
Referential Descriptions Revisited

Adriana Silva Graça
Universidade de Lisboa
<adrianasg@netcabo.pt>

In this paper I want to provide an argument to the effect that Donnellan's distinction between ‘attributive’
and ‘referential’, in his seminal paper "Reference and Definite Descriptions" (1966), is a distinction between two
different uses of definite descriptions and that it is not to be seen as a distinction between two different meanings
those phrases may have. I think that Kripke showed in "Speaker's Reference and Semantic Reference" (1979) that
Paul Grice's distinction between the proposition semantically expressed by a certain utterance of a certain sentence
and the proposition that the speaker wants to convey by that very same utterance, which is pragmatically implied by
him, is enough to account for Donnellan's cases. Therefore, Donnellan's primary distinction is between two uses and
not between two meanings concerning phrases of the form ‘the F’ in sentences of the form ‘The F is G’.

My argument goes against recent attempts to support the thesis according to which, besides two different
uses, there are two different meanings involved in Donnellan's cases. In his paper "The Case for Referential
Descriptions" (2003), Devitt provides a powerful set of arguments for that thesis. If what I think is correct, then
something must be wrong with Devitt's perspective. I try to state precisely what is wrong with it.

The core of the point made by Devitt is the following. There exists a convention according to which ‘the F’ is
used in a sentence of the form ‘the F is G’ to express a singular thought, namely to express a thought about a
particular object the speaker has in mind, even though ‘the F’ actually misdescribes the object. As it is a result of a
convention, and as it determines the truth-value of what the speaker wants to communicate, the relation between
the speaker and the object he has in mind when he uses ‘the F’ in ‘the F is G’ is to be seen as a semantic relation.
Therefore, definite descriptions have two meanings: the referential one, involved in such cases, and the attributive
one, long ago characterised by Bertrand Russell (1905). Then it is provided an account of the semantic nature of
this convention based on an analogy between referential tokens of ‘the F’ and tokens of complex demonstratives
like ‘that F’. It is alleged that if, for the demonstrative case, the convention to express a singular thought by a
particular use of ‘that F is G’ is a semantic one, so the convention to express a singular thought must also be a
semantic one for the definite description case (given the fact that ‘the F’ and ‘that F’ may be substituted for each
other without a cost in the goal of communicating a singular thought).

Against Devitt I will develop two arguments that establish my main point: Donnellan's distinction is relative
to two uses, not two meanings, of definite descriptions.

Argument (1): If Devitt's argument were correct, then all that Grice said about the difference between what
is literally said and what the speaker wants to communicate would be wrong. This distinction is traditionally seen as
a distinction between one proposition being semantically expressed and another proposition being pragmatically
implied by a particular token of a sentence. According to Devitt, "it is a semantic not pragmatic fact that a certain
description token refers to the person the speaker has in mind". Then, applying this criterion for "semanticity" to the
cases discussed by Grice we end up concluding that not only him but also all the tradition in the Philosophy of
Language is wrong in classifying those phenomena as pragmatic ones. But it does not seem at all to be the case
that Grice is wrong in that point.
Argument (2): It is possible to develop Devitt's own argument based on the analogy between complex
demonstratives and definite descriptions used referentially to identify its main problem. Having in mind Kaplan's well
know distinction between the character and the content of a demonstrative, and applying this distinction to the case
of definite descriptions, it gets clear what the "main problem" is: not distinguishing the content of what is said by a
particular token of a sentence containing a definite description token and what sort of mechanism enables us to fix
the reference of that token. This is enough to show that Devitt's argument is not sound, since it has a false premise,
namely, the one which says that the convention for using ‘the F’ to express a singular thought is as semantic as the
one about ‘that F’, and does not succeed in proving the truth of its conclusion, namely, that there are two meanings
for the definite description. I think this point illuminates the discussion that has been going on about the topic since
1966.


