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R E F E R E N C E E X P L A I N E D A W A Y 

A n a p h o r i c Reference and Indirect D e s c r i p t i o n 

t I ^ H I S paper presents a cons t ruc t ion by means of w h i c h I be¬
I l ieve i t is poss ib le to account fo r the use of expressions 

c o n t a i n i n g 'refers' a n d its cognates i n na tu ra l languages. 
Reference comes i n two varieties: word-world or ex t r a l i ngu i s t i c ref
erence of the sort i n v o k e d w h e n we say that the phrase 'the f irst left-
handed Pres ident ' refers to a cer tain concrete i n d i v i d u a l (namely 
James G a r f i e l d ) , a n d word-word i n t r a l i n g u i s t i c or a n a p h o r i c refer
ence ins tanced by p r o n o u n s such as 'she' r e fe r r ing to the w o r d 
' M a r y ' i n the sentence " M a r y t i red of su rg i ca l t r a i n i n g , so she be
came an anes thes iologis t . " In t r a l i ngu i s t i c reference of this sort has 
not been of m u c h interest to ph i lo sophe r s , fo r i t has seemed natu
ra l to ass imi la te p r o n o u n s to b o u n d variables , a n d so to expect to 
e x p l a i n a n a p h o r i c reference as g r a m m a t i c a l l y guaranteed corefer-
ence. T h i s coreference is i n tu rn though t of as unders tood i n terms 
of the p r i m a r y , w o r d - w o r l d sense of reference to the same ex t ra l in 
gu i s t i c i t em. 

I w i l l argue that an analys is of a n a p h o r i c mechan i sms provides 
the resources fo r a p u r e l y m ^ r a l i n g u i s t i c account of the use of the 
E n g l i s h sentences by means of w h i c h p h i l o s o p h e r s at tempt to 
make assertions about g-x^ralinguistic referential re lat ions. M o r e 
s p e c i f i c a l l y , a l t h o u g h we can a n d must d i s t i n g u i s h between ou r 
words a n d wha t those words refer to or have as their referents, the 

/ t ru th of c l a i m s about what we are re fe r r ing to by var ious utterances 
I gives us no reason to believe that there is a relation of reference be¬
I tween express ions a n d the objects we use them to talk about . F o l -
i l o w i n g the lead of W i l f r i d Sellars,^ I w i l l argue that 'refers' s h o u l d 

' F o r instance " T r u t h and 'Correspondence'," this J O I ' R N A I , i.ix, 2 (Jan. 18, 1962): 
29-56, and Science and Metaphysics (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul , 1963; New 
York: Humanit ies, 1968). 
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not be semant ica l ly interpreted by or as a re la t ion and , a fortiori, 
not a w o r d - w o r l d r e l a t i on . Instead, 'refers' w i l l be e x p l a i n e d as a 
c o m p l e x a n a p h o r i c p r o n o u n - f o r m i n g operator, by ana logy ( i n the 
category of terms) to the ana lys i s of '. . . is true' o f fe red by the p ro -
sentent ial theory of t ru th . T o show this we f i rs t invest igate the 
a n a p h o r i c roles that expressions can p l ay . T h i s leads to the spec i f i 
ca t i on of a new part of speech, indirect descriptions. Nex t , a f o r m a l 
test is o f fe red fo r i d e n t i f y i n g express ions p l a y i n g the a n a p h o r i c 
ro le of ind i rec t descr ip t ions , a n d 'refer' is e x p l a i n e d as an operator 
that fo rms such descr ip t ions . A paraphrase strategy is of fered by 
means of w h i c h reference c l a i m s ostensibly of other f o r m s can be 
wrest led i n to fo rms i n w h i c h 'refer ' appears o n l y ins ide ind i rec t de
sc r ip t ions . F i n a l l y , i t is a rgued that d o i n g this s h o u l d be seen as 
e x p l a i n i n g reference away. 

I 

In h is s e m i n a l ar t ic le "Reference a n d C o n t e x t " Char le s Chas ta in^ 
suggests a nove l a p p r o a c h to the unde r s t and ing of s ingu la r - t e rm 
reference. T h e basic concept he emp loys is that of an anaphoric 
chain, a n o t i o n best a pp roa c he d by example . C o n s i d e r the discourse: 

(1) #A man i n a brown suit approached me on the street yesterday and 
offered to buy my briefcase. When I declined to sell it, the man 
doubled his offer. Since he wanted the case so badly, I sold it to 
him.# 

T w o a n a p h o r i c cha ins are i n t e r t w i n e d here, one c o r r e s p o n d i n g to 
the buyer, a n d one to the briefcase: 

(2) A man in a brown suit . . . the man . . . he . . . h im 

a n d 

(3) my briefcase . . . it . . . the case . . . it 

T h e reference of later elements i n such cha ins (e.g., ' i t ' a n d 'the 
m a n ' ) is secured o n l y by the r e l a t i o n these elements s tand i n to the 
s i n g u l a r terms that in i t i a t e the cha ins i n w h i c h they appear . T h i s 
is the w o r d - w o r d ( i n fact, token-token^) r e l a t ion of anaphoric refer
ence or anaphoric dependence. T h e presence of an a n a p h o r i c c h a i n 
i n a discourse s ignals that not a l l its s i n g u l a r terms have reference 

^In Kei th Gunderson, ed., Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy of Science, vol . 
vii : Language, M i n d , and Knowledge (Minneapolis : U of Minnesota Press, 1975), 
pp. 194-269. 

^ T o be exact, it is tokcmngs wh ich stand in anaphoric relations, al though 
I haven't been fussy about this dist inction in the text. Written expressions are par
ticularly vulnerable to re-use of tokens, as when someone makes a sign wi th an 
arrow saving " H e is a sinner," and walks around poin t ing it at passersby. 
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independen t ly . Ra ther , some elements are related to their referents 
o n l y i n a der ivat ive manner , i n vi r tue of their a n a p h o r i c l i n k s to 
other expressions. 

E x a m i n i n g the k i n d s of expression that can in i t ia te an d con t inue 
such cha ins enables C h a s t a i n to make two i m p o r t a n t related obser
vat ions . T h e first concerns the s ign i f i cance of i n d e f i n i t e descrip
t ions. S ince Russe l l ' s d iscuss ions early i n the century, i nde f in i t e de
sc r ip t ions have been treated as i f they were not s i n g u l a r re fe r r ing 
expressions at a l l , but were rather to be unders tood by means of a 
q u a n t i f i c a t i o n a l paraphrase . T h e presence of an i n d e f i n i t e descrip
t i on of ten does s i gna l exis tent ia l q u a n t i f i c a t i o n rather than s ingu
lar reference, but C h a s t a i n po in t s out that the role of i n d e f i n i t e de
scr ip t ions i n a n a p h o r i c cha ins indicates that these expressions can 
also have a pu re ly referent ial f u n c t i o n . As i n the example above, an 
i n d e f i n i t e desc r ip t ion can in i t ia te an a n a p h o r i c c h a i n w h i c h may 
then be c o n t i n u e d by p r o n o u n s or def in i te descr ip t ions . A n d it 
seems clear that, i n the context i n w h i c h it occurs above, 'a m a n ' 
p u r p o r t s to refer to a u n i q u e i n d i v i d u a l , name ly the m a n i n the 
b r o w n sui t w h o a p p r o a c h e d me o n the street yesterday a n d eventu
a l l y purchased m y briefcase."^ 

T h i s observa t ion leads to Chas ta in ' s second po in t , w h i c h is that 
the reason that apparen t ly n o n q u a n t i f i c a t i o n a l uses of i nde f in i t e 
descr ip t ions have not been though t of as s t r a igh t fo rward ly referen
t ia l is that they do not behave e n o u g h l i ke p roper names, the para
d i g m of s i n g u l a r terms. Excep t under deviant c i rcumstances , i f a 
p roper name is used somewhere i n a discourse i n v o k i n g a pa r t i cu
lar referent, then other tokens of that same type w h i c h appear else
where i n the discourse w i l l be coreferent ia l w i t h it , i n a sense 
w h i c h can be e x p l a i n e d i n terms of in te rsubs t i tu t ion . In 

(4) #Leibniz has been called a pluralist, and he has been called a mo¬
nist. But no one has ever thought of that philosopher as a 
materialist.# 

the sense is not al tered if we replace a l l the other elements of the 
a n a p h o r i c c h a i n by the i n i t i a t i n g express ion to w h i c h they ana-
p h o r i c a l l y refer. A n inelegant redundancy is the o n l y cost of replac
i n g 'he ' and 'that p h i l o s o p h e r ' by ' L e i b n i z ' . 

"^Not a l l elements of anaphoric term chains need be understood as singular refer
r ing terms. Chastain says that quantif icat ional , modal, and hypothetical contexts 
are "referentially segregating" and that the syntactically singular expressions that 
occur inside them should not in general be understood as singular referring terms. 
The claims of this essay don't require special treatment of such segregated 
occurrences. 
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I n the case of an a n a p h o r i c c h a i n i n i t i a t ed by an i n d e f i n i t e de
s c r i p t i o n , o n the other hand , such a subs t i t u t i on of terms alters the 
sense of the sentences i n w h i c h the subst i tuted terms appear . 
Cons ide r : 

(5) #A Republican senator threatened to filibuster the Wilderness b i l l . 
The senator's staff persuaded h i m that this action was unwise, 
so he left the chamber.# 

T h e a n a p h o r i c c h a i n here is 

(6) A Republican senator . . . The senator . . . h i m . . . he 

T h e sense of this discourse is comple te ly altered i f we substi tute the 
i n i t i a t i n g express ion fo r each of the terms that a n a p h o r i c a l l y refers 
to i t : 

(7) #A Republican senator threatened to filibuster the Wilderness b i l l . 
A Republican senator's staff persuaded a Republican senator 
that this action was unwise, so a Republican senator left the 
chamber. # 

I n th is passage the i n d e f i n i t e descr ip t ions do not p u r p o r t to co-
refer. E a c h in i t ia tes a p o t e n t i a l l y new a n a p h o r i c c h a i n . T o con
t inue such a c h a i n requires either the use of a p r o n o u n , w h i c h a l 
ways con t inues an e x i s t i n g c h a i n , or the use of a de f in i t e 
de sc r ip t i on , w h i c h can either in i t i a t e or c o n t i n u e a c h a i n . T h e fact 
that a c h a i n b e g i n n i n g 'a S O R T A L . . .' cannot be c o n t i n u e d by re
p e a t i n g the i n i t i a t i n g phrase as is, but can be c o n t i n u e d w i t h a def
i n i t e d e s c r i p t i o n of the f o r m 'the S O R T A L . . is c a l l ed by l i n g u i s t s 
the r equ i rement of a **definit ization t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . " O n e may 
c o n c l u d e f r o m such spec ia l requ i rements either that i n d e f i n i t e des
c r i p t i o n s are no t r e f e r r i ng expressions or that not a l l r e f e r r i ng ex
pressions mus t behave l i k e p rope r names. Chas t a in ' s sugges t ion is 
that we exp lore the second alternative.^ 

II 

S i n g u l a r - t e r m tokens can p l a y va r ious roles i n a n a p h o r i c cha ins . 
S u c h a token may in i t i a t e an a n a p h o r i c c h a i n , as ' A R e p u b l i c a n sen
ator ' does i n (5). O r i t may c o n t i n u e an e x i s t i n g c h a i n a n d so depend 
fo r its referent u p o n an a n a p h o r i c antecedent, as ' ' the senator" does 
i n (5). Besides d i s t i n g u i s h i n g tokens as a n a p h o r i c in i t i a to r s a n d de
pendents, we can sort them a c c o r d i n g to two d i s t inc t ions r ega rd ing 
the term types they instant ia te . Chas t a in ' s cons idera t ions concern-

^ As Chastain points out, at the least this approach requires us to amend the sim
ple intersubstitutability model of coreference, and the correlative distinction be-
tw^een extensional and nonextensional contexts. 
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i n g subs t i t u t ion s h o w that i n d e a l i n g w i t h a n a p h o r i c cha ins one 
may not i n general assume that co typ i ca l term tokens are coreferen
t i a l , even i n the absence of overt ly i n d e x i c a l elements. Le t us c a l l 
those expressions w h i c h [ accord ing to subs t i tu t ion tests such as that 
of c o m p a r i n g (5) a n d (7) above] do not vary i n reference f r o m token 
to token w i t h i n the type, type-substitution invariant. A n example 
w o u l d be p roper names as conceived a n d ideal ized by the t r ad i t ion . 
Expres s ions that are referent ia l ly var iab le f r o m token to token 
w i t h i n the type may be described as not c o t y p i c a l l y intersubst i tut-
able. P r o n o u n s w o u l d be a paradigm.^ 

T h e t h i r d d i s t i n c t i o n it w i l l be u s e f u l to make is that between 
l e x i c a l l y c o m p l e x expressions a n d those w h i c h are l e x i c a l l y s imple , 
t h o u g h perhaps g r a m m a t i c a l l y c o m p l e x ; that is, between phrases 
that are n o u n s a n d words that are nouns . Cons ide r , fo r instance, 
two varieties of c o t y p i c a l l y nonin tersubs t i tu tab le a n a p h o r i c de
pendents: dependent def in i te descr ipt ions a n d personal p ronouns . 
T h e l e x i c a l l y s i m p l e p r o n o u n 'he' is l i m i t e d , i n the i n f o r m a t i o n it 
can g ive about its a n a p h o r i c antecedent a n d the c h a i n of w h i c h it 
is a part , to a s m a l l n u m b e r of d i m e n s i o n s such as gender a n d 
number , spec i f ied i n advance by the g r a m m a r of the language. 
L e x i c a l l y c o m p l e x a n a p h o r i c dependents, o n the other hand , can 
use the f u l l descr ip t ive resources of the language to give a n a p h o r i c 
i n f o r m a t i o n . T h i s open-endedness permits dependents such as 'the 
senator m e n t i o n e d above, w h o opposed the Wilderness b i l l a n d was 
dissuaded by h is staff f r o m express ing his stand' . T h e same contrast 
of l e x i c a l c o m p l e x i t y app l i e s to a n a p h o r i c in i t i a to rs ; so we may 
compare the i n d e f i n i t e desc r ip t ion ' A R e p u b l i c a n senator' w i t h the 
proper name ' L e i b n i z ' i n (5) and (4). 

D e p l o y i n g these three independent f u n c t i o n a l d i s t inc t ions— 
between a n a p h o r i c i n i t i a t i n g tokens a n d dependent tokens, be
tween type-subs t i tu t ion- invar ian t types a n d c o t y p i c a l l y non in te r 
subst i tutable types, a n d between l e x i c a l l y c o m p l e x types a n d 
l e x i c a l l y s i m p l e types—yields eight roles that tokens can be 
though t of as p l a y i n g i n a n a p h o r i c cha ins . T h u s a m o n g a n a p h o r i c 
in i t i a to r s that are type-subs t i tu t ion i n v a r i a n t there are those w h i c h 
are l e x i c a l l y s i m p l e , such as p rope r names l i k e ' L e i b n i z ' i n (4), a n d 

^It would be less clumsy to call the expressions not a l l cotypical tokens of which 
are coreferential "token reflexive." I do not, because that phrase has an established 
usage and is not generally thought of as app ly ing to expressions like 'the senator', 
even when such expressions are used as anaphoric dependents, which are among the 
paradigmatic cotypically nonintersubstitutable term occurrences. It may be that the 
special substitution conditions apply ing to anaphorically dependent expressions is 
more explanatorily fundamental than indexicality of canonical token-reflexives. 
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those w h i c h are l e x i c a l l y c o m p l e x , such as 'the f i rs t U . S . President ' . 
A m o n g the c o t y p i c a l l y nonin te rsubs t i tu tab le a n a p h o r i c in i t i a to r s 
there are a g a i n the l e x i c a l l y s i m p l e , such as ' th i s ' , a n d l e x i c a l l y 
c o m p l e x i n d e f i n i t e descr ip t ions , such as ' A R e p u b l i c a n senator' i n 
(5). A m o n g the a n a p h o r i c dependents that are not c o t y p i c a l l y i n -
tersubsti tutable one can s i m i l a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h l e x i c a l l y s i m p l e p ro
n o u n s such as ' i t ' f r o m l e x i c a l l y c o m p l e x dependent uses of de f i 
ni te descr ip t ions such as ' the m a n ' i n (1). F i n a l l y , a m o n g the 
type-subs t i tu t ion- invar ian t a n a p h o r i c dependents one can d i s t i n 
g u i s h some uses of l e x i c a l l y s i m p l e proper names, as i n 

#1 met a man I ' l l call "Bink ley . " Binkley is a mechanic.# 

f r o m l e x i c a l l y c o m p l e x dependents , w h i c h w i l l be ca l l ed indirect 
definite descriptions. 

W i t h the e x c e p t i o n of the last category men t ioned , this t r ipar t i te 
d i v i s i o n just rearranges f a m i l i a r facts about the l i n g u i s t i c behav io r 
of s tandard k i n d s of s i n g u l a r terms. T h e ca tegor iza t ion was pre
sented, however , to i n t roduce the n o t i o n of ind i rec t de f in i t e descr ip
t ions, a k i n d of s i n g u l a r term whose existence has not genera l ly been 
recognized . Indi rec t de f in i t e descr ip t ions are a c c o r d i n g l y character
ized as l e x i c a l l y c o m p l e x , type-subs t i tu t ion- invar ian t a n a p h o r i c de
pendents . F r o m this spec i f i c a t i on i t f o l l o w s that expressions i n this 
category are c o m p l e x p r o n o u n s , as are o r d i n a r y a n a p h o r i c a l l y de
pendent def in i te descr ip t ions . U n l i k e such descr ip t ions , however , 
a l l c o t y p i c a l tokens of express ions i n this category are guaranteed to 
be coreferent ia l w i t h each other, since they a l l a n a p h o r i c a l l y depend 
u p o n a n d hence corefer w i t h a s ingle c o m m o n antecedent token, a n d 
so w i t h each other. T h e idea is that an indi rec t def in i te desc r ip t ion is 
a p r o n o u n w h i c h ac tua l ly con ta ins a desc r ip t ion s p e c i f y i n g the term 
occurrence that is its a n a p h o r i c antecedent. C o t y p i c a l tokens of a n 
ind i rec t -de f in i t e -desc r ip t ion type w i l l c o n t a i n the same desc r ip t ion , 
a n d so (except i n spec ia l cases) spec i fy the same antecedent. O n e 
i m m e d i a t e expressive advantage of a l anguage c o n t a i n i n g l o c u t i o n s 
of this sort w o u l d be that identi t ies e m p l o y i n g a n a p h o r i c a l l y i n d i 
rect descr ip t ions c o u l d be used to assert that two term tokens were 
coreferent ia l , even i f the tokens were of co typ i ca l l y non in te r subs t i 
tutable types (such as i n d e f i n i t e descr ipt ions or p ronouns ) fo r 
w h i c h , as C h a s t a i n showed, s tandard subs t i t u t iona l accounts of co-
reference f a i l s ince they presuppose type-subst i tu t ion invar iance . 

A u s e f u l p ic tu re of the f u n c t i o n i n g of these expressions, the p i c 
ture that motivates o u r c a l l i n g them indirect descr ipt ions , is of fered 
by the ind i rec t address ing f u n c t i o n offered i n most basic compute r 
architectures. O r d i n a r i l y , the centra l processor uses addresses to 
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p i c k out values, jus t as we use descr ipt ions to p i c k out objects. Bu t , 
i n ind i rec t mode, the C P U w h e n g iven an address as an i n p u t does 
not r e tu rn the va lue stored at that address as its ou tpu t . Instead it 
treats that va lue as another address a n d returns the va lue stored i n 
that second address as its ou tpu t . Indirect descr ip t ions are to be 
unders tood by ana logy to this two-step process. Fi rs t , a token is 
spec i f ied , perhaps by b e i n g described as to type a n d spa t io t empora l 
l o c a t i o n . B u t the token thus p i c k e d out is not the referent of the 
w h o l e ind i rec t desc r ip t ion . F o r next, an indirectness operator is 
a p p l i e d to that token spec i f i ca t ion to p roduce the ind i rec t descrip
t i on , w h i c h o n l y anaphorically refers to the spec i f ied token a n d so, 
as a w h o l e , refers not to that token, but rather to whatever that 
token, its a n a p h o r i c antecedent, refers to, just as w i t h o rd ina ry 
p r o n o u n s . T h e f l e x i b i l i t y of the v o n N e u m a n n compute r architec
ture is i n large par t due to its capaci ty to treat the same express ion 
bo th as d a t u m (that is, as a value) a n d as i n s t ruc t i on (the address at 
w h i c h the va lue can be found) . Indirect descr ip t ions e x p l o i t the 
ana logous u s e / m e n t i o n amphib iousness made possible by anaph
ora, a n d i n this fact, I wan t to c l a i m , consists the expressive d iv
i d e n d semantic vocabu la ry pays i n a l anguage to w h i c h it is added. 

T o be en t i t l ed to c l a i m that there ac tua l ly are expressions i n nat
u r a l languages w h i c h s h o u l d be unders tood as p l a y i n g the ana
p h o r i c ro le just abstractly described a n d to see wha t ind i rec t de
sc r ip t ions have to do w i t h spec i f i ca l l y semantic vocabula ry , we 
mus t l o o k at some examples . C o n s i d e r a discourse i n w h i c h Joe N . 
says: 

(9) #1 should have known better than to let the mechanic Binkley 
work on my car. That airhead misadjusted the valves . . .# 

Suppose that, later, J i m , fo rge t t ing the name Joe used, says: 

(10) #For car repair, don't go to the mechanic Joe N . referred to as 
"that airhead."# 

H o w are we to unders t and this latter remark, a n d i n p a r t i c u l a r the 
s i ngu l a r term 

(11) the mechanic Joe N . referred to as "that airhead" ? 

C l e a r l y this term refers to B i n k l e y , Joe N . ' s hapless mechan ic . B u t 
h o w is this reference secured? T h e most obv ious way to interpret 
such a s i n g u l a r term is as a s t r a igh t fo rward def in i te desc r ip t ion , by 
ana logy to ' the m e c h a n i c w h o w o r k e d o n Joe N . ' s car a n d misad
jus ted the valves ' . I n bo th cases some pu rpo r t ed ly u n i q u e feature of 
B i n k l e y is used to s ing le h i m ou t—his r e l a t ion to Joe N . either i n 
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b e i n g referred to by h i m i n a cer ta in way or i n h a v i n g abused h is 
car i n a cer ta in way. 

B u t the a n a p h o r i c category of c o m p l e x c o t y p i c a l l y non in te r sub
st i tutable dependents a n d the brief d i scuss ion of a n a p h o r i c a l l y i n 
direct de f in i t e descr ip t ions suggest that an a l ternat ive ana lys i s may 
be more i l l u m i n a t i n g . F o r we can t h i n k of (11) as b e i n g an ana
p h o r i c dependent, h a v i n g Joe N . ' s o r i g i n a l token of ' that a i rhead ' 
as its a n a p h o r i c antecedent. If tokens of (11) are a n a p h o r i c a l l y de
pendent o n the o r i g i n a l token of ' that a i rhead ' , then they are co-
re fe ren t ia l w i t h i t and , hence, refer to B i n k l e y the m e c h a n i c . O n 
this account , (11) s h o u l d be t hough t of as r e f e r r ing to B i n k l e y i n 
the way a token of 'he ' w o u l d , i f J i m c o u l d arrange to ensure that 
the antecedent of that token of 'he ' were Joe N . ' s token ' that air
head ' . P r o n o u n s , as s i m p l e co typ i ca l l y nonin te rsubs t i tu tab le 
a n a p h o r i c dependents, can take such antecedents i f the antecedent 
a n d dependent tokens are s u f f i c i e n t l y close to each other i n t ime, 
space, or aud ience a t ten t ion . B u t fo r dis tant antecedents, one may 
not s i m p l y rely o n the meager resources g r a m m a r gives us to w o r k 
b a c k w a r d f r o m a s i m p l e dependent token such as 'he' , w h i c h even 
w i t h c o n t e x t u a l s u p p l e m e n t a t i o n can g ive us o n l y so m u c h 
i n f o r m a t i o n about its antecedent. Here , a c c o r d i n g to the current 
suggest ion, is where ind i rec t de f in i t e descr ip t ions enter. F o r these 
l o c u t i o n s are g r a m m a t i c a l l y c o m p l e x , l i k e o r d i n a r y de f in i t e de
sc r ip t ions , a n d enable the use of the f u l l descript ive resources of the 
l anguage to speci fy the antecedent token to w h i c h they are ana
p h o r i c a l l y l i n k e d . 

In ou r e x a m p l e the antecedent token is spec i f ied as that token 
whereby Joe N . referred to someone as "that a i rhead , " the token d i 
rect ly p i c k e d ou t by the phrase " Joe N . ' s utterance of ' that a i r 
h e a d ' . " K n o w i n g wha t the i n d i v i d u a l was referred to as tells us the 
type of the antecedent token. I n v o k i n g Joe N . locates the p a r t i c u l a r 
token of that type w h i c h is i n ques t i on . T h e presence of ' refer ' 
marks the indi rec t -address ing feature, by w h i c h we are to under
stand the referent of the w h o l e de sc r ip t i on to be not the term token 
p i c k e d ou t as a n a p h o r i c antecedent, but rather, as w i t h s i m p l e 
p r o n o u n s , the referent of that antecedent token. Indirect de f in i t e de
sc r ip t ions l i k e (11) s h o u l d be unders tood as c o m p l e x p r o n o u n s 
( a n a p h o r i c dependents) , a n d 'refers' a n d its cognates s h o u l d be u n 
derstood as c o m p l e x a n a p h o r i c p r o n o u n - f o r m i n g operators.^ 

^One difference that might be remarked between ordinary pronouns and those 
formed by indirect description concerns backwards anaphora, i n wh ich the ana
phorical ly dependent occurrence precedes its antecedent i n the discourse. Such cases 
are unusual , though by no means always deviant or strained, for ordinary depend-
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T h e 'refer ' cognates consist of a l l the sorts of expressions that we 
w o u l d n o r m a l l y t h ink of as b e i n g used to assert semantic w o r d -
w o r l d re la t ions . T h u s the f o l l o w i n g examples ought to be under
stood a c c o r d i n g to the m o d e l of ind i rec t or a n a p h o r i c descr ip t ions : 
'the p h i l o s o p h e r N . men t ioned yesterday', 'the restaurant he ta lked 
about at the commit tee meet ing ' , 'the d i f f i c u l t y discussed above' , 
'the person denoted by the second name o n the l i s t ' , 'the c r i m i n a l 
described by the p o l i c e i n the m o r n i n g paper ' , 'the referent of the 
express ion y o u are p o i n t i n g to', a n d "the advisor K i s s inge r charac
terized p u b l i c l y as 'a lmost a third-rate intel lect ' ."^ 

Ill 
A l t h o u g h there are i m p o r t a n t differences a m o n g these examples , 
a l l of them c o u l d be paraphrased so as e x p l i c i t l y to use some f o r m 
of 'refer' . But even this r o u g h character iza t ion is o n l y of use insofar 
as it is poss ib le to say what is specia l about the f u n c t i o n i n g of 
'refer ' w h i c h w o u l d enable one, fo r instance, to tel l whether some 
a l i e n language possessed an express ion p l a y i n g an ana logous role. 
P u t t i n g the ques t ion more general ly , even if it turns out that we 
can p r o p e r l y account fo r the behav ior of expressions l i ke those i n 
ou r examples a c c o r d i n g to the indi rec t -address ing m o d e l of anaph 
o r i c descr ip t ions , h o w c o u l d we e x p l a i n and j u s t i f y e n f o r c i n g such 
a rad ica l d i s t i n c t i o n between the analyses of descr ipt ions as appar
ently ana logous as (11) and 

(12) the one Joe N . startled (insulted, deafened) by his remark about 
airheads ? 

Doesn ' t the most i n t u i t i v e read ing of (11) ass imi la te it to (12), treat
i n g both as o r d i n a r y de f in i t e descr ip t ions of a m a n , w h o i n each 
case happens to be p i cked out by his re la t ion to some utterance by 
Joe N.? Wha t d i f ference between these cases makes the dif ference i n 
vi r tue of w h i c h (11) s h o u l d be treated as an indi rec t desc r ip t ion 

ents like 'he' and 'the man'. Indirect descriptions, in virtue of the explicit way they 
pick out the tokens they depend upon anaphorically, exhibit no such prejudice for 
the discursive past and, accordingly, often possess "antecedents" only in the broader 
sense of anaphorically inheri t ing content from another tokening. 

^Th i s last sort of example shows that the term token can be picked out in a vari
ety of ways, in par t icular by ci t ing a predicate type to pick out a sentence token 
whi( h is the c harac terizing and which contains the term token (perhaps a tokening 
of 'Ric hard Al len ' ) which on the present account is the anaphoric antecedent of the 
indirect description in the example. We may also note that z?7definite descriptions 
may s imilar ly be constructed f rom indirect anaphoric sortals, as in " A woman the 
lawyer referrc^d to as 'she who must be obeyed' explained the matter to us," which 
both initiates a new chain and characterizes the referent of that chain by anaphoric 
relation to some antecedent tokening of 'she who must be obeyed' by the lawyer in 
question. See the discussion of referential predication below. 
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that essential ly invo lves a n a n a p h o r i c l i n k , whereas (12) s h o u l d be 
treated as a n o r d i n a r y d e s c r i p t i o n u s i n g a r e l a t i on to a n utterance 
to p i c k ou t a n object? W h a t is the c r u c i a l d i f fe rence between b e i n g 
referred to by a cer ta in token a n d b e i n g startled, i n s u l t e d , or deaf
ened by it? 

T h e clearest m a n i f e s t a t i o n of the d i f ference i n q u e s t i o n concerns 
the iteration of p r o n o u n - f o r m i n g operators. Because the r e l a t ion 
" . . . is a n a n a p h o r i c dependent of . . . " is t ransi t ive, any operator 
that takes a term token a n d produces an express ion that a n a p h o r i 
c a l l y depends u p o n i t s h o u l d be i terable w i t h o u t change of result
i n g reference. F o r tokens of the c o m p l e x p r o n o u n f o r m e d by a p p l y 
i n g the indirectness operator to (a token of) the result of a p p l y i n g 
that operator to a n o r i g i n a l i n i t i a t i n g token s h o u l d s i m p l y c o n 
t inue the a n a p h o r i c cha in—dependents of dependents h a v i n g the 
same o r i g i n a l or ancestral antecedent. 

C o n s i d e r such i t e ra t ion as a p p l i e d to o u r examples (11) a n d (12) 
above. If we iterate the d e s c r i p t i o n - f o r m i n g operators that p ro 
duced these, w i t h sui table v a r i a t i o n of speakers, we get: 

(13) the one John M . referred to as "the one Joe N . referred to as 'that 
airhead' " 

(14) the one John M . startled by his remark about the one Joe N . 
startled by his remark about airheads 

If descr ip t ions f o r m e d i n the app ropr i a t e way f r o m 'refers' are i n d i 
rect descr ip t ions , then, i n v i r tue of the transparent i t e r ab i l i t y of 
a n a p h o r i c dependence, we s h o u l d expect (13) to be coreferent ia l 
w i t h ( in tersubs t i tu table for) (11) and , hence, w i t h Joe N . ' s o r i g i n a l 
token of type {'that a i rhead ' ) . A n d so they are, issues of speaker's 
reference aside.^ 

B u t t h o u g h (11) a n d (13) are coreferent ia l de jure, the super f i 
c i a l l y ana logous (12) a n d (14) w o u l d be coreferent ia l o n l y by acc i 
dent a n d under spec ia l circumstances.^^ These cons idera t ions can 
be f o r m u l a t e d as the iteration condition (15) be low, w h i c h is a nec
essary c o n d i t i o n for unde r s t and ing an operator P F as a p r o n o u n -

^ Speaker's reference w i l l be discussed briefly below as an anaphoric phenomenon. 
' ° I t may seem that the presence of a sortal restriction on indirect descriptions 

causes difficult ies. The issue can be avoided as in (II) above, however, by using an 
anaphorically dependent sortal. 'One ' anaphora has long been recognized by l i n 
guists as permitt ing anaphoric proforms as stand-ins for common nouns, as i n 
"There were red pens as wel l as green ones on the table." In fact philosophers have 
made up the expression 'referent oi t' to mean "the one referred to by t." So the fact 
that indirect descriptions are sortally restricted, as are ordinary descriptions or quan
tifications i n natural language, adds no new difficult ies to an anaphoric analysis of 
'refers'. 
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f o r m i n g operator . If we agree to s u r r o u n d a term des igna t ion w i t h 
angle brackets to f o r m a des igna t ion (term) of the type of that term, 
a n d to s u r r o u n d such a type des igna t ion w i t h subscr ipted slashes to 
f o r m a d e s i g n a t i o n /{ te rm) / / of a token of that type, then the i tera
t i o n c o n d i t i o n can be pu t as f o l l o w s : 

(15) PF(/(term)//) = PF(/(pF(/<term)A))/y) 

It is clear that n o t h i n g can correctly be thought of as a p r o n o u n -
f o r m i n g opera tor unless i t meets this c o n d i t i o n e m b o d y i n g the 
t rans i t iv i ty of anaphora . O u r strategy w i l l be to e x p l o i t such an 
i t e rab i l i ty requ i rement , su i tab ly q u a l i f i e d , as a sufficient c o n d i t i o n 
fo r i d e n t i f y i n g operators that f o r m indirect descr ipt ions ( w h i c h 
have been e x p l a i n e d as type-subst i tu t ion invar ian t , l ex i ca l l y com
p lex p ronouns ) . 

E n o u g h w e i g h t w i l l be p laced u p o n the strategy of t r a n s f o r m i n g 
the i t e r ab i l i t y c o n d i t i o n f r o m a necessary to a su f f i c i en t c o n d i t i o n 
for i n t e rp re t i ng a syntac t ica l ly re la t iona l express ion as a c o m p l e x 
p r o n o u n - f o r m i n g operator to make it w o r t h s ta t ing precisely. T h e 
ques t ion the test is supposed to answer is this. Suppose we are 
g iven a cons t ruc t ion that o n the surface has the f o r m 

(16) the x[REF(x,/<term)//)] 

T h e over -a l l express ion appears to be a def in i te desc r ip t ion that 
p i cks out a t h i n g x by means of its r e l a t i on R E F to a token / ( t e rm) / , 
of type (term). A n example w o u l d be 

(17) the man who was frightened when Bernadette uttered a token of 

type 'BOO' 

T h e i t e rab i l i ty test tells us to consider (16) a n d 

(18) the ))[RF,F()),/(the x[REF(x , / ( term)/ / ) ] ) / , ) ] 

as i n 

(19) the man who was frightened when Bernadette uttered a token of 

type "the man who was frightened when Bernadette uttered a 
token of type 'BOO' " 

and (13) a n d (14). 
T h e c l a i m is that the syntact ica l ly r e l a t iona l express ion R E F here 

s h o u l d be unders tood not as s t and ing for a re la t ion , as i n an o r d i 
nary de f in i t e desc r ip t ion , but as an a n a p h o r i c operator f o r m i n g i n -
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direct descr ip t ions , i f a n d o n l y i f the f o l l o w i n g three c o n d i t i o n s are 
me t " : 

(20) / / (16) is a proper description (that is, i n fact picks out one and 
only one object) and if (18) is a proper description, then they 
corefer (are intersubstitutable). 

(21) / / the token by relation to which the individual i n (18) is picked 
out were not of the same type as the expression (16), then (16) 
and (18) would not in general corefer. 

(22) Accepting the identity statement by means of which the corefer
ence of (16) and (18) is asserted is not accidental, i n the sense 
that it is a condit ion of being taken to understand the expres
sions involved. 

T h e f i rs t c o n d i t i o n is r e q u i r e d because expressions of type (18) 
need not a lways p i c k out u n i q u e objects even w h e n the express ion 
of type (16) does. T h e r e need be n o one w h o is the m a n Bernadette 
f r i g h t e n e d by u t t e r i ng a token of type *'the m a n Bernadette f r i g h t 
ened by u t t e r i n g a token of type ' B O O ' " , a n d s i m i l a r l y fo r gen
u i n e l y a n a p h o r i c cases. I t e rab i l i ty is a relevant test o n l y i n the ( i n 
general counter fac tua l ) s i tua t ions where the app ropr i a t e i n d i v i d u 
als exist. T h e second c o n d i t i o n is r equ i red i n order to ru le out cases 
where the same i n d i v i d u a l is p i c k e d out no matter wha t token one 
l o o k s at—the case where one a n d o n l y one m a n is f r i g h t e n e d by 
whatever Bernadette says. T h e type of the in termedia te antecedent 
of an a n a p h o r i c a l l y dependent express ion is o b v i o u s l y essential to 
its h a v i n g the reference that i t has; so this c o n d i t i o n represents a 
n a t u r a l cons t ra in t . T h e t h i r d c o n d i t i o n is r e q u i r e d i n order to ru l e 
out g r a m m a t i c a l l y acc iden ta l coreference of (16) a n d (18), as m i g h t 
h a p p e n i n a p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y homogeneous p o p u l a t i o n w i t h the re
l a t i o n " i s the f i rs t object one is r e m i n d e d of o n h e a r i n g the expres
s i o n (term)".^^ Toge the r these three cond i t i ons ensure that any 
express ion ' R E F ' w h i c h satisfies them may a p p r o p r i a t e l y be under
s tood as f o r m i n g expressions of type (16) w h i c h o u g h t to be under-

^ 'Xhe identification of indirect descriptions by the iteration test provides us wi th 
a sense i n which one term type can be anaphorical ly dependent on another type, as 
the iterated indirect description is on the type of its antecedent token. But this no
tion of type-anaphora is entirely derivative from the basic notion of token-ana
phora, a derivation made possible by the existence of operators that form lexically 
complex, type-substitution-invariant pronouns. 

'^It may seem that talk here of " p i c k i n g out", "coreferring", and so on begs im
portant questions. But it w i l l be shown below that such talk can be understood i n a 
way that does not commit one to reference relations. 

Joe Camp pointed out the need to deal wi th these relations which "piggy-back" 
psychological relations on semantic ones. 
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S t o o d as rea l ly h a v i n g the f o r m of c o m p l e x a n a p h o r i c d e p e n d e n t s , 

that is, as ind i rec t de f in i t e descr ip t ions l i k e (11) rather than as or
d i n a r y direct descr ip t ions l i k e (12). Frege p laced great theoret ical 
we igh t o n the in te rsubs t i tu tab i l i ty of the terms 'V a n d "the Bedeu
t u n g (or referent) of 7 ' a n d this same essential feature of refer
r i n g lies at the center of the present account . 

IV 

T h e account so far has described the a n a p h o r i c category of ind i rec t 
descr ip t ions as a f o r m of p r o n o u n , has offered a f o r m a l test dis
c r i m i n a t i n g operators that generate express ion types of this cate
gory, a n d has p o i n t e d ou t that 'refers' as it appears i n contexts l i k e 

(23) the one Kissinger referred to as "almost a third-rate intellect" 

can be unders tood as such a c o m p l e x p r o n o u n - f o r m i n g operator. 
B u t there are other i m p o r t a n t uses of 'refers' a n d its cognates. T h e 
most f u n d a m e n t a l of these are: " T a r s k i a n " contexts, such as 

(24) 'Rabbits' refers to (denotes) rabbits, 

denials of reference, such as 

(25) (The expression) 'the present K i n g of France' does not refer (or 
refers to no one). 

mere reference c l a ims , as i n 

(26) Dur ing his talk the speaker referred to Napoleon, 

and referent ia l predica t ions , as i n 

(27) The speaker talked about shadowy figures f rom the intelligence 
community. 

T h e strategy is to a p p r o a c h these l o c u t i o n s i n two stages. F i rs t , 
each such usage is pa raphrased i n t o a f o r m i n w h i c h the 'refers' 
cognate appears only ins ide an ind i rec t desc r ip t ion . T h e n that de
s c r i p t i o n is e x p l a i n e d as f u n c t i o n i n g as a c o m p l e x p r o n o u n , ac
c o r d i n g to the story already to ld . T h e present concern is thus w i t h 
the paraphrase i n terms of indi rec t descr ipt ions . 

T h e genera l iza t ion of the token-based account of indi rec t descrip
t ions r e q u i r e d fo r T a r s k i a n contexts is rea l ly a s i m p l i f i c a t i o n to a 
specia l case. F o r statements about wha t a term refers to or denotes 
presuppose that the term type i n ques t ion is type-subst i tu t ion i n -

"*See the discussion i n the author's "Frege's Technical Concepts," forthcoming in 
Synthese. 
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var iant—that a l l co typ i ca l tokens corefer. So we can parse 

(28) The term 'Leibniz ' denotes Leibniz. 

as an ident i ty i n v o l v i n g an ind i rec t descr ip t ion^^ 

(29) The one denoted by the term Te ibn iz ' is (=) Leibniz. 

G i v e n the p r e s u p p o s i t i o n of type-subs t i tu t ion i n v a r i a n c e of the 
type ' L e i b n i z ' i n the o r i g i n a l c l a i m , this ind i rec t de sc r ip t i on is 
equ iva len t to 

(30) the one denoted by any token of Te ibn iz ' 

w h i c h we may then s t r a igh t fo rwa rd ly unders tand as a c o m p l e x 
p r o n o u n , a n a p h o r i c a l l y dependent u p o n an antecedent w h i c h may 
be any token of the spec i f i ed type, e.g., that w h i c h appears o n the 
other side of the iden t i ty s i gn . T h e felt t r i v i a l i t y of such reference 
c l a i m s is thus e x p l a i n e d . O f course, type-subs t i tu t ion- invar ian t 
reference c l a i m s need not be ep i s t emica l l y t r i v i a l i f d i f fe ren t l a n 
guages or d i f ferent term types are i n v o l v e d , as i n 

(31) In our world (the expression) 'the first Postmaster General ' refers 
to Benjamin Frankl in [or: the inventor of bifocals]. 

w h i c h we unders tand as u s i n g a n a p h o r i c re la t ions to c l a i m 

(32) In our world, the one referred to as "the first Postmaster General" 
is (=) B e n j a m i n F r a n k l i n . 

w h i c h is not a t r i v i a l assertion. 
S u c h an account respects the d i f ferent m o d a l status of (28), 

w h i c h is c o n t i n g e n t l y true, a n d " L e i b n i z is L e i b n i z " , w h i c h is nec
essari ly true. F o r the p o s s i b i l i t y that (28) is not true can be under
s tood i n terms of the paraphrase (29) as the existence of a poss ib le 
w o r l d w such that the one referred to as ' L e i b n i z ' i n w is no t L e i b 
n iz (that is, the one we refer to i n o u r o w n w o r l d as " L e i b n i z " ) . 
T h e e x p l i c i t r e l a t i v i za t i on of the ind i rec t de sc r ip t i on to a poss ib le 
w o r l d w s i m p l y tells us w h i c h w o r l d its antecedent tokens are to be 
f o u n d i n . T h e candida te antecedents of "the one referred to as 
' L e i b n i z ' i n t f " are token ings of ' L e i b n i z ' uttered i n w. T h e a n a p h -

Compare Frege's s imilar ly motivated paraphrase of "Jupiter has four moons" 
into "The number of Jupiter's moons is ( = ) four" in section 57 of the Grundlagen. 

^^If one sets up Tarskian truth conditions using denotation claims for semantic 
categories besides terms, these can be accommodated as well by this scheme (al
though it is no part of the present project to discuss other parts of speech). Here one 
thinks of reading " ' R e d ' refers to (denotes) red things" as "the ones referred to as 
(denoted by) 'red' are red things", and " 'magnetic' applies to (has in its extension) 
magnetic things" as "the ones 'magnetic' applies to are magnetic things". 
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o r i c a p p r o a c h thus has r o o m for wha t has been though t of as the 
con t ingency of w o r d - w o r l d semantic relat ions, a l t h o u g h i t does not 
appea l to such rela t ions . 

Coreference c l a ims represent a s i m p l e va r i a t i on o n T a r s k i a n con
texts, a n d can be in terpreted i n m u c h the same way. T h u s to say 
that the expressions ( typci) a n d {type2) corefer is just to assert an 
ident i ty between the co r r e spond ing indi rec t de f in i t e descr ipt ions, 
i.e., to say that the one referred to by (typei) is the one referred to by 
(type2). A s s e r t i n g such an ident i ty is l i c e n s i n g as c o m m i t m e n t — 
prese rv ing the in t e r subs t i tu t ion of expressions of those types. I n 
the case of c o t y p i c a l l y nonin tersubs t i tu table expressions such as 
demonstrat ives, asser t ing an ident i ty authorizes subs t i tu t ion of 
a n a p h o r i c dependents of the token o n the left for a n a p h o r i c de
pendents of the token o n the r igh t of the ident i ty , a n d vice versa. 

It may be w o r t h n o t i c i n g that, i f a t tent ion is restricted to type-
subs t i t u t i on - inva r i an t term types, the i te ra t ion test i n t roduced 
above can be s i m p l i f i e d co r respond ing ly , by o m i s s i o n of token 
spec i f ica t ions . T h e necessary c o n d i t i o n for operators P F to f o r m 
c o m p l e x type-subs t i tu t ion- invar iant p r o n o u n s is then: 

(33) PF((pF((type)))) - PF((type)) 

a n d the c o r r e s p o n d i n g c o n d i t i o n suggested as su f f i c i en t fo r R E F to 
be an indi rec t d e s c r i p t i o n - f o r m i n g operator is 

(34) the y [ R E F ( > ' , (the x[ RFF (x , ( type)) ] ) ) ] = the >:[ R E F ( X , (type))] 

S i m p l e negat ions of statements of reference, as i n 

(35) (The expression) 'the shortest man in the room' does not refer to 
John. 

raise n o new issues, fo r we have already e x p l a i n e d the u n d e r l y i n g 
iden t i ty that is b e i n g negated. B u t c l a i m s such as (25), that an ex
press ion does not refer to anything, deserve specia l m e n t i o n . T h e 
obvious w^ay of ex tend ing to these cases the previous strategy of par
a p h r a s i n g wha t l o o k l i k e assertions of reference re la t ions as iden t i 
ties i n v o l v i n g ind i rec t descr ip t ions is to q u a n t i f y i n t o the ident i ty 
a n d read the result as a negative exis tent ia l statement. T h a t is, 
statements of the f o r m 

(36) (type) does not refer, 

are to be read as 

(37) The one referred to as (type) does not exist. 

where this last is to be unders tood jus t as we unders tand negative 
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existentials i n v o l v i n g o rd ina ry direct descr ipt ions , as i n 

(38) The present K i n g of France does not exist. 

T h a t the ind i rec t de f in i t e descr ip t ions i n v o l v e d i n denia ls of refer-
en t i a l i ty are a n a p h o r i c dependents makes no di f ference to ou r read
i n g of the negative exis tent ia ls ; we have n o t rouble u n d e r s t an d in g 
remarks l i k e 

(39) I would be comforted by the benevolence of a supreme being, ex
cept that such a being does not exist. 

i n w h i c h ' such a be ing ' is an a n a p h o r i c dependent. 
Statements l i k e (26) te l l us that reference has taken place , but 

g ive n o i n f o r m a t i o n about w h a t the r e f e r r ing tokens or types were. 
S u c h remarks may be unders tood as assert ing that there is some 
term t o k e n i n g t i n the speaker's discourse such that the i tem re
ferred to by t is N a p o l e o n . Statements l i k e (27) are s i m i l a r , except 
that a p r ed i ca t i on , rather than an ident i ty , is wha t is asserted of the 
i tems referred to or ta lked about . (27) says that there were tokenings 
t a n d t' a n d perhaps more , such that the items referred to (or ta lked 
about) by t a n d have the p roper ty of b e i n g shadowy f igures f r o m 
the in te l l igence c o m m u n i t y . These are predica t ions i n v o l v i n g p ro
nouns , i n t r i n s i c a l l y n o more myster ious than sentences l i k e " T h e y 
are confused . " C o m m o n nouns can be f o r m e d f r o m indi rec t descrip
t ions jus t as they can be f r o m o rd ina ry direct descr ipt ions , a n d the 
present account extends s t r a igh t fo rward ly to these expressions, as 
i n 

(40) A l l the animals the speaker mentioned tonight were quadrupeds. 

T h i s e x a m p l e indicates as w e l l h o w generalizations about refer
ence are to be a p p r o a c h e d a n a p h o r i c a l l y . Endor semen t of (40) 
c o m m i t s one to a l l the subs t i t u t i on instances of the f o r m " I f t is an 
a n i m a l the speaker m e n t i o n e d tonight , then t is a q u a d r u p e d . " T h e 
antecedent of each such c o n d i t i o n a l is a referent ia l p r ed i ca t i on , 
equ iva l en t to " T h e r e is a term token /s/ such that the speaker ut
tered /s/ t o n i g h t a n d the i t em referred to by /s/ is a n a n i m a l a n d 
the one referred to by /s/ is (=) w h i c h we already k n o w h o w to 
interpret . A s l o n g as we can i n this way unders tand each of the 
subs t i t u t i on instances to w h i c h a un ive r sa l ly q u a n t i f i e d c l a i m 
c o m m i t s us, we can unders tand the un ive r sa l gene ra l i za t ion itself. 
A f u l l d i s cus s ion of such cases w o u l d requ i re an account of a n a p h 
o ra a n d q u a n t i f i c a t i o n w h i c h goes beyond the scope of this essay. 
T h e c o m p l i c a t i o n s arise i n par t f r o m the r e c o g n i t i o n that i n the 
genera l case the term subs t i tuend t w h i c h is repeated i n the spec i f i -
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c a t i o n above of the f o r m of each sentent ia l subs t i tu t ion instance of 
the q u a n t i f i c a t i o n w o u l d need to be replaced by two term tokens, 
one of w h i c h is a n a p h o r i c a l l y dependent u p o n the other. T h e pres
ent p o i n t is that, a l t h o u g h an account is not be ing offered of q u a n 
t i f i c a t i o n i n general , it is clear f r o m the example that no new d i f f i 
cul t ies are added by the presence of indirect descr ipt ions i n the 
q u a n t i f i c a t i o n a l subs t i tu t ion instances, so that general izat ions 
about reference can be unders tood i f any sort of general izat ions 
can. 

C o n s i d e r a t i o n of general izat ions about what is referred to by var
ious expressions makes sal ient another issue, w h i c h can o n l y be 
dealt w i t h i n p a s s i n g here, name ly the suscep t ib i l i ty of an anaph 
o r i c account of reference c l a ims , to the f o r m u l a t i o n of semant ic 
paradoxes. I n the p r e sumab ly ana logous case of t ru th , a na ive sub
s t i t u t i ona l unde r s t and ing of q u a n t i f i c a t i o n in to t ru th c la ims 
c o m m i t s one to i n t e rp re t ing pa r a dox i c a l sentences such as the L i a r . 
O f course genera l i za t ion is not the o n l y way i n w h i c h such para
d o x i c a l expressions can arise, nor is the pos s ib i l i t y of semant ic par
adox restricted to the category of sentences. It is poss ib le to use 're
fers' to fo rmu la t e e m p i r i c a l l y pa radox ica l term tokens such as 

(41) the square root of 2 which is the result of mul t ip ly ing —1 by the 
one referred to by the term token numbered '41' 

where 'square root of 2' is a sortal c o m p r i s i n g the pos i t ive a n d 
negative roots a n d 'one ' is unders tood as a prosor ta l a n a p h o r i c a l l y 
dependent u p o n it. In te rpre t ing such tokens as a n a p h o r i c a l l y i n d i 
rect descr ip t ions focuses a t tent ion o n g r o u n d i n g cond i t i ons for 
a n a p h o r i c inhe r i t ance—a large a n d impor t an t topic . In " Inher i tors 
a n d P a r a d o x " D o r o t h y Grover^^ elaborates an a n a p h o r i c app roach 
to semant ic paradoxes for the closely ana logous a n a p h o r i c treat
ment of '. . . is true. ' G r o v e r f inds that the na tu ra l c o n d i t i o n o n 
a n a p h o r i c g r o u n d i n g yields an in terpre ta t ion c o i n c i d i n g i n general 
w i t h the sentences that S a u l K r i p k e assigns a semant ic va lue to at 
the m i n i m a l f i x e d po in t , the in terpre ta t ion he takes to p rov ide the 
most n a t u r a l m o d e l fo r the i n t u i t i v e concept of t ru th . H e r remarks 
can be a p p l i e d to the present cons t ruc t ion by means of the c r u c i a l 

' ^Th i s J O I ' R N A I i.xxiv, 10 (October 1977): 590-604. Also i i i this paper Grover in
dependently states a weaker version of the observation which is exploited in the 
present account: "Descriptive phrases such as 'just mentioned', 'been talking about', 
'are referring to', which ostensibly describe discourse may often be used merely to 
locate an antecedent piece of discourse from which a referent is inherited" (594). See 
also Orover's " ' T h i s Is False' on the Prosentential I l ieory" , Analysis, \ \ x . 2 , 170 
(January 1976): 80-83. 
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ana logy between this p r o n o m i n a l account of reference a n d the p ro-
sentential account of t ru th w h i c h inspires it . 

V 

T h e task of this paper has been to make it p l a u s i b l e that the use of 
'refers' a n d cognate l o c u t i o n s i n na tu ra l languages can be under
s tood by f i rs t p a r a p h r a s i n g contexts i n w h i c h they occur i n t o a 
f o r m i n w h i c h they appear o n l y ins ide indi rec t descr ip t ions a n d 
then u n d e r s t a n d i n g their ro le i n those paraphrases as operators 
t a k i n g token (or type) spec i f i ca t ions a n d f o r m i n g f r o m them l e x i 
ca l l y c o m p l e x , type-subs t i tu t ion- invar ian t p r o n o u n s whose a n a p h 
o r i c antecedents are the spec i f i ed tokens. A s just ind ica ted , such an 
account of 'refers' s h o u l d be c o m p a r e d to the prosenten t ia l account 
of ' t rue ' due to G r o v e r , J o s e p h C a m p , a n d N u e l Belnap.^^ F o r , f o l 
l o w i n g the lead of that account , ' . . . is true' can be seen as an op 
erator that fo rms prosentences. 

T h e prosen ten t ia l a p p r o a c h po in t s to two uses of p r o n o u n s , lazy 
uses i n w h i c h the p r o n o u n s can be replaced w i t h o u t loss of content 
by (a t r a n s f o r m of) their antecedents as i n (4), a n d q u a n t i f i c a t i o n a l 
uses i n w h i c h their antecedents determine a class of admiss ib l e sub-
sti tuends, as i n " I f any object gravitates, then i t has mass ." So too 
prosentences, w h i c h , by ana logy to indi rec t descr ip t ions , we can 
under s t and as f o r m e d by u s i n g '. . . is true' , have b o t h lazy a n d 
q u a n t i f i c a t i o n a l uses. If I say " S n o w is w h i t e , " a n d y o u say " T h a t 
is t rue," y o u r remark w o u l d have h a d just the same content i f y o u 
h a d s i m p l y repeated m i n e , save fo r the d i s c l a imer of o r i g i n a l i t y a l 
ways i n v o l v e d i n anapho ra . It is fo r these " lazy prosentences" that 
F . P . R a m s e y ' s r e d u n d a n c y a p p r o a c h to t ru th was deve loped . 
" E v e r y t h i n g the p o l i c e m a n sa id is t rue ," can be rephrased as " I f 
the p o l i c e m a n sa id i t , then it is t rue ," a n d ' i t is true' may then be 
unders tood i n t u r n as f u n c t i o n i n g as a prosentence of q u a n t i f i c a 
t i o n , by ana logy to the second role of p r o n o u n s . T h e i n n o v a t i o n i n 
the prosentent ia l account is to see the entire express ion 'that is true' 
or ' i t is true' as an a n a p h o r i c dependent i n the g r a m m a t i c a l cate
gory of sentences, ins tead of (or as w e l l as) seeing ' that ' a n d ' i t ' as 
a n a p h o r i c dependents i n the g r a m m a t i c a l category of s i n g u l a r 
terms. In this way, it is a rgued, the uses of '. . . is true' i n n a t u r a l 
languages can be accounted for . 

'^Grover, Joseph L . Camp, and Nue l D . Belnap, " A Prosentential Theory of 
T r u t h , " Philosophical Studies, xxvii , 2 (February 1975): 73-125. The ensuing dis
cussion presupposes the exacter analogy made possible by revising the prosentential 
theory so as to see . . is true" as a prosentence-forming operator rather than as a 
syncategorematic fragment of an indissoluble prosentence such as 'that is true'. I 
elaborate such a revision i n "Sentential Anaphora and T r u t h " , ms. 
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T h e present theory of 'refers' s i m p l y does for terms wha t the pro-
sentent ia l theory d i d for sentences ( a l t h o u g h we have not discussed 
q u a n t i f i c a t i o n ) . E a c h theory exp l a in s the use of a bit of semantic 
vocabu la ry i n terms of the f o r m a t i o n of anaphoric p r o f o r m s . T h e 
uses of the sentences by means of w h i c h we meant to be m a k i n g 
c l a i m s about wha t objects i n the w o r l d ou r talk refers to, a n d wha t 
it is i n the w o r l d i n v i r tue of w h i c h wha t we say is or is not true, 
are e x p l a i n e d i n terms of the pure ly m^ra l ingu i s t i c r e la t ion of 
anaphora . 

Indirect descr ip t ions f o r m e d f r o m 'refer' both m e n t i o n a term 
express ion ( in p i c k i n g out a n a p h o r i c antecedents) and use that ex
press ion. T h e effect of a p p l y i n g an indi rec t d e s c r i p t i o n - f o r m i n g 
operator to a m e n t i o n e d term is that of turning the m e n t i o n e d oc
currence i n to a used occurrence. T h o u g h t of i n this way, 'refers' is 
an anaphoric disquotation operator i n the same sense that ' true' 
is.^^ Fu r the r a rgument w o u l d be requ i red to m a i n t a i n that the ref
erence c l a ims so f o r m e d deserve to p lay a basic exp lana tory role i n 
g i v i n g an account of the use of term expressions. Fo r it w o u l d seem 
that d i s q u o t a t i o n operators s i m p l y presuppose the features of the 
use of u n q u o t e d expressions w h i c h the l i n g u i s t i c theorist takes as 
exp lana tory target. 

T h e r e is one p o t e n t i a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t sort of l o c u t i o n w h i c h does 
not receive an analysis o n this approach . F o r a l t h o u g h accounts are 
of fered of wha t someone referred to by an utterance an d of what the 
reference of the utterance was, n o t h i n g is sa id about the relation of 
reference. T h e a n a p h o r i c a p p r o a c h w i l l not tel l us h o w to under
stand sentences such as 

(42) Reference is a physical, causal relation. 

T h e reason is clear. O n the a n a p h o r i c account a l t h o u g h '. . . refers 
to—' plays a syntact ica l ly r e la t iona l role, its semantic role is ana
p h o r i c a n d p r o n o m i n a l rather than r e l a t iona l . P h i l o s o p h e r s have 
miscons t rued the p l a i n man ' s use of 'refers' a n d hypostat ized a rela
t i o n of reference as the semant ic interpretant of the apparent ly rela-

' ^As an example of the sort of phi losophical question raised but not answered by 
the possibility of such an anaphoric account of semantic vocabulary, consider the 
distinction between substitutional quantif icat ion and the referential or objectual 
variety. A l though the technical differences are clear between reading a quantifier in 
terms of an algebraic model via an interpretation funct ion and by looking at l i n 
guistic substituends, the standard Quinean account of what turns phi losophical ly 
on this technical difference seems to be undercut by the possibility of an anaphoric 
understanding of the interpretation statements involving 'denotes' or 'refers'. 

^^The specially anaphoric nature of the disquotation involved is most apparent i n 
cases where the indirect description picks up the speaker's reference of its mentioned 
antecedent. 
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t i ona l expressions, and have then asked for a theory of it . Such a 
mis take is of a piece w i t h the search for the objects c o r r e s p o n d i n g 
to each express ion that syntac t ica l ly p lays the ro le of a term—e.g., 
' someone ' a n d 'everyone' . O u r o r d i n a r y remarks about wha t some 
i n d i v i d u a l or express ion refers to or has as referent are perfect ly i n 
order, a n d the a n a p h o r i c account tells us h o w to unders tand them. 
B u t reference is a p h i l o s o p h e r ' s r e i f i c a t i o n a n d a f i c t i o n , generated 
by a g r a m m a t i c a l m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g . T h e present account d i s t i n 
guishes sha rp ly between expressions a n d their referents (what is re
ferred to by them), i n that very d i f ferent uses are associated w i t h the 
expressions "the express ion ' L e i b n i z ' " and "the referent of the ex
press ion ' L e i b n i z ' . " N o doubt , as w i t h any other two i tems i n the 
causa l order, there are m a n y re la t ions that can correct ly be said to 
o b t a i n between a term token as it stands and wha t it refers to. B u t 
the present cons idera t ions show that ou r talk about r e fe r r ing a n d 
referents gives us n o reason whatsoever to co n c lu d e that some one 
of these c o u l d be s i n g l e d ou t as the rejerence relation, that u n i q u e 
seman t i ca l ly s i g n i f i c a n t w o r d - w o r l d r e l a t ion i n v i r tue of w h i c h the 
non-express ion is the referent of the express ion. V a r i o u s w o r d -
w o r l d re la t ions may p l ay i m p o r t a n t exp lana to ry roles i n p h i l o 
s o p h i c a l projects , but to t h i n k of any one of these as w h a t is re
ferred to as " the reference r e l a t i o n " is to be bewi tched by surface 
syntact ic f o r m . 

In order to see w h a t is a n d wha t is not b e i n g c l a i m e d fo r this 
ana lys i s of 'refers' a n d to see the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the rep lacement of 
a r e l a t i o n a l account of reference w i t h an a n a p h o r i c a l l y d i squo ta -
t i o n a l account of r e fe r r ing , it w i l l h e l p to redescribe a n d c l a r i f y the 
exp lana to ry role that the concept of ind i rec t descr ip t ions is sup
posed to p l ay i n that analys is . C o n s i d e r f irst a language- in-use 
such as E n g l i s h , a n d p roduce its nonseman t i c f ragment by ex t rud
i n g f r o m it a l l the sentences c o n t a i n i n g semant ic vocabu la ry ('re
fers' a n d its cognates fo r the present account , a n d ' true' as w e l l i f 
we a p p e a l to a p rosen ten t i a l theory). Suppose that a theorist has 
succeeded i n c a p t u r i n g the soc ia l practices g o v e r n i n g the use of 
this 720??semantic f ragment , at least i n the sense that the theory at
tr ibutes to each in t e r locu to r a stock of sentences that this i n t e r l o c u 
tor is p repared or c o m m i t t e d to assert a n d a set of inferences he is 
b o u n d to endorse, a n d describes h o w assert ion a n d inference p ro
ceed g i v e n these a t t r ibut ions .^ ' T h e n the a n a p h o r i c account of 're
fers' developed here permi ts the ex tens ion of such an account of the 

See for instance my "Asserting" Nous, x\ i i , 4 (November 1983): 637-650. 
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use of the n o n s e m a n t i c f r agment of the language to an account of 
the use of the w h o l e language. 

Fi rs t , an a r t i f i c i a l operator R E F s t ipula ted to meet the i te ra t ion 
test can be in t roduced , by means of w h i c h new s i n g u l a r terms can 
be f o r m e d o n the m o d e l of (16). These new terms can then be under
stood, f o l l o w i n g the d i scuss ion of a n a p h o r i c categories, as indi rec t 
descr ip t ions . U n d e r s t a n d i n g them i n this way determines their role 
i n assert ion a n d inference. F o r one is c o m m i t t e d to endor s ing "the 
one referred to by (termi) is ( t e rmi ) " just i n case one is already 
c o m m i t t e d to the nonsemant i c subs t i tu t ion - l i cens ing ident i ty 
"( termi) = {term2),"^^ a n d s i m i l a r l y for referent ial predicat ions . 
N e x t , u s i n g the paraphrase strategy o u t l i n e d earl ier , the sentences 
of the semant ic f ragment of the o r i g i n a l l anguage can be translated 
in to the sentences of this a r t i f i c i a l extension of its nonsemant ic 
part. T h e c l a i m is then that such a t rans la t ion w i l l correctly predict 
the in fe ren t i a l endorsements a n d assert ional co mmi tmen t s i n the 
semant ic f ragment , o n the basis of o n l y those endorsements a n d 
c o m m i t m e n t s i n v o l v i n g nonsemant i c vocabulary . In this sense the 
semant ic f r agment of the l anguage is reduced to its nonseman t i c 
base by the a n a p h o r i c analysis . 

It is at this p o i n t that a theorist seek ing a better account of the 
p r agma t i c d i m e n s i o n of his base language m i g h t in t roduce a sec
o n d a r t i f i c i a l opera tor S P R E F express ing speaker's reference. S u c h 
an operator w o u l d be de f ined i n terms of the basic semant ic /ana
p h o r i c n o t i o n of reference as captured by R E F . A l t h o u g h S P R E F 
w o u l d not be requ i red to pass the i tera t ion test [the equivalence of 
(13) to (11) c lear ly breaks d o w n i f we let 'refers' i n c l u d e speaker's 
reference], the use of indi rec t descr ipt ions such as "the one Joe 
speaker-referred to as 'that fat p o l i t i c i a n ' " w i l l s t i l l be de te rmined 
by the use of the n o n s e m a n t i c base language , i n v i r tue of an ac
count of S P R E F i n terms of R E F . T h e idea is that it is incoherent to 
take someone as h a v i n g speaker-referred to an object unless one 
also takes it that that i n d i v i d u a l could have referred to it " semant i 
c a l l y . " H a d I k n o w n there m i g h t be a ques t ion about whether there 
was champagne or g inger ale i n the glass, I w o u l d have used the de
s c r i p t i o n "the m a n i n the corner w i t h b u b b l y l i q u i d i n his g lass" 
instead of a more d a r i n g desc r ip t ion . A n d it is these safe or m i n 
i m a l descr ip t ions s t a n d i n g b e h i n d speaker's references w h i c h 
s h o u l d be seen as the u l t ima te a n a p h o r i c antecedents of indi rec t de
sc r ip t ions such as "the one speaker-referred to as 'the m a n i n the 
corner w i t h c h a m p a g n e i n his glass ' " , w h i c h themselves depend 

Type-token niceties are brushed over here. 
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u p o n such covert or merely v i r t u a l tokenings [just as ' that a i rhead ' 
a n a p h o r i c a l l y depends u p o n Joe's t o k e n i n g of 'the m e c h a n i c B i n k 
ley ' i n (9), a n d so w o u l d refer to B i n k l e y even i f he were not i n fact 
an a i rhead] . So p a r s i n g ind i rec t descr ip t ions f o r m e d u s i n g SP R E F 
jus t requires an extra step i n d e t e r m i n i n g the a n a p h o r i c antece
dent, but otherwise raises no d i f f i c u l t i e s for the t rans la t ion scheme 
i n t o a r t i f i c i a l l y extended nonseman t i c E n g l i s h . 

Suppose that semant ic ta lk can i n this way be reduced to nonse
m a n t i c ta lk by a n a p h o r i c l i n k s between the two k i n d s of ta lk se
cured by ind i rec t descr ip t ions , w i t h o u t i n v o k i n g a r e l a t i on of refer
ence (or a proper ty of t ruth) . It m i g h t be t hough t that a l l such an 
i n t r a l i n g u i s t i c r e d u c t i o n establishes is that if one can give a n ac
coun t of the use of the nonseman t i c p o r t i o n of the l anguage w i t h 
ou t i n v o k i n g a reference r e l a t i on , then one can extend it to an ac
coun t of semant ic ta lk about r e fe r r ing w i t h o u t need ing to add a 
n o t i o n of reference to account fo r ou r apparent talk about such a 
r e l a t i on . T h e p o s s i b i l i t y may then seem open that a n o t i o n of ref
erence is s t i l l r e q u i r e d to account fo r the use of the n o n s e m a n t i c 
f r a g m e n t appea led to by d i s q u o t a t i o n . S u c h a response w o u l d be a 
mis take . F o r w h a t is envisaged is that, i n order to e x p l a i n h o w 
n o n s e m a n t i c sentences of the object l anguage are used, the l i n g u i s 
t ic theorist mus t make c l a i m s i n the meta language w h i c h specify 
w h a t objec t - language expressions refer to. B u t the a n a p h o r i c ac
coun t w i l l a p p l y e q u a l l y to meta language statements of the f o r m 

(43) (term) in O L refers to electrons ( M L ) . 

N o reference r e l a t i on need be i n v o k e d to unders tand the ro le of these 
meta language semant ic c l a i m s any more than fo r the semant ic 
f r agmen t of the object language . LInderstood by their paraphrases i n 
terms of ind i r ec t descr ip t ions , c l a i m s l i k e (43) add the expressive ca
pac i ty to p i c k u p objec t - language antecedents w i t h meta language 
a n a p h o r i c dependents, a n d so p e r m i t the abso rp t i on of the l anguage 
under i nves t iga t ion i n t o the theorist 's use- language. T h e effect of 
a d d i n g to M L express ions of the f o r m the one referred to in OL by 
{term) is to p e r m i t the express ion i n M L of identi t ies a n d predica
t ions i n v o l v i n g O L expressions, i n c l u d i n g c o t y p i c a l l y non in te r sub
st i tutable ones or those used to speaker-refer. 

H a s reference been e x p l a i n e d away? T h e r e are f o u r reasons fo r 
w h i c h one m i g h t t h i n k that it has not . F i r s t , i t m i g h t appear that 
an i n t r a l i n g u i s t i c account of r e fe r r ing is c o m m i t t e d to a sort of l i n 
gu i s t i c i d e a l i s m w h i c h cuts l anguage off f r o m the w o r l d . B u t the 
present account d i s t inguishes , e.g., the express ion ' L e i b n i z ' f r o m 
the one referred to by that express ion , a n d does not treat the latter 



R E F E R E N C E E X P L A I N E D A W A Y 491 

as i n the l i n g u i s t i c order. Express ions do refer to n o n l i n g u i s t i c 
items (it is true that the one referred to by ( L e i b n i z ) is not a w o r d 
a n d was a person) . It is c l a i m e d o n l y that it is a mis take to t h i n k 
that there is some re la t ion of reference be ing i n v o k e d w h e n we say 
this. Second, one m i g h t wor ry that reference had been smugg led 
i n to the account of ind i rec t descr ip t ions . F o r that account r equ i red 
that the antecedent token be described, p i c k e d out , or o therwise re
ferred to before an indirectness operator is a p p l i e d to produce a 
p r o n o u n dependent o n that antecedent token. E v e n t h o u g h the 
th ings referred to are a lways term token ings an d hence i n the l i n 
g u i s t i c order as w e l l as i n the causal order, haven ' t referent ia l rela
t ions been presupposed? T h e y have not. F o r the a n a p h o r i c account 
tells us just h o w to unders tand c l a ims about *what is referred to as 
"Joe 's utterance yesterday of the term 'that a i rhead ' T h e starred 
express ion is just another ind i rec t desc r ip t ion . T h i s response 
p o i n t s to the t h i r d wor ry , a n d to a genu ine q u a l i f i c a t i o n . F o r the 
n o t i o n of a n a p h o r i c dependence u p o n w h i c h the w h o l e account 
rests has not been e x p l a i n e d , but o n l y i n t r o d u c e d by example . U n 
less a n a p h o r a can be e x p l a i n e d w i t h o u t i n v o k i n g a re la t ion of ref
erence, the at tempt to use it to e x p l a i n away reference w i l l be c i rcu
lar. I believe that such an account can be g iven i n terms of 
inher i t ance by the dependent token of iden t i f i ca to ry and , hence, 
subs t i t u t i on - in fe ren t i a l c o m m i t m e n t f r o m the antecedent token; 
but j u s t i f y i n g such a c l a i m is outside the scope of this essay. So ref
erence is e x p l a i n e d away o n l y t a k i n g for granted a n o t i o n of 
anaphora . 

T h e f i n a l reason one m i g h t have for d e n y i n g that the dispensa
b i l i t y of a r e l a t i on of reference has been establ ished by the forego
i n g considerations is sociological . If there is no relat ion of refer
ence, surely some account is r equ i r ed of what has m i s l e d us i n to 
l o o k i n g for such a r e l a t ion as the core of an e x p l a n a t i o n of l i n g u i s 
tic pract ice. P u t another way, the story t o ld here about the expres
sive f u n c t i o n of indi rec t descr ip t ions (and hence of c l a ims about 
wha t refers to what) seems to preclude their use i n explanations of 
nonseman t i c l i n g u i s t i c practice, o n grounds of c i r cu la r i ty . Fo r , 
unders tood a n a p h o r i c a l l y , meta language reference c la ims w i l l pre
suppose the objec t - language uses w h i c h are the antecedents of 
those meta language indirect descr ipt ions and, hence, cannot be 
used to e x p l a i n those uses. Yet it is just to achieve such exp lana
tions of the nonseman t i c practices of the language that theorists 
have a lways cared about the semant ic re la t ions here e x p l a i n e d 
away a n a p h o r i c a l l y . It is i n this context that the a n a p h o r i c account 
presents us w i t h a c l o s i n g d i l e m m a . Either it must be possible to 
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offer an account of the projec t of e x p l i c i t l y c o d i f y i n g i n a theory 
the assert ional a n d i n f e r en t i a l practices that const i tute the use of a 
l anguage i n such a way that it becomes clear w h y the spec ia l ex
pressive resources of a n a p h o r i c p r o f o r m - f o r m i n g operators i n the 
theorist 's l anguage are c r u c i a l to that project , or it mus t be poss ib le 
to e x p l a i n wha t it is about the f u n c t i o n i n g of this a n a p h o r i c vo
cabu la ry w h i c h has mz^led theorists i n t o a t t e m p t i n g to use that vo
cabula ry to express the qu i t e d i f ferent no t ions that real ly are c ru 
c i a l to that exp lana to ry project . 

R O B E R T B R A N D O M 

U n i v e r s i t y of P i t t s b u r g h 

T H E P L A U S I B I L I T Y O F R A T I O N A L I S M 

TH E r a t i o n a l i s t - e m p i r i c i s t debate that p reoccup ied so m a n y 
l i ngu i s t s , p h i l o s o p h e r s , a n d psycholog is t s d u r i n g the late 
sixties r an out of steam i n the mid-seventies w h e n bo th 

part ies eventua l ly t i red of unsuccess fu l attempts to convert each 
other. I n this paper I w i s h to r eopen the d i s cus s ion of issues ra ised 
i n that debate, because I believe that we are n o w able to f o r mu la t e 
these issues w i t h s u f f i c i e n t c l a r i t y to be able to assess the p l a u s i b i l 
i ty of r a t i o n a l i s m . S p e c i f i c a l l y , I believe that we can n o w p rov ide 
s t rong arguments fo r the p l a u s i b i l i t y of the so-cal led "innateness 
hypo thes i s . " S u c h v i n d i c a t i o n seems especial ly t imely , since there 
is a g r o w i n g n u m b e r of p s y c h o l i n g u i s t s w h o believe that a c c o r d i n g 
semantics a subs tant ia l ro le i n syntax a c q u i s i t i o n makes unneces
sary the r a t iona l i s t a s s u m p t i o n that the learner has r i c h inna te 
k n o w l e d g e about the class of poss ible na tu ra l languages. In defend
i n g the innateness hypothesis , I d i s t i n g u i s h the c o m m i t m e n t to 
r i c h inna te structure f r o m the c o n c o m i t a n t r a t iona l i s t c o m m i t m e n t 
to a n i n t e n t i o n a l and , more spec i f i ca l l y , p ropos i t iona l - a t t i t ude ac
c o u n t of l anguage a c q u i s i t i o n . It is, I argue, a n o p e n e m p i r i c a l 
q u e s t i o n whether such accounts of l anguage a c q u i s i t i o n can satisfy 
the u sua l c r i t e r ia fo r exp lana to ry adequacy; the correct accoun t 
m a y be nei ther e m p i r i c i s t no r ra t iona l i s t . I beg in by s ta t ing wha t 
seems to me to be at issue between ra t ional is ts a n d empi r i c i s t s . 

* A n earlier version of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the Society 
for Phi losophy and Psychology, March, 1980. In revising the paper I have benefited 
f rom the criticisms and suggestions offered by several people, especially Ned Block, 
Noam Chomsky, W i l l i a m Demopoulos, Robert May, and Stephen Stich. 
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