
1 Introduction

If I utter the sentence “David is in Chile,” then I say that a specific person – my

longtime friend – is in Chile. How does the “David” in the previous sentence denote

a specific person (or thing)?

On one view – the description view – my utterance of “David” denotes the person

that answers to all or a weighted few of a list of descriptive sentences that I associate

with that name such as “went to my high school,” “lives on McKamy road,” etc. For

the description view, names are only as good as their user’s knowledge; they denote

whatever the descriptions associated with them pick out.

Another view – the causal view – takes the denotation of a name out of the hands

of the user. When I utter “David,” what I denote is not determined by anything in

my mind (other than intending to follow the use of those who came before me), but

by the way that my use stands in relationship to the way that name was introduced in

an originating act. I may have no access to any individuating description for the thing

I want to talk about, and yet nonetheless succeeding in denoting it. On this view,

names are tools of convenience that let us talk about objects despite our inevitable

sloppiness in what we know about them.

In what follows, I say more about these two views and argue that both, in their

unamended, unsophisticated forms, are implausible. The description view is implau-

sible because it is too vulnerable to the descriptions of a name user. Misinformed or

ignorant users of the name “Feynman” get to talk about Feynman, but the descrip-

tion theory says they don’t. The causal view is implausible for the opposite reason.

It is completely invulnerable to the beliefs of a name user and so cannot deal with

shifts in reference that get set in motion by misinformed uses of a name, as in Gareth

Evans’ Madagascar case.

Evans’ solution is try to marry the two views by looking, not at the descriptions

in the head of a name user nor at the relationship of one use of a name to others,

but rather the descriptions’ relationship to their originating source. I argue that this

clever hybrid view is inadequate because it cannot deal with ignorant misinformers

who promulgate false information about a target object without ever being in causal

contact with it.
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2 Description and Causation

On a description theory of names, a speaker’s use of a name denotes x if and only

if the descriptions that speaker associates with that name uniquely apply to x. As

Kripke and his partisans argue, this is neither necessary or sufficient.

First, it can’t be necessary for a name user to have a unique description of the

object to be talked about because that would demand too much. Almost every use

of the a name would be cast into doubt. In most instances, all one can say about

Robert E. Lee is that he was a confederate general, and not many people know more

about Richard Feynman other than that he was a scientist. Further, even if many

people could, if prompted, craft clever descriptions for the things they want to talk

about, they don’t feel the need to do so when using names.

The excessive demandingness of the description theory can also be seen from

the audience’s point of view. If one becomes engaged in conversation with someone

who was completely misinformed about Einstein – perhaps saying that he was from

Poland (he was from Germany), helped build the atomic bomb (he recommended it

be built but did not help build it), and worked in a telegraph station (patent office)

– the natural thing to say would be “you have a lot of false beliefs about Einstein”

rather than “who are you talking about?” In other words, from the perspective of

the listener, the person is still referring to Einstein despite her errors.

The falsity of the description theory as a sufficiency condition on name use can be

seen from what I’ve said so far. If there happened to be a Polish telegraph operator

who worked on the atomic bomb, the person in the conversation above would not

refer to him despite uniquely describing him, because again, the name “Einstein”

guides reference to Albert.

What these observations say about everyday name use is that it is resilient in

the face of user error. By using the name “Einstein,” a speaker gets to pick out the

famous physicist despite being incapable of correctly describing the man. Combined

with context, a name helps guide the words of a speaker to the appropriate target.

There are limits though. If someone started talking about Einstein as if he was

a physicist, a Mozart scholar and musicologist, and an Indian cricket player, then

the name would not still denote the physicist. The person is so confused that one

would want to ask “who are you talking about?” Alternatively, if one knew a lot
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about Einsteins, one could say “you’re confusing Albert Einstein, Alfred Einstein

[musicologist], and Napoleon Einstein [cricket player].” Still though, there would be

no matter of fact who the person was talking about until further clarification was

offered.

Kripke’s causal theory of names attempts to account for the way names guide

reference to a target object despite error on the part of its user. An object is named,

and then that name is transferred to others through use (in what are called reference

preserving transmissions of the name). By picking up a name, a speaker is initiated

into, and thereafter connected to, a web of uses that lead back to the object. Rather

than having to describe the intended object, a Kripkean name user has a guaranteed

route to it through the successive causal connections leading from the naming of the

object to its present use. Thus, Kripkean name use is very resilient to user error. If I

picked up the name “Einstein” in the right way, but come to believe false information

about him, I still denote the physicist when I use the name.

This is attractive. On Kripke’s view, my position in a causal web of name-using

empowers me to speak about Einstein without worrying too much about how to

uniquely describe him. The description view asked too much of a name user and

didn’t respect the resiliency of name-using practices in the face of error, but Kripke’s

view remedies both problems.

The cost of this improvement is that it renders name use too resilient to user error.

There are two related ways to appreciate why this is a problem. The first is that an

accumulation of a large amount of misinformation about Einstein would not prevent

a speaker from referring to the physicist, assuming she originally learned the name

through an utterance that was causally connected to Albert’s dubbing in Ulm. But

as we saw above, extreme error prompts the question “who are you talking about?”

rather than a polite correction of the form “Einstein didn’t do those things.” I can,

in effect, “cut” my causal connection to the object the name ordinarily denotes. In

these cases, my use of a name is too deviant to be saved by my causal relationship

with the original object.

The other, more dramatic way to see how Kripke’s view is too strong, is Gareth

Evans’ Madagascar example. Marco Polo mistakenly thought that “Madagascar” de-

noted the present day island rather than the eastern portion of the African mainland.
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Over time, the mistake snowballed and today “Madagascar” does actually denote the

island and not the mainland.

On Kripke’s view this sort of reference shift is impossible since the denotation of

a name is impervious to error. According to Kripke, Marco Polo, even in his error,

was denoting the mainland, and the same it true for every person who followed his

mistaken use. In fact, the theory claims that even today, my use of “Madagascar”

refers to the mainland a claim in obvious conflict with current linguistic practice.

The end result of all this is that there is a question about the denotation of names

that requires a delicate balance. How can a name’s denotation ignore user misinfor-

mation in some cases but then respond to it in others (as in cases of Madagascar)?

3 Approaches to the Problem

The unamended Kripkean theory hypothesizes that causal chains of name use begin

with a dubbing event, and so can try to understand reference shifts as a consequence

of some new dubbing event or the decay of an old one. I don’t think the strategy is

promising though for two reasons.

First, dubbing events are intentional act, but Marco Polo made a mistake when

he used “Madagascar” to refer to the present-day island. If his mistaken use counts

as a redubbing, then all mistaken uses of a name will count as a redubbing, and there

will be no resiliency to the denotation of names. That won’t work.

Second, even if there were a way to understand Marco Polo as dubbing the island

with the name “Madagascar,” that would only explain why the island gets to be talked

about with that name, not why the mainland now can’t. In other words, dubbings

are only productive. If two parents name their child “David,” the world gains a new

David, no one loses his name as a result of that dubbing. So, to account for the

Madagascar case, Marco Polo’s mistaken use would have to undub the mainland as

well as dub the island. That’s too much to ask for just an accident.

Evans tries to amend Kripke’s basic account rather than make due with the mate-

rials it provides. On his view, the denotation of a name is not secured by the extended

causal relationship between the dubbing of an object and a speaker’s utterance of its

name, but rather between the item and the descriptions the speaker has about it. He
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writes, “the important causal relation lies between that item’s states and doings and

the speaker’s body of information – not between the item’s being dubbed with a name

and the speaker’s contemporary use of it” 1 The theory then ends up saying that a

name denotes whatever object is the causal source of a majority of the descriptions

associated with it. 2

In many cases, this is attractive, because it prizes how “in touch” a name user is

with the item he or she wants to denote, and so can accommodate Madagascar-like

shifts. Marco Polo is, at first, very much in touch with the mainland of Africa. He

hears reports about it and perhaps even sees parts of it from a boat. Later, looking at

a map, he points to the enormous island and says “that’s Madagascar.” Because most

of the information that he has filed under that name originates from the mainland,

he says something false. However, as time goes on, his misapprehension will result in

more and more of his information about Madagascar coming from the island. People

will say “the massive island off of the east coast of Africa is sparsely inhabited,” and

Polo will think “Madagascar is sparsely inhabited.” At some point, most of what

he believes about Madagascar will be a causal consequence of the island and not the

mainland and so his uses of the name “Madagascar” will denote the island.

In the modern day, most of my beliefs about “Madagascar” are caused by the

island and so I too refer to the island when I use the word, regardless of whether my

use is causally connected to a dubbing of the mainland or not. The origin of the name

rightly falls away as unimportant, and this fits with how I would react to someone

(a Kripkean) who tried to tell me that I had a lot of false beliefs about Madagascar

because that name was originally used to dub the mainland: I would reply by saying

that “Madagascar” changed its denotation since that time.

The view however struggles to deal with a situation involving an ignorant novelist.

Say there is a mischievous young computer hacker who decides to test his abilities

in mass manipulation. He doesn’t read much so he uses what he thinks is a made

up name, “Richard Feynman” to guide his creative process. After years of writing,

he completes a biography (all written on his website of course) for his character that

happens to match the real Feynman’s life exactly. Over time, his writing becomes

hugely influential and most people know about Feynman’s exploits through it (even

though they learn the name itself from someone with the correct linkages to the real
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Feynman). On Evans’ view, most uses of the name “Feynman” must denote the kid,

who is the causal source of a majority of the information about Feynman.

I have a different solution to accommodate reference-shift that will deal with the

novelist case as well as others, but it requires putting all three factors in play a

speaker’s descriptions, the causal source of the speaker’s descriptions, and the causal

history of the name being used. Loosely, the theory is this: the causal history of

the name dominates when the speaker’s descriptions are pretty good, but the causal

source of the speaker’s descriptions dominate when the descriptions don’t fit. The

theory I have in mind is best illustrated in terms of the examples I’ve given so far.

When a speaker’s descriptions are wrong, but her name use is causally descended

from the object (Polish, Telegraph, Einstein case), then I think the causal history of

the name dominates. The descriptions are close enough to the physicist Einstein and

so the causal history of the name is enough to guarantee reference to Albert.

Reference shift is accommodated by a shift in descriptive accuracy. When Marco

Polo first used “Madagascar” incorrectly, his information was still roughly correct

about the mainland, and so this use referred to the mainland. Just as the causal

history of “Einstein” can guarantee reference in the face of some mistaken descriptions

about him, “Madagascar” can guarantee reference to the mainland despite Marco

Polo’s mistaken beliefs about it. However, after Marco Polo accumulates enough false

descriptions about the mainland, reference is guaranteed, not by the causal source of

the name “Madagascar,” (which was the mainland) but by the causal source of his

mistaken information (which is the island). As descriptive accuracy changes, reference

moves from being causally guaranteed by the name to the dominant source of the

speaker’s descriptions and then transmitted thereafter in the name itself. Put another

way, descriptive accuracy works as a switch that when flipped, directs reference along

different causal chains either the cause of information or the cause of the name.

The fact that descriptive accuracy is what determines which causal chain to follow

solves the ignorant misinformer case. The person who picked up the name “Feynman”

from a causal chain extending back to the scientist gets to refer to the real Feynman,

even though most of her descriptions come from something causally unconnected to

him. The reason is that the causal chain based on the name is not strained to the

breaking point as when Marco Polo starts to get many things wrong about Madagascar
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(the mainland). Instead, the speaker’s causal link to Feynman via his name combined

with her many correct descriptions of him is enough to refer to the scientist.

There is a final problem though. Imagine that the ignorant novelist writing true

things of Feynman is transformed into a deliberate, malicious propagandist writing

false things about the famed scientist. On my view, someone who reads the malicious

propagandist’s work will come to have many false beliefs of Feynman and so will

refer to the propagandist when using the name “Feynman.” The reason is that when

someone has many false descriptions of the object that was dubbed with the name

they are using, reference shifts to the causal source of the false information, which in

this case is the propagandist. In the Marco Polo case, it seemed right that reference

would shift when his descriptions got bad enough. In the propagandist case though,

it seems wrong to say that reference shifts when someone is taken in by the false

information of the malicious writer.

The right response to this is to add a condition stating that for reference to shift to

the causal source of the agent’s false descriptions, the descriptions must fit with that

object. In the Madagascar case, Marco Polo’s use of “Madagascar” shifts because

one day he is so misinformed about the mainland that the name begins to pick out

the island. But reference shifts not simply because he has a lot of false information

about the mainland, but also because he has a lot of true beliefs about the causal

source of his descriptions: the island. If the source of all Marco Polo’s mistaken beliefs

about the mainland came from Madagascar, but due to another fluke, best described

nothing at all, then I think it would be appropriate to say that he refers to nothing

at all. So, in the propagandist case, I think we should say that a speaker using the

name “Feynman” refers to nothing at all.

It may seem like this is a sub-optimal result. Maybe there is an intuition that

someone who, after reading the propagandist’s work, uses “Feynman” is still referring

Feynman. If one had this intuition, one could amend my analysis to say that when

false descriptions don’t correctly describe anything, then again, the causal history of

the name is dominant; my theory would be no worse off. Nonetheless, I think its

actually more plausible to say that the speaker who uses “Feynman” after reading

the propagandist’s work is referring to nothing at all because the speaker is not in

causal contact with anything resembling his description. This is like the speaker who
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uses “Einstein” with descriptions that apply to three different people; such a use is

so bizarre that it does not refer to anything.

Notes

1Evans, 319.
2Evans, 320-321.
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