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1 The problem of reference

o Suppose I tell you that my cat is hungry. There are four distinct entities,

‘each participating in, and contributing to this simple linguistic event. First,
there is the sentence uttered, namely, the declarative “My cat is hungry.”
Second, there is the proposition expressed by the sentence {or rather, by its
utterance). Third, there is the belief I am trying to convey. Finally, there
is the speech act that ties everything together, namely, the speech act of
asserting that my cat is hungry.

Each entity in this narrative is categorically different from the rest: the
utterance of a declarative sentence is a string of sounds (or signs), a propo-
sition is a theoretical abstraction, a belief is a mental state, and an assertion
is an act. These four entities can be generalized further. Instead of limiting
ourselves to declarative sentences, we can consider sentences of all types.
Instead of just beliefs, we can take into account other propositional attitudes
such as desires, fears, intentions, hopes, and the like. Assertions, of course,
are only one type of illocutionary act among many, and the notion of a

" proposition, usually associated with declarative sentences and beliefs exclu-

. sively, can be generalized by introducing the notion of propositional content,
‘which is the content of both illocutionary acts and propositional attitudes
[23,21]. Thus, within every linguistic event we can isolate the sentence ut-
tered, the propositional content, the propositional attitude, and the speech
act.

There are obvious relations among these four entities. If we consider
the case of the hungry cat again, it is clear that the choice of that par-
ticular sentence was no accident. The content of my belief about the cat

' is a proposition that is true if and only if my cat is hungry, and the best
way to express this proposition is by asserting it, which is done, in turn, by
the literal utterance of the sentence “My cat is hungry.” This sentence is a
perfect candidate for performing, expressing, and conveying the appropriate
speech act, proposition, and belief, respectively. It would have been nice
if every utterance of a sentence were associated with a unique speech act,

" propositional content, and propositional attitude, but this, of course, would
be too good to be true. Unfortunately, people do not always say what they
mean, nor do they always mean what they say. One speech act is performed
indirectly through another, different sentences express the same proposition,
and different propositions can be expressed by the same sentence. Never-

theless, theoretically interesting relations among the four entities obviously -

. do hold; it follows, therefore, that the study of each is relevant to the study
~ of language and the mind. o S I
Roughly, the problem of reference is to determine how thoughts and sen-



tences can be about objects. In searching for 2 more precise formulation, we
may start by identifying four elements that can be found in every linguistic
event in which reference is made to a particular object, and that correspond
“to the four entities discussed above. If we take up the case of the hungry
cat again, there is, first, the referring ezpression “my cat.” Then there is
the constituent of the proposition introduced by the referring expression.
-The third element is the mental represeniation of the cat. Finally, there is
the speech act of referring itself that ties all these elements together. These
four elements obviously correspond to expressions, propositions, beliefs, and
speech acts, respectively, and each highlights a different aspect of the general
problem of reference. These four questions are presented in Figure 1.

Referring expressions. As an illustration of the kind of issue associated
- with the first question, let us consider the philosophical debate about the
way proper names designate. Frege [5] believed that all names must have a
sense that mediates between them and the objects they stand for. Searle
[22] rejects Frege’s claim, but insists that each name must be “backed by™ a
-set of identifying descriptions. Kripke [9], on the other hand, sees names as
“lacking any intrinsic sense or descriptive content. According to him, names
are related to objects through a special sort of causal chain stretching from
the moment a name is given, to any particular use of that name. These
different accounts attempt to provide a partial answer to the first question.

Propositions. To illustrate the point of the second question, we must
distinguish between general and singular propositions. Let us suppose that
the statement “The queen of England is ill” expresses the proposition there
is one and only one thing with the property of being the queen of England,
and 4t is ill. Such a proposition is called “general” because all references to
particular things has been eliminated, and all that we have instead (apart

. Expressions: How are referring expressions related to objects?

~ Propositions: What propositions are expressed by sentences containing
referring expressions?

Beliefs: :What is the role of méntal feprésénta,tion in beliefs about objects?

| 'S;’ieeéh acts: Wha.t i:s"th.e ‘correct 'a,n'él'ys'is' of the s'pe'eth act of iefer'ring? . o

L Figuré 1: '.M.a.in'Aspécts'b.f the Reference Problem.



" from predicates) is a quantifier (“there is”), arid a bound variable {repre-
sented by “thing” and “it”). A statement such as “7 is prime,” on the other
hand, is said to express the proposition 7 is prime, which is called “singu-
lar.” Note the vast difference between “7” and “The queen of England” as
far as their contribution to the logical structure of the proposition is con-
cerned: the referring expression “7” simply introduces the integer 7 into
the proposition, but whatever is introduced by the phrase “The queen of
England” in the foregoing example is surely to be distinguished {rom Her
Majesty herself. Deciding whether the use of a referring expression results
in a singular or general proposition is a central issue as far as the second
question is concerned.

Beliefs. A crucial distinction for understanding the third question is that
between de dicto and de re beliefs. A belief de dicto is a belief that a
certain general proposition (dictum) is true. A belief de re is a belief about
a particular thing (res) that it has a certain property.! My belief that there
are spies is de dicto but not de re since it does not attribute the property
of being a spy to anyone in particular . The belief I have about myself that
I am left-handed is certainly de re since I am attributing left-handedness to
a particular person (namely, myself). My belief that the president of the
United States in 1987 is old seems to be both de dicto and de re. First, it
is the belief that the proposition the president of the United States in 1987
is old is true, and hence it is de dicto. In addition, the content of the belief
contains a representation of Ronald Reagan, and thus the belief is about the
man himself. Hence, in holding this belief, I am attributing the property of
being old to Reagan, and so the belief is de re as well.

The problem expressed by the third question is that of characterizing
the relation between de dicto and de re beliefs. There are two parts to this
question: are de re beliefs a subclass of de dicto ones? Which de dicto beliefs
are not also de re? We can express the same thing in terms of individuating

“representations. Let an individuating representation be a representation
whose descriptive content is satisfied by one and only one object. The point
of the third question is whether an individuating representation is necessary
and suffictent for a belief containing it to be de re. Note that there are four

~ possible ways to characterize the role of such representations in de re beliefs:

. they are either necessary or sufficient, or neither of these, or both.

*The de dicto/de re distinction applies to all pr’opbsitio'na} attitudes, but for 'étyiistic o

convénience I am considering only beliefs here.



Referring. Finally, we get to the fourth question about referring as a
speech act. The intuitive purpose of referring is to let the hearer know what
15 being discussed. The problem is how to provide a general account of how
~this is accomplished.

Each question brings a different perspective to the general probleém of
reference: the first question is a semantic one (in the sense of relating lan-
‘guage to the world), the second has to do with logical form, the third belongs
to cognitive psychology, and the fourth deals with the way language is ac-
tually used. Of course, any answer to one question has some immediate
implications for the other three. '

The formulation of these four questions makes it easier to characterize
a general approach to the problem of reference that I call the descriptive
research program.

2 The descriptive research program

If a rough statement of the problem of reference is “how can thoughts and

sentences be about objects?” the descriptive solution would be, in a word,
~ “descriptive content.” But, as the formulation had to be distilled into four
distinct questions, the descriptive solution must be spelled out in some de-
tail as well. At the same time, I do not intend to present here a full account
of the predominant theories. Al I do here is reconstruct, as precisely and as
succinctly as I can, the general principles that have guided major philoso-
phers in their attempts to provide answers to the four questions correspond-
ing to sentences, propositions, beliefs, and speech acts, respectively. These
principles are enumerated in Figure 2.

Expressions {E): Reference is determined by meaning.

Propositions (P): Singular propositions cannot be believed, expressed, or
understood.

Beliefs (B): Individuating representation is both necessary and sufficient
for a belief to be de re.

'.S.péééh' acts (8): Referring is performed by means of identifying ‘descrip- -
_tions. - . Ny S . S T

. :Figure' 2: Ma..i.n Postulates of the 'Descr'ipti.ve. Pr'o"g'ra,m..'



What do the theses in Figure 2 mean? Underlying each of them are two
simple ideas. The first is that reference is a function of internel (i.e., mental)
representation. In other words, to refer to an object — either in thought
or in speech — is essentially to have or invoke a mental representation of
that object. The second idea is that the relation between a sentence or a
thought and the object they are about is the relation of denotation, which
in turn is a function of descripiive content. That is, a sentence or a thought
about an object contains a referring expression or a concept with a certain
descriptive content and, if this content is true of or is satisfied by a unique
object, the expression or the concept denoies that object. Thus, the crux of
the descriptive program is that reference is entirely ¢ matier of associating a
mental state with descriptive content. What exactly is meant by descriptive
content and how it can be associated with mental states depend on the
particular theory within the descriptive program that one happens to hold,
but the principle remains the same, and is presupposed by all of the theses
in Figure 2. Let me illustrate how with respect to each individual thesis.

Referring Expressions. At the level of expressions, descriptive content
is associated with meaning. The only way a referring expression and an
object can be matched, according to the descriptive program, is through the
relation of denotation; which object is denoted is determined by the descrip-
" tive content associated with the referring expression. Since the requirement
for having descriptive content extends to all types of referring expression,
one of the consequences of Thesis X is that proper names and demonstrative
are, in one sense or another, disguised descriptions.

Propositions. At the level of propositions, descriptive content is part of
the notion of individuating representation, i.e. representations that denote
particular objects. Since singular propositions do not contain any individu-
ating representation of such an object, but rather the object itself, the point
of Thesis P is to assert that some sort of individuating representation is

necessary for believing, expressing, and understanding propositions about
- particular objects. Note that propositions are taken by philosophers to be
* the content of both beliefs and utterances; it is tacitly assumed that what-
ever is true of propositions qua content of beliefs, is also true of propositions

- 'qua content of utterances. In particular, Thesis P implies not only that

- -an individuating representation is meant whenever a speaker expresses a
- proposition about a partxcular object, but that it is crucial for determlmng
whether the utterance is true of false.




-Beliefs. . At the level of beliefs, the notion of an individuating represen-
tation provides the perspective from which (and only from which) objects
can be thought about. Insisting, as Thesis B does, that ar individuating
representation is both necessary and sufficient for a belief to be de re means
that beliefs about particular objects always depend on individuating repre-
sentations, which in turn depend on descriptive content.

Speech Acts. The goal of the speech act of referring is to identify an
object for the hearer. This is done by using identifying descriptions, i.e.,
descriptions that are satisfied uniquely by the object to which the speaker
intends to refer. Of course, it is not necessary to utter a fully identifying
description each time referring is done, but the speaker’s ability to provide
such a description is necessary for referring to a particular object. More-
over, within the descriptive approach, the literal utterance of an identifying
description is sufficient for referring to succeed, given normal input and out-
put conditions. Needless to say, a description is identifying by virtue of its
descriptive content.

Among philosophers of language and mind today, it is Searle who most

explicitly identifies himself as working within the descriptive program. But

" the program’s founding father is undoubtedly Frege, whose theory of sense
and reference underlies all the theses listed in Figure 2. The basic postulate
in Frege’s theory is that every expression possesses both a sense and reference
(the reference may be nil). Roughly interpreted, the Fregean sense of a
referring expression is the mode in which the object is presented to the
agent, while the Fregean reference is the object itself. Thus, in Irege’s
theory, two names of the same person share the same reference but have
different senses.

The Fregean postulate that every expression has both a sense and a
reference is accompanied by three principles: (1) reference is determined
by sense; (2) the sense of a complex expression is a function of the senses
of its parts; (3) a belief is a relation between an agent and ‘a sense of a
sentence. These three principles entail Theses E, P, and B. Since the notion
of referring as an act was introduced by Strawson only in 1950, Thesis S

- could not be a part of Frege’s theory, nor was Frege much interested in
the communicative function of language. But, as Searle, who incorporated
. Strawson’s account of referring into his theory of speech acts, specifically

acknowledges, the speech act theory of reference is'clearly within the Fregean - - :

- tradltlon {23, 77]. .
" .So far I have hardly mentioned Russell whose theory of descnpt:ons has
long dominated discussions of reference and, to a large extent, still continues




to do so. Russell’s relation to the descriptive program is an interesting one.

Strictly speaking, he is not part of it, since his theory of proper names

. 1s inconsistent with all of the descriptive program’s theses. Nevertheless,
to exclude Russell from the program altogether would, in my opinion, be
_quite misleading. To understand why, we need to review briefly the essential

“elements of Russell’s theory. This is particularly important because Russell’s
theory plays an important role in providing the modifications that enable
the descriptive program to overcome its difficulties and serve as a {foundation
for a computational model.

Russell’s account of reference has both an epistemological and a seman-
tic segment, closely related to each other. The epistemological segment de-
scribes how knowledge of objects is possible. The semantic segment describes
how referring expressions are to be interpreted. Crucial to Russell’s episte-
mology is the distinction between knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge
by description (19]. One has knowledge by acquaintance of an object when
one has a direct cognitive relation with it, that is, when one is directly aware

~of the object itself. One has knowledge by description of an object when one
knows that there exists one and only one object having a certain property.
Ior example, since I am directly aware of a pain in my left knee, Russell
would say that I have knowledge by acquaintance of my pain. On the other
hand, I am not acquainted with the 12th president of the United States, but
I know that there was one and only one person in the world who was the 12th
president of the United States. Thus, I have knowledge by description of
him. It is important to note that Russell’s theory of knowledge contains two
postulates: (1) every proposition that we can understand must be composed
of constituents with which we are acquainted; (2) we do not have knowledge
by acquaintance of physical objects (in fact, the only objects with which we
are acquainted, according to Russell, are sense date, and possibly the seif?).

Russell’s account of names and descriptions mirrors his epistemological
_ distinction between knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by descrip-
tions. A proper name designates its object directly, but has no meaning
apart from the designated object. Thus, when such a name is employed, the
object itself is a constituent of the proposition, which, in turn, is a singular
one. But since we are never acquainted with physical objects (other than
-our selves), they cannot participate in propositions we can understand; con-
-sequently, the proper names we use to designate physical objects (including,
_of course, names given to people) are not really proper names at all but ab- |
breviated descriptions. In fact, as far as names of particulars are concerned,

.. 2 At one time Russell considered seli-knowledge to be knowledge by acquaintance. Even-
“tually he changed his mind (ibid., 211, n. 1).



‘only the deictic words “this” and “I” are true proper names {logically proper
names, as Russell calls them), corresponding to sense data and the self, re-
spectively — the only particulars with which we can actually be acquainted.

A description, on the other hand, does not designate an object directly.
Rather it is capable of denoting an object that satisfies its descriptive con-
‘tent. The contribution made by a definite description to a proposition is
rather complex, but, as was the case with proper names, the analysis re-
flects the epistemological distinction discussed earlier.® We have seen that
to have knowledge by description is to know that one and only one object
possesses a certain property. Thus, if a definite description is part of a state-
ment, the contribution of the description to the content of that statement is
a logical structure asserting that one and only one object possesses a certain
property. Such a logical structure is a propositional function. As a concrete
example, consider the statement “The president is old.” The contribution
of the definite descnptlon to the proposition expressed by this statement is
taken to be

x is the president and no one else is.

The predicate “is old” adds another propositional function, namely, z is old,
while the proposition expressed by the statement as a whole simply asserts
that, for some value z, the complex propositional function

z is the president and no one else is, and z is old
is true. In standard first-order logic, this is expressed as
(3z)(Pres(z) & (Vy)(Pres(y) — = = y) & OLD(x)).

Now it should be obvious why it would be quite misleading to exclude
Russell’s theory from the descriptive program. His account of logically
proper names is indeed inconsistent with the descriptive theses, but, ac-
cording to Russell, the only logically proper names for particulars are “this”
and “I."* Since all other referring expressions are descriptions (abbreviated
‘or not), what should really matter to us is whether Russell’s theory of de-
scripiions is part of the descriptive program. Let us consider each of the
* four theses in turn. For reasons that are essentially technical, Russell claims
“that descriptions aré not meaningful in isolation, only within the context of

3I am disregarding indefinite deseriptions here. - o ;
T AIf self- knowledge is indeed knowledge by acquaintance (as 1 thlnk it is), then, for each _
person, that person’s name is also a logically proper name.




a sentence (ibid., 215). Yet, he definitely recognizes that a description de-
notes by virtue of its descriptive content, which is a function of the meanings
.of the words that appear in that description. Hence, if reference to physical
- objects in Russell’s theory exists by virtue of denotation, and denotation
is a function of meaning, then Thesis F still holds. Moreover, since we
are never acquainted with physical objects, we can never believe, express,
or understand singular propositions about them. Hence, as far as physical
objects are concerned, we have Thesis P and, since all de re beliefs about
such objects are analyzed in terms of denoting descriptions, which in turn
provide individuating representations, thesis B is true as well. As for thesis
5, Russell, like Frege, was not much interested in language as a system of
communication, but he would have agreed that the purpose of using refer-
ring expressions in conversation is to identify an object for the hearer. I
don’t think he would have been very impressed by this fact, but he would
surely not have denied it.
This discussion of Russell’s theory concludes my characterization of the
descriptive program. I now turn to arguments against it.

3 The descriptive program: objections

The descriptive research program, including Russell’s theory of descriptions,
has dominated the debate about reference for most of this century. However,
in the Jast two decades or so, a new approach to the problem of reference
has been developed. The new approach, to be sure, is not entirely separable
from earlier theories. Nevertheless, it marks a radical departure from the
descriptive program as a whole and, as a philosophical movement, it advo-
cates an entirely new program. The new theory flatly rejects all four theses
mentioned in Figure 2, but offers an alternative: if, according to the old pro-
gram, describing the object is the way to reach it, the new approach takes
pointing to be the central mechanism of reference. If the core of the old
program is descriptive content, which mediates between object and mind,
-the core of the new one is the notion of a causal chain leading from the ob-
Jject directly to the agent. The most significant difference between the two,
therefore, is this: according to the new approach, reference is determined by
facts outside to the mind, in contrast with the descriptive program, which
. seeks to explain reference in terms of properties of mental states.®

.. °The central architects of the new approach to reference are Donnellan [4,3], .Ka.pla;n
_ 7,8, Kripke [9], Perry [15,16], and Putnam [17].
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3.1 The referential/attributive distinction

‘The shift from the descriptive program to the new approach was initiated by
" Donnellan [4], when he introduced a distinction between the referential and
attribulive uses of definite descriptions. Since the referential/attributive
- distinction { Donnellan’s distinction for short) plays an important role in

arguments against the descriptive program, it should be presented first.
Here is how Donnellan himself first describes it.

To illustrate [the referential/attributive] distinction, in the
case of a single sentence, consider the sentence, “Smith’s mur-
derer is insane.” Suppose first that we come upon poor Smith
foully murdered. From the brutal manner of the killing and the
fact that Smith was the most lovable person in the world, we
might exclaim, “Smith’s murderer is insane.” I will assume, to
make it a simpler case, that in a quite ordinary sense we do not
know who murdered Smith (though this is not in the end essen-
tial to the case). This, I shall say, is an attributive use of the
definite description.

The contrast with such a use of the sentence is one of those
situatjon in which we expect and intend our audience to realize

* whom we have in mind when we speak of Smith’s murderer and,
most importantly, to know that it is this person about whom we
© are going to say something.

For example, suppose that Jones has been charged with Smith’s
murder and has been placed on trial. Imagine that there is a dis-
cussion of Jones’s odd behavior at his trial. We might sum up
our impression of his behavior by saying, “Smith’s murderer is
insane.” If someone asks to whom we are referring, by using this
description, the answer here is “Jones.” This, I shall say, is a
referential use of a definite description. (Ibid., 198)

The intuitive presentation of Donnellan’s distinction seems simple enough.
The important features to note are as follows. In the referential use, the in-
tended referent can be identified even though no single entity fits the descrip-

* tion used or, alternatively, more than one does. The intended referent may
also be identified even if something else altogether fits the description. In
‘Donnellan’s example, the speaker would have referred successfully to Jones
in the trial even if Jones had not been the murderer. In the attributive use,

- on the other hand, if nothing fits the description, no entity can be said to
.. ~have been picked out and referred to. '

1




Consequently, if nothing fits the description in the referential use, the
speech act may still be successful. If the speech act is an assertion, the
~ speaker may still say something true with respect to his intended referent.
If the speech act is a command regarding the intended referent, the command
‘can still be obeyed — and so on for other speech acts as well. This is not
the case, however, in the attributive use; if nothing fits the description, the
assertion cannot be true of anything, the order cannot be obeyed, etc.

Thus, a description in referential usage is just a tool for identifying the
referent; other descriptions that can perform the same task may also be
employed. Those that are used attributively, on the other hand, can be
deemed “essential.” In a semse, they are indeed irreplaceable. The imme-
diate, intuitive reason for this is that, in the referential usage, the speaker
can be said to have a particular object in mind. There is a particular entity
to be identified. In attributive usage, however, the speaker is referring to
whoever or whatever fits the description and there is no particular entity to
be identified apart from the description employed.

To the surprise of many, Donnellan’s distinction turned out to play an
important role in arguing against each of the four major theses of the de-
scriptive program enumerated in Figure 2, page 5. Consequently, Donnel-
lan’s distinction will be used here as a methodological tool for the systematic
presentation of general objections to the descriptive approach. This does not
mean that all objections to the descriptive program are sustained or nullified
by Donnellan’s distinction. Kripke [9], for example, has attacked significant
parts of the descriptive program very forcefully, while at the same time re-
jecting some of the alleged consequences of Donnellan’s distinction [10]. But
my purpose here is not to discuss arguments for or against particular ele-
ments of the descriptive program. My interest in the descriptive approach
lies in its value as a research program, and Donnellan’s distinction is an
excellent tool for characterizing the general problems that the descriptive
program has {o resolve.

3.2 Away with meanings

- At the level of referring expressions, the central postulate of the descriptive
. program is thesis E: reference is determined by meaning. The basic idea
underlying this thesis is simply this: the only way to establish the required
relation between a referring expression and an object is by having a descrip-
tive content that is associated with both of them. This descriptive content

is, in a loose sense, the meaning of the expression. But it séems that, in the -

referential uses of definite descriptions, the descriptive content plays no di-
" rect role in establishing the relation between the expression and the object.
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The expression “Smith’s murderer” in its referential use refers (in Donnel-
‘lan’s example) to Jones, but the descriptive content seems irrelevant. The
expression will refer to Jones whether he is the murderer or not.

But the challenge to Thesis E transcends the claim that, in some cases,
- reference is established independently of meaning. Underlying this thesis
is a certain view of semantics that can be characterized by three general
principles. The first is that meaning determines truth conditions. According
‘to this principle, when one knows the meaning of a sentence, one also knows
under what circumstances the sentence is true. A second principle is the
Fregean dictum, already mentioned in a different form, which affirms that
the meaning of a sentence as a wholé is a function of the meaning of its parts.
A third principle is that the meanings of individual words are determined
by the general conventions of the language, no matter what the speaker
wants them to mean. Combining these three principles, we arrive at the
notion of semantic independence: with the exception of words that are by
nature context-dependent (such as pronouns, demonstratives, and so on),
the role of expressions in determining the truth conditions of what is said is
independent of the speaker’s intentions in using those expressions.

Such a view, however, seems to be inconsistent with Donnellan’s distinc-
tion. For it seems that two literal utterances of the same sentence may differ
in their truth conditions, depending on whether the definite description is
used referentially or attributively. Compare, in Donnellan’s example, the
two utterances of “Smith’s murderer is insane.” In the first case, in which
the description is used attributively, the speaker means Smith’s murderer,
whoever he is, and the statement will be true if and only if the one and only
murderer of Smith is insane. In the second case, when the description is
used referentially, the speaker means Jones, and whatever is said is true if
and only if Jones is insane. Thus, in a limited sense, it seems that Humpty
Dumpty was right after all: you can utter the words “Smith’s murderer,”
and it is entirely up to you whether you meant whoever murdered Smith,
or Jones. In other words, it seems that one and the same expression —
“Smith’s murderer” — plays a different role in forming the truth conditions
of whatever is said, depending on whether the speaker intends to refer to a
specific individual or just to the murderer of Smith, whoever he might be.®

®One way to maintain the independence of semantics in the face of Donnellan’s dis-
. tinction is to claim that definite descriptions are simply semantically ambiguous. But this
- is really a desperate move, and there is a much better way to solve the problem [11].
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3.3 In praise of singular propositions

The central postulate of the descriptive program at the level of propositions
is thesis P: one cannot believe, express, or understand singular propositions.
In other words, what a referring expression brings into the proposition is
‘never the object itself — which is just a philosopher’s fancy way of saying
that an individuating representation of the object is essential for reference
to take place, at least as far as physical objects are concerned. This view,
however, is challenged by the referential use of definite descriptions. I shall
illustrate the argument with respect to Russell’s theory of descriptions. The
same argument can be applied to other descriptive theories as well.

A standard objection to Russell’s theory of descriptions is that, in many
uses of definite descriptions, application of the theory yields the wrong re-
sults. When a speaker says “The computer is down,” it is clear that he does
not mean that there is one and only one computer in the world and that it
is down. The standard reply is that the referring expression uttered is an
elliptical form of a uniquely denoting description. What the speaker really
- means is, say, that the VAX-750 in Room EK247 at SRI International is not
operational at the moment. There is no problem in applying the Russellian
analysis to such a complete form of the description.

However, when we look at some referential uses of definite descriptions,
it seems that the standard reply won’t do as it stands. Consider again
an utterance of “The computer is down,” in which the definite description
“the computer” js used referentially. It is clear that the computer can be
described more fully in many ways that are not equivalent — but which of
these alternatives is the one actually meant by the speaker? In other words,
which of them should be taken as part of the proposition that the speaker
expressed?

First, it should be noted that in many cases the hearer may complete
the description in a different way from the one originally intended by the
speaker, and still it may not be clear that the hearer misunderstood what is
said. For example, suppose a speaker uttered the above sentence, meaning
“The computer in room EK247 is down,” and that the hearer understands
what is being said to mean “The computer used by the natural-language
group at sri is down.” Has the hearer misunderstood the speaker? It is by
no means clear that he has: since the machine in EK247 is the one used by
~ the Natural-Language Group, the hearer has identified the right computer
- and he now knows that it is down. Shouldn’t this suffice? .

" Second, in many cases the speaker himself may not conceptualize a com-
. plete description at all; thus he would not know which complete description
should be considered to be the one he really meant. A speaker may utter
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“The computer is down” without intending that the hearer pinpoint any
particular individuating property of the computer.

Third, in the radical case of the referential use in which the descrip-
tion misses the mark entirely {e.g., “Smith’s murderer” used in reference to
Jones, who is innocent), “completing” the description is simply impossible.
Moreover, when asked after the utterance which description he really meant,
the speaker may be at a loss to respond. He would probably be inclined to
say that he meant “Smith’s murderer,” but now, after realizing that Jones
is not the murderer, he is no longer sure of what he did mean. This is not
to say that the speaker is not readily capable, if challenged, of replacing
“Smith’s murderer” with a new, more accurate description, but it would
not be what he meant before. In any case, as these examples illustrate, it
seems that the speaker would not care much which description he actually
meant, or which was the accurate one, as long as the hearer was able to
identify the right person or the right computer.

A natural conclusion to be drawn at this stage of the argument is that in
referential usage, the only thing relevant to the proposition that the speaker
is trying to express is the object per se, independently of any of its descrip-
tions. In other words, in the referential case, it seems that the only thing
relevant to the truth conditions of what the speaker is trying to express is
the object itself; if this is indeed so, why not just take the object itself as a
constituent of the proposition? Thus we arrive at what Kaplan has called
the semantics of direct reference, according to which utterances containing
referential uses of definite descriptions (as well as proper names and demon-
stratives) express singular propositions, with all such referring expressions
constituting rigid designators, i.e., expressions that designate the same ob-
ject in all the possible worlds in which it would exist. Such a semantics, of
course, flies in the face of thesis P: singular propositions, according to this
account, are frequently believed, expressed, and understood.

3.4 The status of de re beliefs

At the level of belief, the central postulate of the descriptive program is
~ thesis B: individuating representations are both necessary and sufficient for
a belief to be de re. The attempts to reject thesis B and Donnellan’s distinc-
‘tion are related first by a simple extension of thesis P: if the semantics of
direct reference is accepted and singular propositions can be the content of
- beliefs, then such beliefs de re contain no individuating representations. But
- the connection between Donnellan’s distinction and propositional attitudes
~goes beyond this. In fact, some philosophers would say that Donnellan’s
-distinction and the de refde dicto dichotomy are very closely related to each
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other [6]. The idea is simply this: when a speaker asserts that so-and-so
is such-and such, the belief he expresses, if he uses the definite description
referentially, is de re. If, on the other hand, the definite description is used
attributively, the belief expressed is de dicto, but not de re. Conversely,
~when a speaker wishes to express a de re belief, the referring expression
he utters will be used referentially. If the belief is de dicto (and is con-
cerned with a particular object), the referring expression uttered will be
used attributively.”

I have discussed the rational for identifying Donnella’s distinction with
the de dicto/de re dichotomy elsewhere [12]. For now, I'd like to point out
how such an identification undermines thesis B: if indeed [the expression of]
de re beliefs and referential usage always go hand in hand, and if, in referen-
tial usage individuating representation is not relevant for what the speaker
means, why should such representation be relevant to what he believes? In
other words, if individuating representation is neither necessary nor suffi-
cient for referential uses to be successful, it should be neither necessary nor
sufficient for de re beliefs.®

3.5 Identification reconsidered

At the level of speech acts, the main thesis of the descriptive program is
Thesis S: referring is performed by means of identifying descriptions. But
when we use a description attributively, even though we are certainly trying
to let the hearer know what we are talking about, we don’t seem to identify
anything for him. We don’t seem to do that because, at least in a strong
intuitive sense, we are not able to identify the object even for ourselves:
when a speaker says “Smith’s murderer, whoever he is, is insane,” he is
obviously talking about Smith’s murderer. But, Donnellan would argue,
there is no particular person whom he is able to identify as Smith’s murderer,
either for himself or for the hearer. Thus, on this account, thesis S is at
best misleading, since it ignores an important, nonidentifying function of

"Kripke {10] thinks that the identification of Donnellan’s distinction with tlie de
dicto/de re dichotomy is entirely without merit, but in my opinion, his argument misses
the point. Kripke argues that in de re reports of beliefs - i.e., in constructions such as
“concerning Smith’s murderer, Ralph believes that he is insane” — descriptions can be
‘used either referentially or attributively. The same can be said with regard to de dicto
reports of beliefs such as “Ralph believes that Smith’s murderer is insane.” This is true
".enough, but it does not affect the contention that, in expressing a de re belief (rather

_' than reporting someone else’s), a descriptions is a.lwa.ys used referentially and, whenever
" & description is used attributively, the belief ezpressed is de dicto.

8Cf. Burge [2]. Burge’s argument that de re beliefs are not a subclass of the de dicto
type is similar to Donnellan’s argument that, at least in some referential uses, no particular
description can be picked out as the one meant by the speaker.
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referring expressions. On the other hand, Donnellan argues [3], even though
in the referential use we do identify an object for the hearer, we do not

‘necessarily do it by means of identifying descriptions — at least not in
the sense intended by Strawson and Searle. Thus, Donnellan’s argument
forces a problem on the speech act theorist: if (as Strawson and Searle
maintain) the central concept in the analysis of referring is identification

by means of identifying descriptions, then in the referential use we seem to
have identification without identifying descriptions, and in the attributive
use we seem to have identifying descriptions (in the technical sense of speech
acts theory) without identification. On the other hand, if we want a unified
account of referring that includes both referential and the attributive usage,
we cannot take our intuitive understanding of the notion of identification for
granted. We must specify precisely in what sense identification takes place
in both types of usage.

Donnellan’s rejection of the speech act thesis concludes this discussion of
the descriptive program. What I have tried to do is to show how Donnellan’s
_ distinction plays a role in repudiation of the descriptive program as a whole.
- The question is whether such a total rejection is justified.

4 The descriptive program: motivation

So far I have characterized in some detail the descriptive program, as well
as some of its problems, and have introduced the program’s leading rival.
At this point, a computational linguist or an artificial intelligence researcher
might raise two important questions. First, given that what we are after is
a computational model of referring, does it matter really which program we
choose? Second, assuming that it does matter, why — given the objections
that the descriptive program must respond to, and given the availability of
an alternative — should we stay with the descriptive program?

In this section I answer these questions in a way that can be summa-
rized as follows. For a computational model, it matters a great deal which
approach is chosen because referring requires reasoning about the beliefs,
desires, and intentions of other agents; this in turn requires an adequate
~account of the content of belief. It is precisely with respect to the content of

belief (and other propositional attitudes) that the descriptive program and
‘'the new, or causal, approach differ radically. The descriptive program, no
doubt, must undergo a fair amount of revision to eliminate its difficulties,
‘but its main thrust stands unchallenged, in my opinion. Furthermore, upon
" closer scrutiny, it becomes clear that, as far as an accounting for the content
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of beliefs is concerned, the causal approach has so far had really very little
o offer. _

In order to make sense out of the behavior of others, we attribute to them
beliefs, desires, intentions, and other propositional attitudes. For example,
if you ask me why my neighbor gets into his car every morning, the most
reasonable answer I can give you is that he wants to get to work and that he
believes the car can take him there. Moreover, very frequently we attempt
to achieve our goals by trying to change the beliefs and desires of others.
This would be quite impossible if we did not have some idea to begin with
as to the kind of beliefs and desires they possess. Thus, an important part
of our model of the world around us is a representation of what we take to
be the beliefs, desires, and intentions of others.

The role of propositional attitudes and their representations is partic-
ularly obvious when we try to model our linguistic behavior. The central
idea underlying computational speech-act theory is that the performance of
a speech act is the result of the speaker’s planning to affect the hearer’s
conception of the speaker’s intentions, beliefs, and desires. Thus, a compu-

" tational model of any speech act, including that of referring, must be able
to show how reasoning about someone else’s propositional attitudes is pos-
sible; to do that, such a model must be able to represent that someone else’s
beliefs. But the notion of a belief makes no sense without a fairly precise
notion of what the content of a belief is. It is the content of a particular
belief that sets it apart from all others, and it makes no sense to represent
that belief without somehow representing its content. Hence, a model of
referring must begin with some notion of the contents of beliefs about par-
ticular objects, i.e., de re beliefs. Note, incidentally, that the term ‘content’
is used here to mean whatever individuates beliefs. That is, whatever the
content of a belief, two beliefs are the same if and only if they have the same
content.

Now, if the notion regarding the content of a de re belief is important
for a model of referring, we cannot remain neutral with respect to choosing
- between the two research programs. According to the descriptive program,
~as we have seen, an essential component in the content of a de re belief is

-a representational entity that mediates between the belief and the object it
is about. According to the causal approach, on the other hand, the relation
‘between the belief and the object it is about is direct, and — at least ac-
.- cording to the causal approach in its original form — the content of a de re
belief is a singular proposition consisting of the object jtself plus a proposi-
- tional function. So, even at the level of formal representations of beliefs, the

. choice between the two programs is a significant decision. But much more
is obviously at stake. The contrast between the two accounts of content is
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a reflection of the far more significant difference between the two programs.
In the descriptive program, reference is determined by mental states: when
" the agent apprehends (Frege’s term) the representational entity, reference is
assured. In the causal approach, by contrast, reference is determined (at
least in part) by the objective situation, quite independently of what the
agent himself may think or believe.

The difference between the two positions has far-reaching implications
not only for a general theory of mind, but for particular computational mod-
els as well. Imagine, for example, the initial steps in designing an intelligent
system that is supposed to recognize, manipulate, and discuss objects in its
environment. Such a system would have to have knowledge of objects, as
well as the ability to represent and reason about the various beliefs, desires
and expectations of other intelligent agents with which it is supposed to
interact. If the system designer were to take the descriptive approach, he
would assume that (1) internal representations of objects are essential for
such a system; (2) a successful act of referring involves invocation of an inter-
nal representation in the hearer; and (3) these internal representations must
be rich enough in descriptive content to provide a mechanism for reference
to succeed. The main task of the designer, therefore, would be to look for
appropriate data structures that play the same role as internal representa-
tions in various computational activities. Perhaps the most ocbvious choice
at this stage of Al development is data structures that encode formulas of
first-order logic, although this is by no means the only possible way.

On the other hand, if the designer takes a causal approach to reference,
he would seek computational techniques that emphasize objective correla-
tions between a world state in which, say, the Empire State Building exists,
and a machine state that can be said to contain the information that the
Empire State Building exists. A practical way to implement such an account
of de re beliefs may be borrowed, perhaps, from the situated-automata ap-
proach to knowledge representation. According to that approach, a machine
state S is said to contain the [true] information that P if and only if P is
a world condition guaranteed to hold whenever the initial state of the ma-
chine is coupled to a world state W and an input string that is fed into the
. machine while the latter is in its initial state causes the machine to be in
state S [18]. It may be that the situated-automata approach to knowledge
representation can be extended to representations of belief — in particular,
de re belief.%

*There is no doubt that the characterization 'of a state in which an agent knows some-
thing must take into account not only the agent’s internal state but also how the world

is. :After all, for an agent to know that P, P must be tree. Thus, nothing prevents the
descriptive theorist from adopting the situated-automata approach for knowledge repre-
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The difference between the two competing research programs is there-

fore computationally significant, and my contention is that a rational chojce

- ought to {avor the descriptive program. Obviously, I do not presume to
“refute” the causal approach — I do not believe that research programs can
be “refuted” — but I think that the causal approach suffers {from a major
weakness that, in my opinion, far outweighs the difficulties faced by the
descriptive program. This weakness is related to the notion of the content
of a belief. But before stating my case against the causal approach, I need
to say at the outset why I do not regard the difficulties of the descriptive
program to be as devastating as is commonly thought.

The description program can be interpreted as a general framework for
two distinct {albeit related) projects. The first project is the attempt to
provide a theory of meaning for singular terms. The second project is the
attempt to construct a theory of mind. The arguments against the descrip-

* tive program are most powerful when the focus is on meaning: for example, it
is widely accepted that Kripke’s criticism of the descriptive theory of proper
names [9] is correct. But there is a tendency to extrapolate from problems
of [linguistic] meaning to alleged inadequacies of the descriptive program as
characterizing the general principles that underlie a theory of mind. Now,
in trying to provide a model of referring, we are much more interested, for
obvious reasons, in understanding the mind than we are in a theory of mean-
ing. The latter per se cannot help us with questions of rationality, planning,
actions, intentions, knowledge representation, and reasoning, — topics of
relevance to a computational account of communication (as well as to other
cognitive models). Hence, as far as a model of referring is concerned, the
main objections to the descriptive program are valid only if problems arising
from a descriptive theory of meaning are indeed carried over to a theory of
mind. I think that this is not the case.

Let us turn now to the problems that must be overcome by the causal
approach if it is to be a real alternative to the descriptive program. I shall
start by stating a premise that I take to be trivially true. T call it the trivial
principle:

Trivial Principle: It is impossible both to hold and not to hold
the same belief.

sentation. The dispute between the descriptive and the causal tlieorists is whether facts
. ‘outside the mind are relevant to the characterization of belief. Incidentally, the descriptive
" “theorist does not deny, of course, that caisal explanations play an important role in un-
derstanding why someone holds a de re belief. For example, it is obvious that, in general,
evidence is causally grounded. The descriptive theorist would insist, however, that what
the belief is about is determined solely by its descriptive content. .
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It is important that the triviality of this claim be appreciated. This is
not a characterization of our rationality. T am not actually claiming that it
is impossible to hold both a belief and its negation. Although this is not
particularly recommended, one can certainly hold the belief that P and, at
the same time, hold the belief that not P. A belief and its negation are two
distinct beliefs and, if one chooses to hold both, one is free to do so. But
an agent cannot both hold and not hold the same belief any more than a
geometric shape can be both a square and a circle.

Now, what is the content of a de re belief? Let us take a concrete
example. Suppose Ralph believes of Wiley that he is 2 spy. Or — to
attribute a de re belief to Ralph in a more dramatic way - let Ralph
himself point to Wiley and say: “I believe that this man is a spy!” Thus,
there is no doubt that Ralph has a de re belief about Wiley, and its content,
according to the causal theory (at least in its original form), is the singular
proposition:

1 SPY{Wiley).

But the singular proposition cannot be the complete specification of the
content of Ralph’s belief because of the irivial principle. Suppose that,
on a certain occasion (say, on the beach), Ralph points to Wiley and says
“I believe this man is a spy.” Suppose that at another time (say, in a
supermarket), Ralph points to Wiley and says “I do not believe this man
is a spy.” Let us assume that Ralph is sincere on both occasions, and that
his only problem is his failure to recognize Wiley in the supermarket as the
man he saw earlier on the beach. If the complete content of Ralph’s belief is
a singular proposition, Ralph’s first utterance shows that he holds a belief
whose content is expressed by (91), while his second utterance shows that
he does not hold the very same belief. But this is impossible according to
the ¢rivial principle.1°

°Donnellan once suggested to me that (1) is indeed the complete content of Ralph’s
belief. When Ralph thinks to himself in the supermarket “I do not believe this man is a
spy,” Ralph is simply wrong. As a matter of fact, Donnellan suggested, Ralph does believe
the man in the supermarket is a spy, but Ralph himself is not aware of this fact about
‘himself (I do not know whether Donnellan still holds this view). Such a position, of course,
amounts to abandoring the presumption of positive introspection, i.e., the presumption
that, when an agent believes P, he also believes that he believes P. Note that Ralph’s case
can alsc be described in terms of knowledge: Ralph may know that the man he sees on the
beach is a spy, while not knowing whether the man in the supermarket is one.. Hence, if
Donnellan’s suggestion is to be maintained, Ralph may know something without knowing
that he knows. Giving up positive introspection with respect to both knowledge and belief
" is not only extremely unintuitive, but, as Moore [14, 16] notes, has dire consequences for
{formal accounts of planning.
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It is important not to confuse the problem this example poses for the
causal theorist with that of the cognitive significance of utterances. Two
utterances differ in their cognitive significance if a rational agent can accept
one as true while rejecting the other. In the foregoing example, it is clear
that an utterance on the beach of “This man is a spy” (coupled with a
pointing gesture toward Wiley) would be accepted as true by Ralph, while
the very same utterance and gesture in the supermarket would be rejected.
Since, according to the causal theorist, the two utterances express the same
proposition, it is not apparent what should account for the difference in
cognitive significance. This is indeed a thorny problem for a causal theorist
[24], but the problem of the cognitive significance of utterances is not our
concern. In fact, my point has nothing to do with natural language at all.
If we could somehow grasp the content of Ralph’s beliefs directly, we could
have dispensed with Ralph’s utterances altogether. My argument is simply
this: (1) believing is a relation between an agent and a content; (2) Ralph
cannot hold and vet not hold a belief any more than a beer bottle can both
be in the cooler and not in it; (3) if the content of the belief attributing
“spyhood” to Wiley is a singular proposition, Ralph would then have to
both hold and not hold the same belief; hence, singular propositions cannot
by themselves be contents of beliefs. Nothmg here hinges on the cognitive
significance of utterances.

If the singular proposition is not the complete content of Ralph’s belief,
some element of content is missing. Let Ralph’s mode of presentation {of
Wiley) be by definition that missing element. We do not know at this
point what a mode of presentation is. What we do know is that a mode of
presentation, in the sense described above, is necessary regardless of what
one’s theory of the content of de re beliefs is. The trivial principle simply
requires it.

Several causal theorists have recognized that singular propositions do not
suffice to individuate beliefs, and have suggested various remedies {1,7,15].
But these remedies do not seem to me adequate, because they do not take
seriously enough the need for modes of presentation. Whatever we take such
modes to be, they must satisfy the following condition, which I call the basic
.constraint.

Basic Constraint: For every mode of presentation My and Ms,
if My = Ms, then, if Ralph believes Wiley to be a spy under Ml,
he also believes Wiley to be a spy under M,. o
' _I take the basic consiraint to be as self-evident as the trivial pm’nc:’ple.
It is nothing more than an instantiation of Leibnitz’s law: if two things are
identical, whatever is true of one is true of the other. However, if one feels
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uncomfortable applying Leibnitz’s Law in a context of beliefs, all we need '.
do for reassurance is to transform the basic constraint into its equivalent:

Basic Constraint (second version): For every mode of pre-
sentation M; and Mz, if Ralph believes Wiley to be a spy under
My and does not believe Wiley to be a spy under A3, then
My # M.

In its second version, the basic constraint is simply a restatement of the
initial motivation for introducing modes of presentation into the content
of de re beliefs. If the constraint is not satisfied, it is easy to construct
circumstances in which the trivial principle is violated.

Now, from the basic constraint on any theory of presentation modes it
is possible to derive another principle, which I shall call the individuation
principle. It is this:

Individuation Principle: If M is a mode of presentation under
which Ralph believes Wiley to be a spy, then, in each possible
world that is compatible with Ralph’s beliefs, one and only one
object is presented to Ralph under M.

What the individuation principle means is that modes of presentation —
whatever they are — must carry out an individuation function within one’s
network of beliefs. In other words, if M, the mode of presentation under
which Ralph believes Wiley to be a spy, is a concept, it is an individual con-
cept instantiated by a unique object in each possible world compatible with
Ralph’s beliefs. If M is a description, it is a definite description denoting
a unique object in each world compatible with Ralph’s beliefs. If A/ is a
causal chain, it “determines” a unique object in each world compatible with
Ralph’s belief, and so on with regard to anything a theory of presentation
modes might come up with.

Incidentally, the argument for the individuation principle does not de-
pend upon the concept of “possible worlds.” States of affairs, alternative

‘circumstances, situations, etc., would do equally well. As a matter of fact,
as far as I ain concerned, we can dispense with such terminology altogether
and rephrase the individuation principle as follows: if M is a mode of pre-

. sentation under which Ralph believes Wiley to be a spy, then Ralph believes

that one and only one object is presented to him under M. This version,
~however, can be interpreted as implying that Ralph is aware of presentation -

- modes, a claim that the causal theorist may deny (for example, by argu-

ing that modes of presentation are really causal chains). In other words,
phrasing the individuation principle in terms of possible worlds leaves open
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the question of whether the content of Ralph’s belief is “in his head” or
not. Another reason for using the apparatus of possible worlds is that the
argument for the individuation principle is easier to state in this manner.
The argument for the individuation principle is, in essence, identical to
the original motivation for modes of presentation. Let us suppose that the
individuation principle is false and, to make the argument more concrete, let
us assume that, in our theory of content, modes of presentation are nonin-
dividuating concepts. Suppose, for example, that the mode of presentation
under which Ralph believes Wiley to be a spy is man-on-the-beach. Since
Ralph takes Wiley to be a man on the beach, this concept is instantiated
by at least one individual in every world compatible with Ralph’s beliefs.
As this is a nonindividuating concept, however, it is certainly possible for
Ralph to believe that, at another time, he sees a different man on the beach;
Ralph has no opinion as to whether or not he is a spy. Thus, on one occasion
‘Ralph thinks to himself “I believe this man on the beach is a spy,” whereas
~ at another time he thinks “I do not believe this man on the beach is a spy.”
But suppose that on both occasions the man is really is Wiley (although
.Ralph does not realize that). If the complete content of Ralph’s belief is

2 SPY(Wiley) [under mode of presentation: ‘man-on-the-beach’],

then we again find Ralph both holding and not holding the same belief. But
this would be impossible, since it, too violates the trivial principle.

1 have borrowed this argument from Schiffer [20], who uses it to show
that nonindividuating concepts cannot be modes of presentation. But the
same argument can be easily generalized to show that the individuation
principle must be right, no matter what one takes modes of presentation
to be. The schema of the argument is as follows. Let us assume that the
individuation principle is false. There are then possible worlds compatible
with Ralph’s beliefs in which two distinct individuals are presented to Ralph
under M. Nothing prevents Ralph from believing that one of them is a spy
while not believing that the other is. But, since Ralph may fail to recognize
that the man is Wiley in both cases, we have a situation in which Ralph
believes Wiley to be a spy under M while not believing Wiley to be a spy
under M. This contradicts the basic constraint, as well as, of course, the
' trivial principle. Hence, our hypothesis that the individuation principle is

false must be incorrect,. _

.. The individuation principle holds no surprises for the descriptive the-
- orist. The only thing missing there, he would say, is the realization that
- modes of presentation do not merely determine a unique object in worlds

that are compatible with Ralph’s beliefs. They determine the referent, i.e.,
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what the belief is about in the actual world, whether this world is compatible
with Ralph’s beliefs or not. As this is, indeed, what modes of presentation
‘are supposed to do in the descriptive program, we can begin to see why
the latter is so attractive. Since the individuation principle holds in any
' case, individuating representations seem made to order for a theory of rei-
erence. Thus, in the descriptive program we have a stronger version of the
individuation principle, which I call the fregean principle:

Fregean Principle: Modes of presentation determine what a
belief is about.

Now, according to the descriptive theory, whatever anchors a belief to
the actual world is conceptual, or at least mental in nature. But the causal
theorist insists that the object a de re belief is about is determined by a ref-
erential, presumably causal chain, beginning with the object outside Ralph’s
mind and — as if by a domino effect — progressing through Ralph’s various
mental states (perceiving Wiley, remembering him, etc.), and terminating
in Ralph’s belief state concerning Wiley and the property of being a spy.
Given such a position, there are but two ways in which the causal theorist
might incorporate the individuation principle into his account (which, in
the last analysis, he must do). He can either accept the fregean principle or
reject it. _

If the causal theorist accepts the fregean principle, he must reinterpret
causal chains as modes of presentation, which of course means that causal
chains are part of the content of de re beliefs. I cannot imagine what this
would mean in terms of, say, reasoning about the content of another agent’s
belief. But even if we can make sense out of this position, two of its conse-
quences are (1) that a change in a causal chain should alter the corresponding
belief and (2) that, when two causal chains are identical, so are the corre-
sponding beliefs. This is extremely unintuitive. First, if Ralph had seen
- Wiley through a periscope, the causal chain from Wiley to Ralph would
have been different, but it is hard to see why this should affect Ralph’s be-
‘lief. Second, suppose that the two causal chains that are responsible for two
of Ralph’s beliefs concerning Wiley are identical replicas of each other —
right down to the subatomic level. Unless we adopt a very crude version
of mechanical behaviorism, it still does not follow that the beliefs must be
the same. To verify this, just imagine that, in spite of the identity of his

.. two visual experiences, Ralph fails to recognize the same person in both.

‘Finally, consider cases in which the causal chain is totally absent (for ex-
- ‘ample, in cases of illusion). Let the entire scene on the beach be a massive
‘hallucination. Ralph indeed no longer has a de re belief about Wiley (or
anybody else, for that matter), and many causal theorists would argue that
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the content of Ralph’s belief in this case is an “incomplete” proposition {one
with a “gap”). But Ralph’s belief seems to be the same whether he is under
an illusion or not.

If, on the other hand, causal chains are not modes of presentation, the
only alternative left for the causal theorist is to reject the fregean principle.
Modes of presentation are needed no matter what one’s theory is and, in each
possible world compatible with Ralph’s beliefs, the mode of presentation
determines a unique individual. Buf, the causal theorist would clain, the
mode of presentation need not pick out a unique individual in the actual
world. Even if it does pick out a unique individual, it does not have to pick
out the right one. Let us suppose that modes of presentation are individual
concepts. Given that premise, there is an individual concept under which
Ralph believes Wiley to be a spy, and this concept is instantiated by a unique
individual in each possible world compatible with Ralph’s beliefs. But this
concept may be one that in fuct does not fit Wiley at all. Nevertheless,
Ralph’s belief may still be about Wiley by virtue of the causal connection
between the person Wiley and Ralph’s mental state.

This position is derived from referential usage of definite descriptions.
When I say “Smith’s murderer is insane,” referring to Jones at the dock,
my utterance is about Jones whether he is guilty or not. Similarly, the
causal theories may argue, my belief that Smith’s murderer is insane may
still be about Jones no matter who really murdered Smith. In such a case,
the mode of presentation (roughly, the property of being the murderer of
Smith) indeed determines a unique individual in all possible worlds that are
compatible with my beliefs, in accordance with the individuation principle.
However, whom in the actual world my belief is about is determined not by
the mode of presentation, but by something else entirely.

But the inference from utterances to beliefs is very misleading in this
case. Even though the description “Smith’s murderer” does not apply, I can
still use it precisely because I can identify Jones independently of his being
the murderer of Smith. In other words, I have more than enough modes of
presentation that pick out Jones in the actual world. To make the current
suggestion plausible, it must be shown that, despite my inability to identify
‘Jones independently of the concept Smith’s murderer, and despite the fact
that Jones is not the murderer, my belief can still be said to be about Jones.
‘What we are asked to imagine, indeed, is the following: I believe that Smith’s
‘murderer is insane; I cannot associate any other mode of presentation with
the person I take to be Smith’s murderer; Jones is not the murderer; but my
belief is still about Jones. Donnellan [3] has attempted to show that this is
indeed possible, but as I have argued elsewhere [13], his argument does not
work.
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The fregean principle certainly does not follow from the individuation
principle, but surely a mere assertion to that effect is insufficient. The
least the causal theorist should do is sketch out a plausible theory in which
modes of presentation satisfy both the basic consiraint and the individuation
principle, and in which reference is nevertheless determined by something
entirely outside the content of belief. I do not think any such theory is
forthcoming, especially since the notion of a causal chain as determining
reference is so hopelessly vague at this point.

As T have said earlier, this is not an attempt to “refute” the causal ap-
proach. My only point is that the individuation principle makes the descrip-
tive research program more promising. Modes of presentation are needed no
matter what one’s theory of the content of beliefs is, and modes of presen-
tations, whatever they may be, must individuate objects for agents. Given
these facts, the ease with which the notion of individuating representation
.can accommodate them, and the difficulties of incorporating a theory of
modes of presentation within the causal approach, it seems to me that the
descriptive approach is the logical choice.

The proof of the pudding, however, is in the eating. The most convincing
argument for the descriptive program is made by showing that its adoption
as a philosophical foundation represents a productive step in developing a
_computational model.
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