this man is suitably well educated and is even able to give an 
independent account of the incompleteness theorem. […] Is it the case, then, that 
if most of the φ’s [descriptions] are satisfied by a unique object γ, then γ is the 
referent of the name “X” for A? Let’s take a simple case. In the case of Gödel 
that’s practically the only thing many people have heard about him – that he 
discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic. Does it follow that whoever 
discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic is the referent of ‘Gödel’? […] 
Suppose that Gödel was not in fact the author of this theorem. A man named 
‘Schmidt’ […] actually did the work in question. […] …then, when our ordinary 
man uses the name ‘Gödel’, he really means to refer to Schmidt, because Schmidt 
is the unique person satisfying the description, ‘the man who discovered the 
incompleteness of arithmetic’. […] But it seems to me that [he is] not…48 

 

What is talked about when the name “Gödel” is used is “the discoverer of the incompleteness 

of arithmetic”. Kripke imagines that the actual discover of the incompleteness of arithmetic, 

although this fact is not publicly known, was not Gödel, rather someone else called Schmidt. 

For Kripke, DRT-reference is once and for all the thing once baptized with a name, therefore, 

when one uses the name “Gödel” one DRT-Refers to the actual individual once baptized with 

the name “Gödel”, and if Gödel used to wear thick black glasses, in using the name “Gödel” 

one would be DRT-Referring to that individual who used to wear thick black glasses. But, 

Kripke argues, the thing talked about when the name “Gödel” is used within the conditions of 

the scenario above is not the actual individual once baptized with the name “Gödel”, rather, it 

is the individual called Schmidt. This is so because the speaker is supposed to have the 

intention of speaking about the discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic. Therefore, 

Kripke's argument could be seen as follows: the thing talked about when the name “Gödel” is 

used is the actual discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic; the actual discoverer of the 

incompleteness of arithmetic is Schmidt; the thing determined by DRT-Reference—which for 

Kripke is the right thing49—is Gödel; therefore, the thing talked about when the proper name 

is used is not the DRT-referent.  

     Having this in mind, I could write as follows: 

48 Kripke, S. Op. Cit., pp. 83-4. 
49 I will return on this point in chapter 4, where I will argue that although the actual individual called Gödel is 
intuitively the “right” referent of the name “Gödel” if essential properties of this individual are concerned, one 
could also imagine a situation in which a speaker uttering the name “Gödel” would want to talk about “the 
discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic”, whoever this person might have been. 
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(5)  The DRT-Referent cannot be defined in terms of the thing talked about 
 when a proper name is used.  
 
 

 

4. The Compatibility of DT-Reference and of DRT-Reference 

 

In the previous chapter I have come to ascertain that, on a conceptual level, there seems to be 

a marked difference in the definitions of DT-Reference and of DRT-Reference: DT-Reference 

can be defined as the thing that is talked about when the proper name is used, DRT-Reference 

cannot be defined as the thing that is talked about when the proper name is used. As seen, this 

result is grounded on the fact that it is possible to consider scenarios in which one either 

wishes (Stachanov), or cannot avoid (Gödel), talking about a thing that is different from the 

original bearer of the proper name. Thus, when people's intentions or knowledge (or the lack 

of it) are involved, there are situations in which DT-Reference explains things that the DRT 

cannot explain (Stachanov). From this, I draw the following conclusion, used in what follows: 

 
(6)  DRT-Reference is so conceived as not being able to demand to determine 

the thing that is talked about.  
 

     Some considerations will now move towards determining whether a DRT theorist could 

accept the idea of DT-Reference and, conversely, whether a DT theorist could accept the idea 

of DRT-Reference. Preliminarily, one could observe that, from (6), given that DRT-reference 

does not demand to determine the thing that is talked about, a DRT theorist would (and must) 

accept a situation in which people talk about a thing that is different from the DRT-Referent, 

simply because one has to accept the idea that people's intentions, or knowledge, might not 

(always) necessarily coincide with the causal path that leads from the proper name down to 

the actual bearer that was once baptized with it: the Stachanov scenario and the Gödel 

scenario are intended to show precisely this. If the DRT theorist cannot pretend that people 

always know who the DRT-Referent is, or that they necessarily want to talk about the actual 

DRT-Referent all the time they use the proper name, the DRT theorist must also accept that 

there is room for people's intentions in determining the thing that is talked about when a name 

is used. This is where the DT-Referent comes into the picture.  

     Conversely, the DRT theorist holds fast to the idea that there always is a well determined 

DRT-Referent, and this can (and must) be generally accepted even by the DT-theorist. In fact, 
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one must admit that for every existing name, there must have been an occasion in which an 

individual had been originally named with it: somehow it must be accepted that at the moment 

of birth a baby has not yet achieved anything, and the proper name that the baby receives is 

causally linked to the actual baby independently from any (non-essential) description one 

might want to link to it. Thus, baptism links a name to something essential of the thing 

baptized. This is where the DRT-Reference plays its role, even though the causal link from 

the name to the original naming might not be known by speakers. Crucially, the DT theorist is 

likely to accept that there is always a necessary link to an original bearer, where the necessity 

of the link is determined, in Kripke's terms, by the fact that one (or some) essential properties 

are determining the DRT-meaning of the name. What's more, as seen in chapter 3, the DT 

theorist does not claim (and cannot claim) that the DT-Reference may determine its DT-

Referent by means of essential properties of any kind: descriptions are generally accepted to 

describe contingent properties of a thing—Stachanov could have turned out to be a 

particularly sloppy worker, in which case the word “stachanovite” would now mean 

something utterly different, or nothing at all—, and after Kripke's work no one would doubt 

this fact.50 Thus, when the causal path from the name to the bearer is considered, there are 

situations in which DRT-Reference explains things that the DT cannot explain (as in the 

Gödel example).  

     Clearly, one could also imagine a middle ground in which the thing talked about when a 

name is used coincides with the actual bearer of the name—which means that the DT-

Referent coincide with the DRT-Referent—, and Kripke explicitly points out that his example 

on Gödel is an artificially created puzzle, and that Gödel has certainly been the actual 

discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic. With this, he seems to mean that this situation 

in which the DT-Referent and the DRT-Referent coincide is by far the most common. 

Therefore, as already pointed out, the whole discussion is on a conceptual level, and the 

difference that emerges here is utterly conceptual. 

     In view of this point, and having established independent definitions for DT-Reference and 

DRT-Reference, I will consider in more concrete and somewhat formal terms in what follows 

whether it is possible to describe the DT-referent in such a way as to make it acceptable for 

the DRT theorist, and conjointly whether it is possible to describe the DRT-Referent in such a 

way as to make it acceptable for the DT theorist. I will use for this purpose the same scenarios 

discussed in the previous chapter, and analyse them in the light of the results found there. If a 

50 In Kripke's terms, as already discussed, descriptions are non-rigid designators, that is, they could vary across 
possible worlds. See Kripke, S. Op. Cit. 
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positive outcome of my investigation were to be found, it would allow me to conclude, in line 

with Chalmers' framework, that the original dispute could be understood as verbal.  

4.1 Stachanov revisited 

To start, a DT perspective in analyzing the Stachanov scenario would lead to the conclusion, 

from (1), that the DT-Referent, namely the thing that best fits the Intentional content present 

in the minds of speaker and receiver is the speaker's tired colleague. In fact, the speaker's 

intention is precisely that of referring to his tired colleague when using the name “Stachanov”. 

Therefore, on the basis of (4)—the coincidence between the DT-Referent with the thing 

talked about when the name is used—, I can write the following: 

 
(7) when the name “Stachanov” is used, the DT-Referent is the “tired 

colleague” of the speaker, that is, the tired colleague of the speaker is the 
thing that is talked about. 

 

The acceptance of the truth of (7) on the DRT theorist's part can be assumed given the fact 

that the DRT theorist would accept the thing that is talked about to be different from the thing 

identified as the actual bearer of the name. If the DT-Referent can be assumed to differ from 

the thing once baptized with the name “Stachanov”—from (6)—, then there is no reason why 

the DRT theorist should object to (7)—which is after all the only way of explaining the 

utterance of the speaker. 

     Taking now a DRT perspective in analysing the Stachanov scenario, I conclude from (2) 

that the DRT-Referent of the name “Stachanov” is the actual once-existed-Soviet-Stachanov, 

who has been the actual bearer of such name—independently from anything such individual 

might have done or achieved. Therefore, with (6) in mind, I conclude the following: 

 
(8) the DRT-Referent of the name "Stachanov” is the actual once existed 
 Stachanov, who does not need to be the thing that is talked about when 
 the name is used. 

 

Thus, one could consider the DRT-reference to the actual Stachanov—a DRT-meaning of the 

name Stachanov—, without posing conditions on what is talked about, from (6). This would 

allow one to understand that what is talked about serves the purpose of making the utterance 

understood (allowing the receiver to understand that with “Stachanov” the speaker's tired 

colleague is meant), without implicating that the name “Stachanov” has no DRT links to the 

actual bearer of this proper name. Thus, DT-Reference would do its job without being 
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contradicted by what the DRT claims to be the case: a DT theorist would accept (8) because 

nothing says that the DRT-Referent needs to be understood always as what is talked about 

when the speaker uses the name “Stachanov” in scenarios such as the one above. Put it even 

more simply, one can talk about what one will, without having to deny the actual DRT-

reference to an original bearer, because this DRT-reference to an original bearer does not 

demand of being what is talked about. For these reasons, the DT theorist would conclude that 

the expression (8) is true, exactly as a DRT theorist would.51  

     In conclusion, these statements, (7) and (8), that involve the use of the terms DRT-

Reference and DT-Reference would be agreed upon by both frameworks. Intuitively, a DT 

theorist would recognized the utility of knowing the actual DRT-Referent as this would give 

the speaker a clear knowledge of the origin of the Intentional content that is commonly 

associated with the proper name “Stachanov”, while a DRT theorist would recognized the 

utility of knowing the DT-Referent as this would explain what the speaker intends to talk 

about in using the name.  

4.2 Gödel revisited 

Let us now consider the Gödel scenario, to start, from a DT perspective. One could say that, 

from (1), the name "Gödel" is linked in the mind of the speaker (and, supposedly, of the 

receiver) with the description “the discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic”. Therefore, 

if the speaker intends to talk about the actual discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic, 

the speaker would use the name “Gödel”. Consequently, I conclude the following: 

 
(9)  the thing that is talked about when the proper name Gödel is used under 

the circumstances of the scenario, that is, the DT-Referent of the proper 
name “Gödel”, is the actual discoverer of the incompleteness of 
arithmetic. 

51 A similar argument could be constructed concerning Evan's example of the two babies, mentioned in note 35. 
Since DRT-Reference does not claim to determine what is talked about, one could imagine that the original 
bearer of the name is the baby originally named with the name Jack, as the theory allows. There is nothing in 
such a determination of the DRT-Referent that contradicts the determination of the “thing” talked about as the 
other baby: since all speakers in the community are suppose to believe that it is the other baby to be called Jack, 
it makes perfect sense for them to use the name Jack for the other baby, who is the “thing” that best fits the body 
of Intentional content present in the mind of speakers and associated with the name. And even if at one point it 
were revealed that the babies had been exchanged at birth, people in the community would be likely to continue 
according to habit, and to call “Jack” the “wrong” baby. Imagining that the baby originally bestowed with the 
name Jack is baby A, and that the baby later exchanged with him is baby B, I could thus conclude on the one 
hand that the DT-Referent of “Jack” is baby B, and, on the other hand, I could conclude that the DRT-Referent is 
baby A. As explained, both statements can be accepted as true by both frameworks, in virtue of (4) and (6)—the 
DRT-referent cannot claim to determine the “thing” that is talked about, namely, A cannot claim to be the 
“thing” that is talked about when the name “Jack” is used. Therefore, the DT would account for the use, the DRT 
for the existence of the original mistake. 
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A DRT theorist would agree on the truth of (9) as this is precisely the conclusion drawn by 

Kripke in talking about this scenario (which he deems paradoxical, in virtue of the actual 

discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic being “Schmidt”). Searle in responding to 

Kripke's critique52 argues that, since DT-Reference implies a public body of Intentional 

content associated with the name Gödel—epitomized by the description “the discoverer of the 

incompleteness of arithmetic”—, speakers using the name Gödel intend to talk about the 

discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic. It does not matter to them if this individual is 

called Gödel or Schmidt. If they believe it is Gödel, they would say “Gödel”; if one tells them 

it is Schmidt, they will use “Schmidt”. Crucially, if speakers do not know about the discoverer 

of the incompleteness of arithmetic being called Schmidt, this knowledge cannot constitute a 

ground for a DT-Referent to be determined, that is, a ground for determining the thing that is 

talked about: in fact, DT-Reference, as Searle clearly states, requires that the Intentional 

content linked to the name be publicly known: in Kripke’s scenario this is not the case: it is 

not publicly known that Schmidt was the actual discoverer, what is publicly known is that 

Gödel was the discoverer. Therefore, if one wishes to talk about the discoverer of the 

incompleteness of arithmetic in these circumstances he would use the name “Gödel”, and 

would suppose that the receiver also associates the name “Gödel” with such description. If 

both speaker and receiver believe that Gödel discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic, 

what is talked about when the speaker says “Gödel” is the discoverer of the incompleteness of 

arithmetic, whoever that was. The fact that in the case described by Kripke the Intentional 

content according to which Schmidt was the discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic is 

not public accounts, from a DT perspective, for the misunderstanding. To further illustrate 

this point:53 John, having just read or heard about the incompleteness theorem, says: “Well, 

that Gödel; he must have been a man of genius!” Kripke answers him: “But don’t you know? 

The article you are reading is wrong: it was not Gödel to discover the incompleteness of 

arithmetic: it was someone called Schmidt!” This reply accounts for the making public of the 

body of Intentional content concerning the “discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic". 

From this moment, the misunderstanding is resolved: the set of descriptions that John 

52 “…but if we consider actual sentences, this example could go in either direction. Suppose Jones says, ‘On line 
17 of his proof, Gödel makes what seems to me to be a fallacious inference’, and suppose we ask him who he 
means by ‘Gödel’. He responds, ‘I mean the author of the famous incompleteness theorem’, and we, then say, 
‘Well, in fact, Gödel did not prove that theorem, it was originally proven by Schmidt’. Now what does Jones 
say? It seems to me that he might well say that by ‘Gödel’ he just means the author of the incompleteness proof 
regardless of what he is, in fact, called. […]” Searle, J. “Proper Names and Intentionality”, Op. Cit., p. 336. 
53 The following scenario is adapted from Searle, J. “Proper Names and Intentionality”, Op. Cit., p. 336. See 
previously note 52. 
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previously considered belonging to the same name, “Gödel”, is now separated as the one 

remains with "Gödel" while the other is associated with “Schmidt”. The dialogue, as Searle 

points out, might then continue with John’s reply: “Well, it’s him, the discoverer, I mean…” 

where the discoverer is the thing that best fits the description at hand. Clearly John would not 

insist on saying that the discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic is the individual who 

wears thick black glasses, once Kripke points out that it was not Gödel. What's more, John 

might insist in talking about Gödel, but from this moment on, in order to do this, he would 

have to imply a body of Intentional content that does not include the description “the 

discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic”. In short, a DT theorist can justify himself by 

saying that if one intends to talk about the discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic, one 

would use the name “Gödel” in the case the Schmidt story is not publicly known. A DRT 

theorist is bound to accept this—and therefore to accept the truth of (9)—in virtue of the fact 

that the DT-Referent—what is talked about—can be thought to differ from the thing that is 

determined as the actual bearer.  

     Correspondingly, from a DRT-perspective, the Gödel scenario can be explained by stating 

the following: 

 
(10)  the name “Gödel” DRT-Refers to the actual individual once baptized with 
 such name—from (2)—which might differ from the thing that is talked 
 about when the name Gödel is used—from (6). 

 

The fact that in this case the name “Gödel” DRT-refers to the actual bearer of such name, 

who, by hypothesis has not discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic, is consistent with the 

intention of the speaker, because it does not demand to determine what is talked about when 

the name is used—by using the name “Gödel” one could still talk about the discoverer of the 

incompleteness of arithmetic even if the name used to indicate such individual is in actual fact 

erroneous, if both speaker and receiver believe the same thing. In other words, a DRT theorist 

cannot imply that whenever a speaker uses the name “Gödel” the thing that is talked about is 

the actual Gödel: this is precisely what the DRT cannot do—as explained in (6). In view of 

this, the DT theorist is bound to accept (10) in virtue of the fact that even if an actual Gödel 

can be assumed to have once been bestowed with this name, it might not be this actual Gödel 

that is meant with the use of the name: thus, the discrepancy between the DT-Referent and the 

DRT-Referent can be accepted by both frameworks. 

 
*   *   * 
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The discussion of the scenarios above has shown that in two controversial situations in which 

the DT-Referent and the DRT-Referent do not coincide, in using Chalmers' method of 

elimination one arrives at the formulation of statements where DT-Reference and DRT-

Reference are used, the truth values of which could be agreed upon by both frameworks. In 

Chalmers' words, this is good indication that the original dispute is indeed broadly verbal. 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

In line with Chalmers' framework outlined in chapter 2, in chapter 3 I have barred the use of 

the term “reference” and I have introduced two new terms, DT-Reference and DRT-

Reference, for which definitions have been provided. I have shown that these two new terms 

can be described conceptually in contrasting ways: while the former is the thing that is talked 

about (Føllesdal) when a proper name is used, the latter cannot be asked to play such role, as 

the actual bearer of the name might not always coincide with the thing that is talked about. 

Consequently, scenarios have been discussed in which it has been argued that DT-reference 

can explain things that DRT-reference cannot explain—the determination of what is talked 

about—, and that DRT-reference can explain things that DT-reference cannot explain—the 

causal and necessary determination of the actual bearer of the name.  

     In chapter 4, concerning the same scenarios, arguments have been advanced to show that a 

DT theorist can accept the work done by DRT-reference and that a DRT theorist can accept 

the work done by DT-reference. In practical terms it has been shown how it is possible to 

formulate statements that describe these scenarios, in which the notions of DT-Reference and 

DRT-Reference are used, on the truth value of which both frameworks can supposedly agree. 

In fact, since the DRT cannot claim of having the purpose of determining what is talked 

about, there is no principled conflict in assuming that people use names and expressions with 

the intention of talking about something other than the actual bearers of the names and 

expressions they use—and this, either as a result of conscious choice, as in the Stachanov 

example, or as a result of lack of knowledge, as in the Gödel example. This is what DT-

Reference does. On the other hand, nothing prevents the DT theorist from accepting that, even 

if a name or an expression is used with a meaning that leads to the identification of a thing 

talked about other than the actual bearer, there always is an original actual bearer of a name or 

of an expression once baptized or named with it, the essence of whom does not depend on 
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what contingent descriptions can represent—a just-born Socrates is not yet Plato's teacher, but 

he is, once and for all, already Socrates. This is what DRT-Reference does.    

     If these arguments are accepted, in line with Chalmers one would conclude that the dispute 

between the DT and the DRT on the concept of reference appears to be verbal, and can be 

resolved by introducing the concepts of DT-reference and of DRT-reference. 

     A final remark. When using names in language, although the DT-referent and the DRT-

referent might be conceptually different, as argued, they might often (or nearly always) come 

to determine a DT-Referent and a DRT-Referent that, in practical terms, coincide with one 

another (as seen, Gödel is, beyond any reasonable doubt, the discoverer of the incompleteness 

of arithmetic; and babies are not normally switched at birth by distracted nurses). This will 

happen whenever the thing that fits best a set of descriptions publicly known coincides with 

the actual original bearer of the name. This fact alone would account for the origin of the 

dispute in the first place, making it difficult to discern the conceptual difference intrinsic in 

the two frameworks, and, consequently, the different explanatory roles played by the two 

concepts. Thus, if it is accepted that a proper name always includes a DT-reference as well as 

a DRT-reference, we can grant each theory to be able to explain different facts about the use 

of names, the one, concerning a causal chain originating from the object, and the other 

concerning the thing that is talked about, determined as the thing that best fits a set of 

descriptions publicly known. I believe that this situation is manifest in the Stachanov 

example. Whether it is possible or not to conceptually unify these two explanatory roles 

within the same framework is still an open question, the answer to which will perhaps be the 

outcome of an on-going discussion that, anyway, lies well beyond the purpose of the present 

paper. 
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