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Chapter 2

Descriptive Semantics

2.1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to present the most important claims
made by the new theories of reference in the field of the descrip-
tive semantics of proper names. We shall proceed in a systematic
fashion, taking one claim after another, looking at the arguments
proposed in its favour, and evaluating them. Most of the claims
examined here originate in Kripke’s and Kaplan’s work. Needless
to say, the picture of reference present here has exerted large in-
fluence on the whole environment of the philosophy of language, as
witnessed by the work of Garreth Evans, Gilbert Harman, Leonard
Linsky, John Perry, Hilary Putnam, Francois Recanati, and Gabriel
Segal, to name just a few.1 Many authors have provided excellent
criticism of the new theory of reference, and their work stands ex-
plicitly (like Salmon’s and Stanley’s work2) or implicitely (e.g., Jay
Rosenberg’s and Francois Recanati’s work3) in the background of
this chapter.

We shall address a number of questions connected with the no-

1See Evans, 1973, Harman, 1986, Linsky, 1977, Perry, 1980, Putnam, 1981,
Recanati, 1989, Segal and Larson, 1995.

2Salmon, 1982, Stanley, 1997.
3Rosenberg, 1994, Recanati, 1989.
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38 Chapter 2. Descriptive Semantics

tions presented above and their role in the descriptive semantics of
proper names: What is needed to derive the familiar Kripkean pic-
ture of names? Why should we think that Fregeans are wrong about
proper names? Why should we suppose that names are rigid des-
ignators? Why should we assume that names refer directly? What
are the ontological assumptions and consequences of direct reference
and of rigid designation? What is the relation between the linguistic
meaning and the content of a directly referring expression? What
are the immediate consequences of these descriptive claims for the
modal and foundational enterprise?

2.2 Arguing for Rigid Designation

In what follows, I review some influential arguments that have been
proposed in favour of rigid designation. In the literature,4 we some-
times find the arguments for rigid designation classified into three
groups: the modal, the epistemological, and the semantic ones. I
shall follow this division. For the presentation of these arguments
I rely extensively on Nathan Salmon’s work.5 We should keep in
mind that the following arguments apply to proper names as used
in a particular context. This assumption allows us to avoid here the
issues that might be connected with the fact that there is a sense
in which a proper name, such as ‘John Smith’, can name more than
one individual.6

2.2.1 The Modal Argument

The modal argument for rigid designation of proper names is gen-
erally attributed to Kripke. He is interpreted as following this line
of reasoning for example in his Nixon example.7 Using Salmon’s

4For example in Salmon, 1982, 23-30 and in Stalnaker, 1997, 548-553.
5Salmon, 1982, 23-30.
6We shall closely examine what happens when one drops this assumption

later, in chapter 6.
7Kripke, 1980, 40-46.
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presentation,8 we shall look now at what a fully developed version
of this sort of argument looks like:

Consider the name ‘Shakespeare’ as used to refer to the famous
English playwright and poet. Consider then the properties that
someone – a literary historian, the author of the Naming and Ne-
cessity or the shortest spy – might associate with the name and
take them to form its sense. These properties could include Shake-
speare’s distinguishing characteristics such as being the author of
Hamlet , Macbeth, and Romeo and Juliet , or being a famous En-
glish poet and playwright of the late 16th and early 17th century.
Fregeans would admit into this list only general properties, such as
those mentioned above. They would thus exclude such properties as
Shakespeare’s haecceity or his property of being this very individual .

Suppose then that the name ‘Shakespeare’ means ‘the person,
whoever he might be, who was a famous English poet and playwright
of the late 16th and early 17th century and the author of Hamlet ,
Macbeth, and Romeo and Juliet’ or, for simplicity, ‘the English play-
wright who wrote Hamlet , Macbeth, and Romeo and Juliet ’. Suppose
further that the Fregeans are right and the name is descriptional in
terms of these properties. Consider then the following sentences:

(1) Shakespeare, if he existed, wrote Hamlet , Macbeth, and
Romeo and Juliet .

(2) If anyone is an English playwright and is the sole au-
thor of Hamlet , Macbeth, and Romeo and Juliet , then he is
Shakespeare.

If the Fregean descriptivism is correct, sentences (1) and (2) express
the (descriptive) sense of the name ‘Shakespeare’ and are therefore
true in virtue of their meaning. That implies that they express
necessary truths, and are thus true in all possible worlds.

However, Kripke would argue that sentence (1) is not necessary:
Shakespeare surely might have lived without ever writing Hamlet ,
Macbeth, and Romeo and Juliet . He could have become a butcher, a

8Salmon, 1982, 24-27.



40 Chapter 2. Descriptive Semantics

baker or candlestick maker. Sentence (1) therefore does not express
a necessary truth. Sentence (2) does not fare much better: someone
else, for example Francis Bacon, might have written the plays in
question. It is thus certainly not impossible that someone other than
Shakespeare could have been the author of these plays. We can thus
conclude that neither sentence (1) nor sentence (2) is necessarily
true, which they would have to be if they were descriptional in a
Fregean way. Therefore, the name ‘Shakespeare’ is not descriptional
in the Fregean sense.

According to a modified version of descriptivism, the cluster the-
ory of reference9 it is not a plain conjunction of properties that forms
the sense of a proper name. The sense of a proper name is identified
with a disjunction of (sets of) properties. This disjunction then takes
on the reference-determining function. Sentences (1) and (2) then do
not have to be necessarily true. The modal argument, however, can
be adjusted to take this into account. We can replace sentence (1)
by something like ‘Shakespeare, if he existed, either wrote Hamlet or
wrote Romeo and Juliet or was a distinguished playwright and poet
of the late 16th and early 17th century. . . Even on the cluster theory,
this sentence is necessarily true in virtue of its meaning. And from
here on, the modal argument can proceed in a more or less similar
way as it did against the Fregean descriptivism – Shakespeare could
have lived without ever having done any of those things, etc. The
modal argument can in fact proceed in all cases where a descriptivist
claims that the sense of a name is a complex predicate formed from
general properties that necessarily determine a given individual.10

The claim that sentences (1) and (2) are false with respect to
some possible worlds is motivated by the underlying intuition that
the name ‘Shakespeare’, as used on a particular occasion, denotes
the same person even in those possible worlds where the individual
lacks all of the distinguishing characteristics which can be used to
identify him in the actual world. In this way, the intuition behind the
modal arguments is intimately connected with a particular position

9Advocated for example in Searle, 1967.
10Kripke argues to that effect in the second lecture of Naming and Necessity,

(Kripke, 1980, 71-106).
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on the reference of proper names, and with views on the identity of
individuals.

One might object that there is a weakness in the modal argu-
ment: it shows only that proper names are not descriptional in terms
of certain simple kinds of general properties. Faced with the modal
line of reasoning, some proponents of descriptivism, e.g., Leonard
Linsky,11 have proposed a move to indexed properties, such as the
property of holding the actual authorship of some work.12 Sentences
(1) and (2) would then be transformed into something like this:

(1′) Shakespeare is the actual author of Hamlet , Macbeth,
and Romeo and Juliet .

(2′) If anyone is the actual author of Hamlet , Macbeth, and
Romeo and Juliet , then he is Shakespeare.

This seems to do the job. If Shakespeare did, in the actual world,
write the plays in question, then both sentence (1′) and sentence (2′)
are, in fact, necessarily true.

Kripke would claim that there are two problems with this move:
Firstly, the property of actual authorship is not the kind of purely
qualitative property a descriptivist theory as he defines it, could ac-
cept. Secondly, even if this were a successful move against the modal
argument, it would not be effective against the epistemological and
the semantic arguments.

2.2.2 The Epistemological Argument

The epistemological argument is a version of the Kripke’s Gödel-
Schmidt example.13 Let us consider sentences (1) and (2) again. We
know from the modal argument that according to the Fregean the-
ory, these sentences should be true in virtue of their meaning, and

11Linsky, 1977, 84.
12Being the/an actual P is a property an individual has exclusively in the

world in which the utterance takes place. In this context, we assume that all
utterances take place in the same world, and that this is then the actual world.

13Kripke, 1980, 83-84.



42 Chapter 2. Descriptive Semantics

therefore necessary. Assuming the traditional connection between
necessity and a prioricity, they would then have to be knowable a
priori, that is, solely by reflection on the meaning of the concepts in-
volved. If the name ‘Shakespeare’ were descriptional in the Fregean
way, it should be inconceivable that Shakespeare lived without writ-
ing any of the plays attributed to him or that another person wrote
those plays instead. It should be as impossible to imagine Shake-
speare becoming a baker instead of a playwright as it is to imagine a
married bachelor. This consequence obtains even if the name ‘Shake-
speare’ were descriptional in the Linsky way, that is, if we could use
reference to Shakespeare’s achievements in the actual world.14

However, because we might discover that Shakespeare did none
of the things commonly attributed to him, we can conclude that sen-
tence (1) conveys a posteriori information, that is, information that
can be obtained only by recourse to sensory experience. Sentence (1)
therefore cannot be said to convey a priori information, which was
the descriptivist claim. Moreover, because we could discover that it
was someone else, for example Francis Bacon, that wrote Hamlet ,
Macbeth, and Romeo and Juliet , sentence (2) imparts a posteriori
information as well. With regard to the epistemological argument
we thus reach the same conclusion as in the modal argument, namely
that proper names are not descriptional in the Fregean or the Linsky
way, and it is easy to see how the argument could be adapted to hold
against the cluster theory of descriptions as well.

2.2.3 The Semantic Argument

The semantic argument15 is often thought to be the most persua-
sive of the three. A version of it has been presented by Kripke,

14If ‘Shakespeare’ were descriptional in the Linsky way, then still whoever did
not achieve what is commonly ascribed to the actual Shakespeare could not be
Shakespeare.

15While I use here Salmon’s material from Salmon, 1982, 29-32, I have con-
siderably changed the presentation of this argument, and for any shortcomings
only I should be held responsible.
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Donnellan, and Kaplan.16 As we shall see shortly, Linsky also un-
wittingly provided us with a very good example (involving Thales)
in the course of his defence of descriptivism. Let us look now at
how a semantic argument for rigidity of proper names is supposed
to function.

Consider a set of properties that might be commonly associated
with the name ‘Thales’, and which, according to a Fregean the-
ory, provide its sense. Linsky says that the sense of a name like
‘Thales’ can be determined by a simple description, such as ‘the
Eleatic philosopher who held that everything is water’.17 The name
should denote whoever satisfies the description. What Linsky, when
making his point, did not realise is that Thales was not from Elea
but from Miletus, and that he belonged to the Ionian school, not the
Eleatic one. But let us imagine that there was indeed some obscure
Eleatic philosopher who held that all is water. To which of the two
does the name ‘Thales’ as used by Linsky refer? Most of us probably
feel that it refers to Thales of Miletus. For if it did not, how could
we say that Linsky made a mistake? Linsky, on the other hand,
seems forced by his views to concede that he refers to someone he
has never even heard of.

This kind of argument differs from the modal and epistemolog-
ical ones in that it is not concerned with the question of reference
in counterfactual situations.18 The semantic kind of argument for
rigid designation explores the principles of reference of proper names
in the actual world. On any descriptional theory, the referent of a
name is whoever has certain descriptional properties. The descrip-
tive theory predicts that in the example above the name ‘Thales’ as
used by Linsky refers to the obscure Eleatic philosopher. And that
is where descriptivism fails to capture our intuitions about the way
we use proper names.

We have now familiarised ourselves with the three kinds of ar-
guments for rigid designation of proper names, the modal, the epis-

16Kripke, 1980, Kaplan, 1973, Donnellan, 1970.
17Linsky, 1977, 109.
18However, this sort of semantic argument could be adapted to make the same

point about the reference of proper names in counterfactual situations.
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temological, and the semantic one. In the following section we shall
look more closely at what it is that they actually prove, and how
well do they do their job.

2.3 Assessing the Three Arguments

The first thing that catches the eye about the three arguments pre-
sented above is that they are not really arguments for rigid designa-
tion – they all are arguments against descriptivism. In order to be
arguments for rigid designation, it would have to be shown that de-
scriptivism and rigid designation are the only alternatives and that
they are exclusive concerning the semantics of proper names. Such
argument, however, has not been put forward. These three kinds
of arguments can therefore be seen as arguments for rigid designa-
tion only in the sense of arguing against the most obvious opposing
theory in the field. Keeping this in mind, let us try to assess the
arguments on their own merits.

The form of descriptivism the three arguments attack is a rather
simple one:19 it is assumed that the relevant descriptions must be
given in terms of general, non-indexed properties, and that every
speaker knows the sense of the name in question.20

These assumptions, however, do little justice to the various ver-
sions of descriptivism that have been proposed and advocated. First
of all, while some authors do indeed subscribe to the thesis that de-
scriptions must be given in terms of purely general, non-indexed
properties,21 theirs is not the most sophisticated version of descrip-
tivism. It has often been noted that identifying descriptions must
ultimately contain either indexical elements or reference to partic-

19It is basically a version which Kripke presents in Kripke, 1980, 71.
20While it might seem that the properties associated with Shakespeare in

sentences (1) and (2) contain reference to individuals, this is not the case -
writing Hamlet , writing Macbeth, and writing Romeo and Juliet are general
properties.

21The Frege-Russell, based on Russell, 1905, and Frege, 1893, re-print in En-
glish 1952 position is often perceived as making this claim. This position is
described in more detail in section 5.2.
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ulars. This view has been defended by some prominent advocates
of descriptivism, for example by Peter Strawson and Michael Dum-
mett.22 In Kripke’s presentation of descriptivism, we find no mention
of this view. Moreover, as we saw already, once we allow the use of
indexed descriptions – which is what Linsky argues for – we cannot
use the modal argument against this version of descriptivism.

Secondly, while it has been held (for example by Russell23) that
a referent should be determined by the descriptions known to a par-
ticular speaker, a more social approach has also been proposed. Ac-
cording to Searle,24 Strawson,25 and others, what is relevant is not
the descriptions an individual associates with a proper name, but
the descriptions associated with it in a language community. On
this account, a name as used by a speaker refers to its object in
virtue of the speaker’s participation in a language community.

This modification does not influence the effectiveness of the modal
argument. The epistemological argument, however, may be hard to
reformulate if one constructs the sense of a name as socially de-
termined. According to this version of descriptivism, no individual
speaker has to know the sense of a name to be able to use it suc-
cessfully. Given the fact that the epistemological argument relied
on the notion of a priori information, and a prioricity seems to be
a property of individual knowledge, this kind of argument seems to
fare poorly once the social aspect of knowledge of identifying de-
scriptions is incorporated into a descriptivist theory.

The epistemological argument may be problematic even if used
against an unsophisticated version of descriptivism. It relies on a
much disputed connection between the notions of necessity and a
prioricity. The strategy used in the argument is to assume that if a
statement is true in virtue of its meaning, then it is necessary, and
therefore a priori. Let us grant for the sake of the argument that
sentences (1) and (2) are in fact necessary. Let us then assume with
Kripke that the notions of necessity and a prioricity can be, or even

22Strawson, 1967, Dummett, 1973a.
23In Russell, 1956.
24Searle, 1967.
25Strawson, 1959, 151.
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should be, seen as distinct. Once we do that, we cannot take the step
from necessity to a prioricity. As a matter of fact, Kripke himself
admits and defends the existence of necessary a posteriori statements
and considers the possibility of contingent a priori ones.26 In short,
the epistemological argument relies on making a connection between
the notions of a prioricity and necessity that can, and has been,
disputed. The argument cannot be made without this assumption,
which makes it less that convincing.27

The semantic argument is the strongest of the three kinds of
arguments. Even on the indexical or ‘socialised’ version of descrip-
tivism it remains valid. It expresses very clearly the main difference
between the two views on the reference of proper names, contrast-
ing the descriptivist view with the directly referential one. As we
mentioned before,28 the descriptivists have tried to express in a the-
ory of reference of proper names their underlying conviction that
if we strip an individual of all its distinguishing properties, there
is nothing left. Causal theorists have rejected this epistemological
motivation, and, just like the descriptivists, found a theory of ref-
erence that expresses their position, a view that an individual is
something over and above its general properties. One of the core
differences between the descriptivists and causal theorists lies thus
in the underlying convictions concerning the identity of individuals.
The semantic argument does not actually argue for a conception of
an individual that makes its identity independent of all characteris-
tic properties. Rather, it sets the conception of individual identity
it presupposes against that which is assumed by the descriptivists.

We have seen that the modal and the epistemological arguments

26For discussions of necessary a posteriori statements see Kripke, 1980, 38,
54-56, 101-10, 112-115, for contingent a priori ones, see Kripke, 1980, 38.

27I have been avoiding any mention of analyticity, replacing it by ‘being true in
virtue of a statement’s meaning’. This is because I did not want to get entangled
in a discussion of analyticity. While the term has been used in various presenta-
tions of the epistemological kind of argument, Kripke is trying to avoid using it,
no doubt because he is aware of the disfavour into which the analytic/synthetic
distinction has fallen ever since the 1953 publication of Quine’s ‘Two dogmas of
empiricism’ (Quine, 1961b).

28On p. 19.
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are in trouble once the enriched, or more sophisticated, versions
of descriptivism are brought in. The epistemological argument is
not very effective even against a more basic notion of descriptivism
because it employs some problematic assumptions. The semantic
argument is the most interesting of the three because it highlights
our basic intuitions about the identity of individuals.

2.4 A Direct Argument for Rigidity

We have already noted that the three kinds of argument we had
presented argue in fact just against a particular version of descrip-
tivism. In this section, we shall reconstruct a direct argument for
rigid designation and evaluate it. The argument we shall present
here was proposed by Jason Stanley.29

Let us return to the basics of rigid designation. In Kripke’s letter
to Kaplan, it is defined as follows:

A designator D of an object x is rigid, if it designates x

with respect to all possible worlds where x exists, and never
designates an object other than x with respect to any possible
world.30

This definition has the advantage of being neutral on the issues of
obstinacy or persistence of rigid designators.31

One of Kripke’s most important claims is that in natural lan-
guage, proper names are rigid designators.32 We can formulate this
claim as

29Stanley, 1997, 565-569.
30Quoted in Kaplan, 1989b, 569, notation changed for consistency.
31The problems of persistence and obstinacy of proper names, especially when

time is taken into account, are interesting but irrelevant to the issues I address
at this point.

32We shall use ‘D’ to stand for a rigid designator, and ‘N ’ for a proper name.
The adoption of quotation marks around N is not supposed to suggest that we
quote the letter of the alphabet. It should rather serve to remind us that we
mention rather than use the names for which it stands.
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(RN): If N designates x, then N designates x rigidly, where
‘N ’ is replaceable by names of proper names.

The goal of the direct argument for rigidity is to argue for (RN). We
shall assume that individual variables under an assignment are rigid
designators, and that proper names designate at most one thing in
a given world.

If we carefully examine Kripke’s definition of rigid designation,
we can see that there are two ways in which a designator D, which
designates an object x, could fail to be rigid:

(a) There is a world where x exists but is not designated by
D.

(b) There is a world where x does not exist and D designates
something other than x.

If this argument is to succeed, it has to be shown that both of
these (a) and (b) are ruled out if D is a proper name, N . Before
we proceed, we should note that no separate proof is needed for a
case where in a given world, x exists but N designates something
else. Given our assumption that proper names designate at most
one thing in a possible world, any such situation will be a situation
where N does not designate x, and such situations fall under the
case (a).

Let us first argue that

(1) if N is a proper name designating x, then in any world
in which x exists, x is designated by N .

Suppose that (1) is false, that is, that N designates x, and (a) is true.
This is a situation where there exists such an x that it is designated
by N and it is possible that x is not designated by N . If this were
the case, then an instance of this schema would have to express a
possibility,

∃x(x = N ∧ ⋄(e!(x) ∧ N 6= x))
‘e!(x)’ means ‘x exists’, and can be analysed as ∃y(x = y). This

means that a case like the following would have to be possible:
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(2) There is someone who is Aristotle but he could exist
without being identical with Aristotle.

This is intuitively false, and therefore the supposition that (1) is
false cannot be maintained. Thus it seems that if N is a proper
name designating x, then if x exists in a world, then N designates
it.

Let us turn now our attention to claim (b), that is, the asser-
tion that if N is a proper name designating x, then in any world in
which x does not exist, N does not designate something other than
x. Suppose (b) is true. It would then have to be the case that N

designates x and there is a world where the name refers to some-
thing else. Then an instance of this schema would have to express
a possibility:

∃x(x = N ∧ ⋄(¬e!(x) ∧ ∃y(N = y))
and consequently, something like this would have to express a

possibility as well:
∃x(x = N ∧ ⋄(e!N ∧ x 6= N))

(3) There is someone who is Aristotle but Aristotle could
exist without being him.

Like (2), (3) intuitively seems false. Thus it seems that if N is a
proper name designating x, then if x does not exist in a world, N

does not designate anything else. We can therefore conclude that
the rigid designation thesis concerning proper names is valid.

We should note that if we read (2) and (3) as expressing the
contingency of Aristotle being called ‘Aristotle’, they would be true.
Even if this were a possible reading, it would not be the intended one.
The argument concerns the behaviour of the proper name ‘Aristotle’
as it is used in the actual world, that is, as used to refer to Aristotle.

We came to the conclusion that both of the claims (a) and (b)
are false. But what does that mean? Once we fix the reference
of a proper name in the actual world (that is, once we establish
that in our actual use, N refers to an individual x), then in every
possible world in which the referent exists it is designated by N , and
the name N does not designate anything else in any possible world.
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This claim is intuitive and borders on trivial if we take it for granted
that we know what it means for an individual to exist in a possible
world. That, however, is not a trivial assumption, and we shall see33

that the ways in which a proponent of rigid designation deals with
this issue is not uncontroversial. There is nothing in the definition
of rigid designation as we have it now that tells us what it takes for
Aristotle to exist in a non-actual world, nothing that would say that
Aristotle, who is according to his own definition of being human a
featherless biped, could not turn out to be, in a counterfactual world
a feathered triped.

In the argument, as it is presented by Jason Stanley34, we may
find the apparent identification of the referent, x, with the designa-
tor, N , objectionable. It is misleadingly lending the argument more
persuasive power than it has. If we translated the second scheme,
for example, making the following scenario plausible,

(3′) There is someone who is called ‘Aristotle’ but it is pos-
sible that someone else could have been called ‘Aristotle’.

then the intuitive thrust of the argument would be as good as gone.
However misleading Stanley’s formulations may be, they are not
incorrect, and the argument should be accepted as valid.

However, the definition of rigid designation used here does not
address the issue of determining the referent in the actual world.
This is not too surprising because that is a topic belonging to the
foundational semantics of proper names, while the rigid designation
of proper names is a claim about their descriptive semantics. What
is surprising is that we can observe that as long as the notion of
existence of an individual in a possible world remains unanalysed –
as it is here – rigid designation does not conflict with descriptivism
as long as we assume Linsky’s, enriched version of it. As we saw
in section 2.3, this was the conclusion of our investigation of the
modal, the epistemological, and the semantic argument, and it is
the conclusion we arrive at here as well.

33Mainly in the course of section 3.2.
34Stanley, 1997, 565-569.
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Our next task is to look at what, besides the rigid designation
claim, is needed to derive the familiar Kripkean picture of rigidly
designating and nondescriptive proper names.

2.5 Kaplan’s Distinctions

The concepts that we still need in order to derive the Kripkean pic-
ture of proper names were introduced by David Kaplan. He realised
that the traditional possible-world apparatus does not enable one
to fully capture the key insights of the new theories of reference.
In particular, he noted that constructing propositions just in terms
of truth values in possible worlds is inadequate. In the following
sections, we shall get acquainted with the apparatus developed by
Kaplan, and see how it helps to solve some of the open questions
of the rigid designation picture. At the end of this chapter, in sec-
tion 2.7, we shall look at Kaplan’s own proposal concerning proper
names.

2.5.1 Contexts of Use and Circumstances

of Evaluation

We have seen that the wording of the definition of rigid designation,
in particular the phrase ‘designates the same object in all possible
worlds’ is open to misinterpretation. It is not intended to mean that
the proper name in question could not have been used to designate
something else. It means that in order to determine the truth value
of a sentence containing a particular name in a non-actual world,
we have to determine the semantic value the name has in the actual
world.

Kaplan generalises this observation, and modifies it so as to ac-
count for the behaviour of indexical expressions as well. To this
purpose, he introduces the distinction between contexts of use and
circumstances of evaluation.35 A context of use co-determines the
content of what is said on a given occasion. For example, when I say

35Kaplan, 1989a, 494.
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‘I am at home now’, the context of use determines that this sentence
expresses the proposition ‘Anna Pilatova is at Johan Huizingalaan
154, etc., as of 5:06 p.m., November 15, 2004.’ The circumstances
of evaluation are the particular situation in which we evaluate what
was said on a given occasion. The sentence ‘I am at home now’ will
express a different proposition tomorrow evening (if I go through
with my plan of going to the movies), and that proposition will, so I
hope, be false in the actual world, while true in some counterfactual
ones.

Using this distinction, we can say that a rigid designator des-
ignates the same object in all circumstances of evaluation given a
particular context of use. For example, when we evaluate the sen-
tence ‘John could have been called ‘Seán”, as spoken in a context
where ‘John’ refers to a particular individual, the proposition ex-
pressed by this sentence is true if there is a possible world where the
John referred to in the context above is called ‘Seán’.

2.5.2 Content and Character

We have now seen that in order to determine the content of a rigidly
designating expression, we need first to consider the context of use,
and then evaluate the sentence in the particular circumstances that
interest us. Just how this works becomes much more clear once we
take into consideration that Kaplan focuses not so much on proper
names, but on singular terms in general,36 and on the functioning
of indexicals in particular. It will come then as little surprise that
the framework he proposes is most easily understood as applied to
indexicals.

Given an indexical expression in a particular context of use, the
first thing one wants to do is to find out what the content of that
expression in that particular context is. In order to describe how
this is done, Kaplan introduces a distinction between an expression’s
content and its character.

36We have given a preliminary characterisation of singular terms in a footnote
on p. 23.
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In general, content can be equated with what is said, or the
propositional content at a particular occasion.37 In his early work,
Kaplan seems to have defended the view that the content of a sin-
gular term is just the designated object.38 That is, the content of a
well-formed singular term D, where D is a demonstrative, an index-
ical or a proper name, is the appropriate extension of D. In his later
work, Kaplan’s position seems to imply that the content of a directly
referring expression39 is a function from the circumstances of eval-
uation to the appropriate extension. This is the function Carnap
called ‘intension’.40 Expressions that have a stable, fixed content
over circumstances of evaluation are rigidly designating, and their
intension is therefore a constant function.

What enables us to determine the content of a singular term
in a particular context is the character of that term. The relation
between a character and a content of an expression is somewhat like
the relation between a term’s sense and its denotation in a Fregean
picture, in that the character is a way of presenting the content.

The character of an expression is set by linguistic conventions
and, in turn, determines the content of the expression in
every context.41

In the case of indexical and demonstrative expression, their character
is rather easy to establish. It takes a form of rules the knowledge of
which can reasonably ascribed to competent speakers. An example
of such a rule is “I’ refers to the speaker or the writer’, where the
phrase ‘the speaker or the writer’ is not supposed to be a complete
description – it determines the agent in that particular context, and
that agent forms then the content of the particular occurrence of the

37Kaplan, 1989b, 568.
38There are some variations on this point even within the ‘Demonstratives’,

Kaplan, 1989a, and the ‘Afterthoughts’, Kaplan, 1989b, and it is difficult to
make a systematic sense of it.

39We have familiarised ourselves with the notion of direct reference in section
1.7.3.

40Carnap, 1947.
41Kaplan, 1989a, 505.
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expression ‘I’. Using a possible-world framework, we can represent
characters as functions from possible contexts to contents.

The introduction of the distinctions between contexts of use and
circumstances of evaluation and between character and content will
help us, as we shall see, to make the concept of rigid designation
more explicit and widely applicable. With the introduction of the
character/content distinction, we got the means to describe all sin-
gular terms as rigidly designating. In the next section we shall see
how the use of the distinctions here introduced, together with the
notion of direct reference, will help us derive the familiar Kripkean
picture of the reference of proper names.

2.6 Singular Terms and Singular Propo-

sitions

It is Kaplan’s claim that singular terms refer directly that is of most
importance to us here.42 Kaplan claims that regardless of the means
we use to determine the referent of a singular term, those means
(demonstrations, descriptions, character rules) do not become a part
of the content.43 The content is non-descriptive. This claim directly
opposes descriptivism about content. In that sense, it is a stronger
claim than rigid designation regarding singular terms, because, as
we saw on p. 50, rigid designation is compatible with descriptivism
about content.

For the descriptive semantics of proper names, direct reference
implies that an object is not de facto the referent of a name, that
is, its referent in virtue of meeting whatever descriptive conditions
we might have used to single it out, but de jure, in virtue of the
semantics of the name. An example should help us illustrate the
difference between rigid designation and direct reference. Suppose
we regard the name ‘Aristotle’ as descriptional in the Linsky way.
The name is rigid, but in counterfactual situations its referent will be

42We have introduced it briefly in section 1.7.3 but it is useful to point to the
main features of direct reference here again.

43Kaplan, 1979.
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singled out on the basis of meeting the descriptive criteria associated
with the term, which will link it to its referent in the actual world.
On the direct reference view, however, the name ‘Aristotle’ is not
just rigid – it refers, across possible worlds, to Aristotle without any
regard to the descriptions that were used to single out Aristotle in
the actual world.

The principles of direct reference are mirrored in Kaplan’s views
on propositions. According to Kaplan, singular propositions, i.e.,
propositions involving singular terms, are constructed in such a way
that the referent occurs in them directly, that is, independently of
any means we might have used to single it out in the actual world.
Once we determine the referent, it becomes part of what is expressed
by the sentence, that is, of the proposition itself.44

But how do we know that the individual occurring in one propo-
sition, say ‘John is tall’ is the same one as that which occurs in
another proposition, say ‘John could be short’? How do we make
sure that even if we evaluate just one proposition in the various pos-
sible worlds of our domain, we keep on tracking the same individual,
the referent of a singular term present in the sentence? Hopefully, it
is clear by now that we cannot do it by recalling the properties that
helped us to single out the referent in the actual world. Kaplan’s
suggestion45 is that individuals are extended in logical space in much
the same way as they are extended in space and time. An individual
thus extended through the logical space (e.g., across possible worlds)
can undergo countless changes, but we can, and that is crucial for
Kaplan’s point, “speak of a thing itself - without reference either
explicit, implicit, vague, or precise to individuating concepts (other
than being this thing), defining qualities, essential attributes, or any
other paraphernalia that enable us to distinguish one thing from an-
other.”46 The property of being this thing which distinguishes one
thing from another is what Kaplan calls ‘haecceity’. It is its haec-

44Kaplan adopts the notion of individuals occurring as constituents of propo-
sition from Russell, who uses that phrase for example in Russell, 1905, 55-56,
Russell, 1911, 216-221, and Russell, 1956, 242-243.

45Kaplan, 1975, 722.
46Kaplan, 1975, 723.
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ceity that guarantees the identity of an individual across possible
worlds.47

We have now finally all the means we need to derive the well-
known picture of rigid and non-descriptive proper names. Direct
reference is an essential ingredient of this picture because it is this
notion that establishes incompatibility with descriptivism in any
shape, form or manner. But now that we see the picture, we can
also start sensing some problems. For example, when evaluating a
proposition across possible worlds we cannot, obviously, drag an in-
dividual, say John, around - that would be not just inhuman, but
plainly impossible. Individuals are not extended in logical space in
quite the same way in which they extend through time and space.
In tracking John we cannot rely on his actual characteristics – we
have just arrived at the conclusion that once the referent is estab-
lished, its characteristics are not a part of the propositional content.
That is why Kaplan needs to postulate a property that John has
necessarily, his primitive ‘thisness’ or haecceity, which distinguishes
him from every other individual. Haecceities do their job of guar-
anteeing an individual’s identity across possible worlds quite well,
which is not surprising considering that they were introduced for
that very purpose.48 On the other hand, it may prove troublesome
to justify the assumption of haecceities from the perspective of the
foundational semantics of proper names but that is one of the topics
which we shall deal with later.

47We introduced the notion of haecceity earlier, in section 1.7.3, in a prelimi-
nary way.

48Within this particular framework, it is not clear how the reference of a sin-
gular term would work in a possible world where the referent does not exist. On
the one hand, Kaplan seems to think that names are obstinate designators, thus
accounting for the reference of proper names in negative existential statements,
such as ‘Hitler could have never been born’. Yet on the other hand, if haecceities
are what guarantees reference in counterfactual situations, and given that the
notion of a haecceity of a nonexistent individual makes little sense, reference
in negative existential statements is not accounted for. This is not a problem
I want to deal with at the moment, but it is worth noting that this problem
remains unsolved.
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2.7 Kaplan’s Problems With Names

We have seen that the distinctions Kaplan introduces are useful in
defining the new view on proper names. Let us now have a look at
how Kaplan himself proposes to treat proper names.49

What is the character and the content of a proper name? Assum-
ing, as Kaplan does, that names are rigid designators, we can infer
that the content of a proper name remains constant over possible
worlds. The semantic value of proper names is therefore context-
independent – once the actual referent is established, the name has
that same referent in every possible world. Regarding the character
of proper names, Kaplan says that names “have no meaning other
than their referent.”50 Given that the content of a proper name is
constant, we come to the conclusion that the character, which is
determined by the referring function alone, must then be constant
as well. Proper names, therefore, have both a stable content and a
stable character.

The character of proper names is given purely by their referring
function - names refer directly and rigidly to their bearers. Co-
referential names therefore are assigned the same character.51 The
problem with this conclusion is that Kaplan describes character say-
ing that

. . . it is natural to think of [character] as meaning in the sense
of that what is known by every competent language user.52

Knowledge of character is clearly seen as a matter of linguistic
competence. Therefore, if two names are co-referent, a competent
speaker should know that this is so. But that is clearly not the
case. A speaker who is both rational and competent can claim she
has read books by Mark Twain while denying that she every read

49The view I present here is based on Kaplan’s work up to the controversial
article ‘Words’, Kaplan, 1990. I discuss his proposal from ‘Words’ later, in
chapter 6.

50Kaplan, 1989a, 562.
51Kaplan, 1989b, 598.
52Kaplan, 1989a, 505.
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anything by Samuel Clemens, and we would want to say that what
she is lacking is knowledge, not linguistic acumen.

In Kaplan’s proposal, neither the linguistic difference between co-
referential names, which are distinct words, or the difference in their
cognitive value, such as may come up in belief contexts, is accounted
for. Co-referential names are treated as synonymous, and this is a
direct consequence of proper names having both a stable content
and a stable character. While many theories experience difficulties
in their treatment of necessary identity statements, for Kaplan’s
theory this is especially unpleasant because it is quite clearly the
notion of character that fails here. Kaplan is aware of his problem
with proper names. In fact, he goes as far as to admit that

The problem is that proper names do not seem to fit into the
whole semantical and epistemological scheme as I developed
it. I claimed that a competent speaker knows the character
of words. This suggests that if two proper names have the
same character, the competent speaker knows that. But he
doesn’t.53

The problems described here eventually inspired Kaplan to propose
a very different framework for the treatment of proper names. But
that we shall deal with much later, in the last chapter.

2.8 Conclusion

In this chapter, we tried to establish what is needed to fully deter-
mine a new picture of proper names, according to which names are
rigidly referring and non-descriptive. We examined both direct and
indirect arguments for rigid designation, and concluded that sur-
prisingly these arguments do not rule out sophisticated versions of
descriptivism. The semantic argument for rigidity turned out to be
incompatible with descriptivism but seemed to rely on an implicit
prior assumption about the identity of individuals (in particular,
about what it takes for an individual to exist in a counterfactual

53Kaplan, 1989a, 562-563.
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world). The assumption was that it makes good sense to think of an
individual independently of its properties, and that the individuals
thus constituted are the referents of proper names. The semantic
argument was helpful is contrasting this view with the descriptivist
position, according to which it does not make a good sense to think of
individuals independently of their properties because there is noth-
ing more to an individual than its properties.

Given that rigid designation per se does not exclude descrip-
tivism, we brought in the notion of direct reference, which turned out
to be the missing element needed to fully describe the new paradigm
of proper names. However, in order to make the direct reference
work for proper names, a primitive non-descriptive criterion of iden-
tity had to be adopted. This is where haecceitism came in. The
function of haecceities was to ensure that when we track an individ-
ual through logical space, we keep on tracking the same individual.
Kaplan is the main champion of haecceitism, but we shall see that
Kripke will have to introduce essentialism into his framework to do
the job that haecceitism does in Kaplan’s theory. We shall examine
that in the next chapter.

Finally, we gave a brief sketch of Kaplan’s position on proper
names, and came to the conclusion that while his theory has an at-
tractive proposal for the treatment of indexicals and demonstratives,
it seems to fail as a treatment of proper names. But Kaplan is aware
of it and has proposed a very different framework in his later work,
and we shall use that proposal in the last chapter of this thesis.

This chapter was still somewhat introductory. Its goal was to
present the descriptive semantics which the new theories of reference
propose for proper names, examine some of the arguments that were
presented in defence of that view, look a little more closely at the
connection between rigid designation and direct reference, and point
to the places where presuppositions about the notion of an individual
become important. In the next chapter, which shall deal with the
semantics of modal statements, we shall go into much more detail
in our investigation of the presuppositions of rigid designation, the
use of possible worlds for modelling the behaviour of proper names,
and identity of individuals.






