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Is reference a direct relation between referring terms (like names and demonstratives) and objects, or is it mediated by some kind of descriptive ‘sense’ or mode of presentation of an object? The answer to this question marks the fundamental divide between so-called Millian and Fregean approaches to referring terms (although exactly how much the former accounts owe to John Stuart Mill is something of a moot point, as Sainsbury makes clear, p.3). A great deal of philosophical ink has been spilt over the last hundred years or so in the debate between these two opposing schools of thought. On the face of it, Millianism (the idea that the meaning of a name is exhausted by the object to which it refers) seems very plausible. It captures our sense that names (and other genuine referring terms) are the points at which our language comes closest to the world – that they provide unmediated, direct access to the objects we want to talk about. However, Millianism faces (at least) two fundamental problems: first, how are we to account for co-referential names which competent speakers do not recognise as such (and the cluster of problems which ensue from this possibility)? Second, how are we to account for meaningful empty names and true negative existential statements like ‘Vulcan does not exist’? Given a theory which claims that the meaning of a referring term is exhausted by its referent, there is no easy answer to either question. On the other hand, Frege-style Descriptive theories give us a neat answer to both questions: it is the possession of a descriptive sense which accounts for the difference in cognitive value of co-referring names and which ensures meaning for non-referential or empty names. The only drawback with Descriptivism, then, is that the kinds of publicly-acknowledged descriptions the theory seeks to associate with names simply do not exist. Indeed, we might intuitively think that names are used precisely to avoid the need for everyone to associate the same description with an object.

So, where do we go from here? According to R.M. Sainsbury in his excellent new book Reference Without Referents, we should reject the terms of this age-old debate. Millianism and Descriptivism do not exhaust the logical space here, for there is a defensible middle-ground, a ‘minimal Fregeanism, which accepts sense without modes of presentation’ (15). For Sainsbury, both horns of the dilemma are right in certain respects: the Millian is right to think there are no mediating descriptions, at least of the kind Fregeans have traditionally posited, in the semantic content of names, while Descriptivists are right to envisage conditions of reference which supply a meaning for a name even when the term is empty. The key to reconciling these two claims lies in the semantic axioms for referring terms and the logic within which such axioms operate. At the heart of Reference Without Referents lie axioms of the following form:

for all x (‘Hesperus’ refers to x iff x = Hesperus) 

for all x (‘Vulcan’ refers to x iff x = Vulcan)

These axioms operate not within the classical logic assumed by most formal semanticists but within the framework of free logic. Free logics are those which free designators from existential commitment. They thus reject classical logic’s rule of existential generalisation – one cannot move from ‘Ra’ to ‘(x Rx’ without additional premises. This allows a unified treatment of empty and non-empty referring terms within the semantic theory of Reference Without Referents; a pleasing result since it is surely not the semanticist’s job to decide in advance which of our names successfully refer and which fail to do so. There are many different varieties of free logic, but Sainsbury endorses a negative strain. According to this logical system, simple sentences containing empty referring terms are truth-evaluable but all are false (‘Santa Claus brings presents’ is truth-evaluable and false). This allows for the existence of a true negative existential sentence like ‘Vulcan does not exist’, since it is the negation of the false sentence ‘Vulcan exists’. As negative free logic retains bivalence, the negation of a false sentence must itself be true – the result we intuitively want for such negative existentials (though note that the theory also predicts truth for other negated sentences, such as ‘Santa Claus does not bring presents’ – a result which may seem less intuitive). 

Given the semantic axioms above, we can see that there is a condition of reference associated with any name ‘a’: it is the condition of being a. This condition of reference can remain in play even if there is no object which is, in fact, a (i.e. if the name is empty). According to Reference Without Referents, possession of such a reference condition is sufficient to explain the meaningfulness of empty names. Furthermore, within an interpretative semantic theory (i.e. one which respects the way in which an agent represents the knowledge required for understanding a name, see John McDowell, ‘On the sense and reference of a proper name’, Mind, 86 (1977), pp.159-85), it is also sufficient for explaining the potential cognitive difference of co-referential names. Yet, since the condition of reference is not equivalent to a standard description, it allows names to retain many of the features Millians claimed for them. Foremost amongst these is the rigidity of names. If ‘a’ refers to a in the actual world, then there is no circumstance of evaluation where it refers to someone other than a. (One small point of terminology here: Sainsbury takes his Millian opponent to be an advocate of ‘direct reference’ and stipulates that he takes such a theory to be committed to the claim that empty names are meaningless. This move is, I think, potentially misleading since, as he notes in fn. 26, p.83, at least some theorists do not use ‘direct reference’ in this way. Indeed, one might think that the Kaplan-Perry distinction between character and content for terms of direct reference could go some way towards accommodating Sainsbury’s own distinction between conditions of reference and referents.)

This is the core of Reference Without Referents, but Sainsbury goes on to show how such an approach can be applied not only to names but also to anaphoric pronouns and demonstratives. He also argues for the expansion of the account to plural names, to fiction (though, as Sainsbury acknowledges, the account still faces some problems in this area, particularly with its analysis of ‘hybrid’ sentences involving fictional and non-fictional names, e.g. ‘Blair admires Coriolanus’), and to some definite descriptions (thus endorsing an ambiguity theory whereby ‘the’ is sometimes understood quantificationally and sometimes referentially). The expansion of the account to mental reference is also discussed in a thought-provoking final chapter. There is much of value in the illuminating discussion of all these topics, but I will confine my comments in closing to consideration of one general feature of Reference Without Referents: namely Sainsbury’s claims about what is required for grasp of meaning for referring terms.
Sainsbury is (quite rightly to my mind) at pains to reject the Russell-Evans position that understanding a referring term is, in some substantial sense, ‘knowing which’ object is referred to. Instead he suggests that to understand an utterance which contains a name ‘x’ which refers to x merely requires knowing that reference has been made to x (pp.14-15). This does not amount to a requirement for acquaintance with x (Russell), or possession of discriminating knowledge of x (Evans); it is simply knowledge which will be shared by all members of a single name-using practice, P, in which ‘x’ refers to x. There is a single name-using practice in which ‘x’ refers to x just in case: first, there was an original act of baptism in which x was baptised ‘x’ (though note that Sainsbury allows for acts of baptism which fail to name any object, resulting in the birth of an empty name) and, second, the chain of speakers through which a current use is connected to that baptismal act involves speakers all of whom used ‘x’ mostly to refer to x (the requirement for those speakers to belong to P rather than some other practice). 
Sainsbury doesn’t opt for universal observation of the semantic axiom here: mistakes can happen. I can use the name ‘Smith’ to refer to the shadowy figure who is in fact Jones. However this counts as a case of speaker reference not semantic reference just in case, typically, my uses of ‘Smith’ refer to Smith. (As an aside here: we might note that, towards the end of Reference Without Referents, Sainsbury appeals to the kind of teleological explanation of content championed by Ruth Garrett Millikan. In her Language: a biological model, OUP, 2005, Millikan has recently turned her attention to conventions in natural language and argued that conventional behaviour need not be what all members of a group do all the time, nor what the majority of members do the majority of the time, nor even what is usually done by an average member of a group. All that is required for a convention to exist is that it be adhered to often enough to ensure it’s own survival. With this picture of conventions in mind, it might be possible to envisage weakening Sainsbury’s own position at this point, dropping the requirement of ‘typical’ behaviour in favour of a Millikan-style picture of simple ‘reproduced behaviour’.)  Finally, then, my current utterance, u, involving ‘x’, belongs to P just in case, if u occurs during the initiation phase (the acquisition of a new name) most of my uses of ‘x’ are instances of ‘x’ being used to refer to x (pp.113-4), or, if u is part of my continued practice of using ‘x’, the current use is sensitive to information from an earlier use in the same practice (p.117).
Sainsbury notes that the knowledge condition he gives for understanding an utterance like ‘Fx’ is ‘in a sense “external”, given not just by the subjects’ internal mental states but by those of their mental states in which they are related to their community’ (15). We might also note that the condition appears to be external in a second sense: whether or not a present use counts as part of a given name-using practice is something which is settled only by other uses of the name by the speaker. This is explicitly the case in the initiation phase, however it also seems to hold true during continued practice, since Sainsbury suggests that ‘both for initiations and for continuations, our verdict [on which practice a speaker is participating in] should not lead to a prolonged and robust divergence between speaker referent and semantic referent…Continuation is to be judged in part in the light of how we can best make sense of a speaker’, p.118).
On Sainsbury’s account, then, it is not clear to me that a speaker can know that a current use of a name ‘x’ belongs to a linguistic practice whereby ‘x’ refers to x. This is because the question of to which practice a given use of a name belongs is settled at least in part by the future behaviour of the speaker, and this is something which cannot be available to an agent at a given point of time. To put the point somewhat crudely, imagine that S is initiated into a practice where ‘x’ refers to x and they use ‘x’ nine times to refer to x. On the tenth occasion they use ‘x’ to refer to y. Now imagine that it is on this tenth occasion of use that S* tries to acquire the name from S: to ascertain which practice S* is joining we need to know to which practice this tenth use belongs. On past evidence the answer is clearly that it belongs to a practice in which ‘x’ refers to x (thus what we have on the tenth occasion is an instance of speaker reference diverging from semantic reference); but what if S goes on to use ‘x’ on one hundred or one thousand more occasions to refer to y? In this case, it looks as if her tenth use of ‘x’ is the start of a practice in which ‘x’ refers to y. However since this is only determined by the future behaviour of S, there would seem to be no method by which S* could know, at the time at which she acquires the name from S, to which practice it belongs. It seems then that a certain loss of reflexivity of knowledge threatens: a speaker may know the meaning of an utterance of ‘Fx’ since they do in fact belong to a practice in which ‘x’ refers to x, but they can’t know that they know this meaning, since they can’t know that they belong to this practice. This lack of second-order knowledge might be expected given the externalist slant of Sainsbury’s knowledge condition and the well-rehearsed failure of first-person authority in other externalist approaches, but it is a feature of Sainsbury’s account which is not stressed and it is one which might cause an opponent to question how well Reference Without Referents fits with our intuitions about linguistic understanding.

Sainsbury is not the only theorist of recent times to find the idea of a semantics of referring terms freed from epistemic concerns about the nature of referents (questions of their general properties and even of their very existence) appealing.  However in Reference Without Referents this idea finds its most detailed and compelling exposition to date. Anyone with an interest in the fundamental questions of reference should read and learn from this book.
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