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Direct Reference:
The strong, Millian sense

A directly referential expression is like a 
‘tag’ conventionally assigned to some 
entity, without any mediating sense or 
mode of presentation. 

‘What defines [direct reference] is the absence of 
a semantic mechanism to search for and 
determine the referent’ (G. Marti)
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Proper Names vs Definite 
Descriptions

Proper names are (arguably) directly referential in 
this strong sense. They are conventionally 
assigned to some entity which they name, 
without encoding some condition which the 
referent has to meet.

The contrast is with definite descriptions.
They present their referent as the possessor of a 

certain property (mode of presentation).
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Names are rigid, descriptions aren’t

A description refers to the individual that has the 
property — typically different individuals in 
different situations.

‘The US President’: refers to whoever is the US 
President (neither temporally nor modally 
rigid).

‘Trump’: rigidly refers to Trump.
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Content of names and descriptions

• The content of a name is an object. The object 
goes into the proposition, which is ‘singular’.

• With descriptions, the content is a mode of 
presentation, not directly an individual.

• Mode of presentation: function from situations 
to individuals (selects the individual that has the 
property in the situation)
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A complication: indexicals

‘You live in the White House’. Addressed to 
Trump, this says the same thing as ‘Trump lives 
in the White House’. A property is ascribed to a 
specific individual.

Like descriptions, indexicals encode a property 
(mode of presentation), yet they are as rigid as 
names and they also serve to express singular 
propositions!
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The 2-dimensional move: 
‘context’ vs ‘circumstance’

Modes of presentation are conditions which an entity has 
to meet in order to be referred to by the expression. 
Such conditions may be represented as functions from 
situations to individuals. In a given situation, they 
select the individual that satisfies the conditions.

The function applies either to the context of utterance or 
to the circumstance of evaluation.

context: the situation in which the utterance is made
circumstance : the situation it purports to describe.
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The 2-dimensional move: 
‘character’ vs ‘content’

When the mode of presentation applies to the context of 
utterance, the object it selects goes into the proposition 
expressed, which is ‘singular’. The mode of 
presentation itself does not occur in the content of what 
is said, but determines the content in context. 

Otherwise, the mode of presentation is part of the 
content, which is ‘general’.

‘The President lives in the WH’: general proposition.
‘You live in the WH’: singular proposition.
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Direct Reference:
a weaker sense

 [A directly referential expression is like a ‘tag’ 
conventionally assigned to some entity, without 
any mediating sense or mode of presentation.]

 New characterization:

• A directly referential expression is such that its 
content (its truth-conditional contribution) is the 
entity it refers to, irrespective of the way that 
entity is presented. 
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Three types of case

• With proper names, there is no mode of 
presentation, so the content can only be singular

• With indexicals, a lexical feature REF forces 
the mode of presentation to apply to the context 
rather than the situation of evaluation. 

• With descriptions, there is a mode of presen-
tation, but no lexical feature forces it to apply to 
the context rather than the circumstance.
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Definite descriptions:
two uses (Donnellan)

2-dimensional account (Kaplan, Stalnaker etc.): 

The sentence expresses either a singular or a 
general proposition, depending on whether the 
mode of presentation applies to the 
circumstance (and belongs to content) or to the 
context (and belongs to character).

When referentially used, descriptions work like 
indexicals: they pick out an object in context, 
and something is said about that object.
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A Millian protest: the weak notion is 
too weak!

«  What defines a referential use of a definite 
description, or of any device, is the absence of a 
semantic mechanism to search for and 
determine the referent… [i.e. the absence of a 
satisfactional mechanism]

If a definite description can be used as a device of 
direct reference, the attributes associated with it 
should not play a role in the determination of 
reference. » (G. Marti)



2 modes of reference determination:
satisfactional vs relational

‘Since the object of a descriptive thought is 
determined satisfactionally, the fact that the 
thought is of that object does not require any 
connection between thought and object. However, 
the object of a de re thought is determined 
relationally. For something to be the object of a 
de re thought, it must stand in a certain kind of 
relation to that very thought.’ (Bach 1987 : 12)
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Two types of thought about 
an individual

Descriptive thought:
• The reference is determined satisfactionally, as 

whatever possesses a certain property.
• The content of the thought is general: it is about the 

property rather than (directly) about  the individual.
Nondescriptive (singular, de re) thought:
• The reference is given directly – the subject is 

‘acquainted’ with it -  and the content is singular.
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The vehicles of singular thought

• Mental files serve to store information about the 
objects we encounter in experience.

• The reference of the file is not determined by 
information in the file but through relations to 
entities in the environment in which the file 
fulfills its function.

• Different types of file exploit different types of 
contextual relation.
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Acquaintance relations

The relations on which mental files are based, and 
which determine their reference, are episte-
mically rewarding relations. They enable the 
subject to gain information from the objects to 
which he stands in these relations. The function 
of the file is to store information from these 
entities — information that is made available 
through the relations in question.
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An example:
Demonstrative thoughts

The subject stands in a certain relation RD to some 
object he is perceptually ‘tracking’.

In virtue of that relation, the subject can gain 
information about the object (through 
perception).

The demonstrative file ‘that F’ serves as 
repository for information gained in that way.
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Direct reference in thought

• By deploying the file in thought, the subject can 
think about the object in virtue of standing in 
the relevant relation to it.

• So files act as singular terms (in the language of 
thought).

• What about singular terms in language ? 
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From language to thought

‘A theory of singular reference will have to be combined  
with a systematic account of certain internal states of 
the speaker — his thoughts,  beliefs, perceptions, 
memories, and so on — which are, so to speak, the 
intermediate links connecting the singular terms he 
utters with their referents out in the world. These 
intermediaries can themselves be understood only if 
we treat them as being quasi-linguistic in structure and 
content and as containing elements analogous to 
singular terms which can be referentially connected 
with things in the world...’ (Chastain 1975 : 197)
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Back to referential descriptions

In the mental file framework, we can do justice to 
the Millian insight: 

• The descriptive content of a referential 
description doesn’t play a reference-fixing role.

• It determines which file gets activated (a file 
whose content matches that of the description)

• What fixes the reference of the mental file is the 
underlying relation, not the content of the file. 
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Referential uses of definite 
descriptions

‘One is at a party and, seeing an interesting-
looking person holding a martini glass, one 
asks, who is the man drinking a martini ? If it 
should turn out that there is only water in the 
glass, one has nevertheless asked a question 
about a particular person, a question that it is 
possible for someone to answer.’ (Donnellan 
1966)
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The Millian vindicated

What fixes the reference of the mental file is the 
underlying relation, not the content of the file.

When the relevant file is a demonstrative file, as 
in Donnellan’s example, what determines the 
reference is e.g. what the speaker is looking at 
(attending to, focussing on), not what he 
believes about it!
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The Millian vindicated

«  What defines a referential use of a definite description, 
or of any device, is the absence of a semantic 
mechanism to search for and determine the referent… 
If a definite description can be used as a device of 
direct reference, the attributes associated with it should 
not play a role in the determination of reference… It 
must be possible to use it to refer to an object 
independently of whether that object satisfies the 
attributes associated with ‘the F’. And that’s the 
caracteristic mark of referential uses of descriptions 
according to Donnellan. » (G. Marti)
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An objection: speaker’s reference vs 
semantic reference

The reference of a file is the speaker’s reference – 
what the speaker ‘has in mind’.

Semantic reference is determined by linguistic 
meaning, independently of the files.

• In the martini case, the semantic reference is the 
man actually drinking a martini (unseen, behind 
a curtain).
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Denotation vs reference

In the mental file framework all reference is 
speaker’s reference!

Following Donnellan, we must distinguish 
‘denotation’ from ‘reference’.

Denotation is satisfactional. Reference is 
relational (a matter of ‘having in mind’)
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Donnellan on denotation vs 
reference

‘Russell’s definition of denoting (a definite 
description denotes an entity if that entity fits 
the description uniquely) is clearly applicable to 
either use of descriptions. (…) Hence, denoting 
and referring, as I have explicated the latter 
notion, are distinct.’ (Donnellan 1966 : 54-55)
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Referential/attributive

Attributive use: the description denotes but does not refer. 
Its semantic contribution is general.

Referential use: the description refers (in addition to 
denoting), via the associated mental file.

Appearances notwithstanding, there still is room for a 
distinction between semantic reference/speaker’s 
reference, in addition to the distinction between 
denotation and reference
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Departing from Grice/Kripke

Semantic reference vs speaker’s
(= denotation) reference

Denotation Reference

Semantic (mere) speaker’s

Reference reference
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Semantic reference

Two conditions on semantic reference:
(i) being the reference of the associated file
(ii) satisfying the presuppositions of the 

expression.
Unless (i) is satisfied, the denotation does not 

count as the reference.
Unless (ii) is satisfied, the reference does not 

count as semantic.
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Donnellan’s martini example

• The man behind the curtain cannot be the 
semantic referent because the epistemic 
condition is not satisfied ; he is only the 
denotation.

• The man drinking water cannot be the semantic 
referent because the semantic condition is not 
met: the referent does not satisfy the 
description.
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Application to indexicals:
the first person

Watching a film in which I (wrongly) think I recognize myself, I 
say, pointing to the character on the screen which I take to be 
myself: ‘Look, my pants are on fire!’

I refer to the character on the screen, which I take 
to be myself.

Since that individual (whose pants are on fire) is 
not myself, the presupposition carried by ‘I’ is 
not satisfied and the occurrence fails to refer 
semantically. (‘mere’ speaker’s reference)
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