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DIALOGUE ABOUT REFERENCE 

Peter F. STRAWSON - Pavel CMOREJ 

CMOREJ, P: Professor Strawson, your work has long been o f  importance to 
those in the Slovak and Czech philosophical community interested in analytical phi­
losophy and, in the last few years, has also become known more generally. Seven 
years ago there appeared a Slovak translation o f  your seminal article "On Referring"; 
in 1997 the journal Organon F published the translation o f  your article "Individuals", 
and the same year saw the translation o f  your book Individuals which, since its publi­
cation in 1959, has become a classic (I cannot forbear from mentioning the fact that 
the translation o f  your Analysis and Metaphysics has been lying in the publishing 
house Archa awaiting publication for nearly two years). Our readers can thus become 
acquainted up to a point with your philosophical views, though those seeking a more 
complex and deeper understanding o f  your work cannot avoid going to works which 
have not yet been translated. One o f  your central concerns in the works which have 
been translated, particularly in "On Referring" and in the Individuals, is reference. 
Since both works have appeared a while ago, our readers would be interested in your 
present view o f  this topic. Reference was o f  interest to you also in some other articles 
in which you developed, and in certain details perhaps also modified, your original 
views. I would therefore like to ask you a few questions about reference, questions 
which might occur to some readers o f  your works published in Slovakia. 

STRAWSON, P.F: In my reply to your opening paragraph I would like to thank 
you for your choice o f  the very important and searching questions which you raise on 
the central issue o f  reference. Second, I would like to say that the answers to some o f  
your questions are implicit in some o f  my articles which may not yet be available to 
you. I have in mind particularly the articles "Direct Singular Reference: Intended 
Reference and Actual Reference", which first appeared in Wo Steht die analytische 
Philosophie Heute?, ed. L. Nagel and R. Heinrich, Wiener Reihe, 1986, and "Con­
cepts and Properties", which first appeared in The Philosophical Quarterly, (1987). 
Both these articles are reprinted in a collection o f  my papers, Entity and Identity, Ox­
ford 1997. 

CMOREJ, P: Perhaps I should begin by mentioning that the English expressions 
'refer to' and 'reference' do not have exact Slovak equivalents, which is why Slovak 
philosophical literature has imported the English terms. Our intuitions connected with 
these terms lack therefore the background which 'refer to' and 'reference' have in Eng­
lish. They were formed under the impact o f  various, often not easily identifiable, 
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views  and conceptions about reference, rather than in everyday use o f  these terms in 
the natural language. I mention this only because s o m e  o f  m y  questions might reflect 
the difference in the understanding o f  these terms. 

English-speaking philosophical literature uses the term 'reference' in several 
senses. In many contexts it means the object referred to by  the referring entity, that is, 
the object often called the referent o f  this entity. This use o f  the term 'reference' sel­
dom leads to misunderstanding: the context makes it usually clear that the author has 
in mind the referent o f  the referring entity. This  sense o f  the word 'reference' can be  
ignored for the present purposes and in place o f  'reference' w e  can consistently use 
'referent'. 

'Reference', however,  has also s o m e  further meanings which are not only more 
important but also more interesting. In your work, 'reference' seems  most often to  
mean a certain act performed or made by  a speaker. Since what is under consideration 
here is  an act performed by  a speaker, I assume that you  have in mind a speech act. In 
what w a y  does  this act differ from other speech acts? Would y o u  consider every act o f  
referring to  b e  a speech act performed in the presence o f  another person or audience? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: I agree that the term 'reference' is  sometimes used for the  ob­
ject and sometimes for the  act o f  reference. T h e  act may b e  performed by  a writer as 
well  as by a speaker and is  normally audience-directed, though the audience need not 
be  present t o  the performer o f  the act at the time o f  its performance. I say 'normally' 
audience-directed because o f  the case o f  soliloquy and private diary writing: Though 
o n e  could also say that these are limiting cases o f  audience-direction where the audi­
ence is the performer himself. 

CMOREJ, P: D o  y o u  take reference to  be  an intentional act directed at a referent 
o f  the used linguistic expression? What i f  the speaker does  not know which particular 
object is the referent o f  the description? T o  what object is then his intentional act 
directed? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: Provided that there exists, and is known or believed by  the 
speaker to exist, just  o n e  object or person t o  which the speaker's definite description 
as used in the circumstances uniquely applies, then the speaker's intentional act is di­
rected to that object or person, whatever or whoever  it or  he  may b e  even  i f  the 
speaker possesses  n o  other identifying knowledge o f  the object or person in question. 
If there is just  such an object or person (i.e. o n e  to  which the description in the cir­
cumstances uniquely applies), but the speaker neither knows nor bel ieves  there is, 
then the speaker performs n o  intentional act o f  reference at all, unless he  thinks his  
audience will  interpret him as  using the description to refer to  some other object or 
person to which he does  indeed intend to refer; in that case, his intended act o f  refe­
rence is directed to that other object or person. 
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CMOREJ, P: T h e  expression 'reference' is  often used to point t o  a certain rela­
tion between the referring entities and the referents, or perhaps t o  s o m e  other entities. 
I assume that y o u  wil l  not have objections t o  such relational understanding o f  refe­
rence. For it seems to m e  to be  required by the logical analysis o f  the statements o f  the 
form 'X refers to an entity E' (here it seems reasonable to  assume that other entities 
- such as time, states o f  affairs, the context in which the term is  used, etc. - also enter 
this relation, but this may be  left aside here). With respect to  relational understanding 
o f  reference there appears the question as  to  which entities are doing the referring. A s  
I already suggested, in your article "On Referring" y o u  explicitly express the v i e w  that 
the referring entities are persons. 

But referring entities are often taken to be  linguistic expressions. Indeed, m y  im­
pression is that this may even  be  the dominant position in contemporary literature. 
Your work too  contains formulations which suggest that y o u  consider also linguistic 
expression to be referring entities, though I feel that this is reference in s o m e  secon­
dary, derived, sense. In the above mentioned article y o u  objected against reference by  
linguistic expressions when  y o u  argued that '"mentioning" or "referring", is  not 
something an expression does; it is something that someone  can use  an expression to 
do. Mentioning, or referring to, something i s  a characteristic o f  a use  o f  an expres­
sion1. D o e s  this remain your present standpoint? D o e s  it not seem to y o u  that beside 
this understanding o f  reference, according to which it is  persons w h o  refer, w e  might 
also need a notion o f  a referential relation where linguistic expressions feature as  the 
referring entities? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: Viz .  the answer to  the next question. 

CMOREJ, P: Let m e  please g ive  a reason for asking that last question. Let's as­
sume that D is a description which describes a person P, e.g.  the wel l -known K. D o n -
nellan's description 'the man drinking a martini'. K.  Donnellan wrote that 'in the 
referential use o f  a definite description w e  may succeed in picking out a person or  a 
thing to ask a question about even  though he  or it does  not really fit the description'. 
Though I have not c o m e  across reference o f  this kind in your work, ye t  i f  it is  persons 
w h o  refer, then it seems  to m e  that w e  have to take it into account. That means that a 
person may, by means o f  D ,  refer to  a person P, w h o  fits the description D ,  as well  as  
to o n e  w h o  does  not fit it, e.g.  a person w h o  is not drinking a martini but s o m e  other 
drink. Might this not constitute a sufficient reason for introducing a referential rela­
tion between linguistic expressions and objects which correspond to them? Is this not 
required by the need to distinguish the case where a person refers to  the same object 
as the used linguistic expression from the case  when  he  is  referring to  an object other 
than this expression? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: I take the last t w o  questions together. I assume the relevant 
expression used to be  a definite description and call it 'the expression' and its user 
I shall call 'the speaker'. In a particular case  in which (a) the expression is used by  the 
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speaker with the intention o f  referring to a particular object and (b) the expression 
correctly applies to the object and (c) the audience correctly identifies the intended 
object, w e  have a fully successful and satisfactory case o f  identifying reference and 
both the speaker and the expression may correctly be said to refer to the object in 
question. In a case in which condition (a) and (c) are satisfied but condition (b) is not, 
it may still be correct to say that the speaker and that the expression as used in those 
circumstances both refer to the object in question; though it may be as well to add that 
though the expression in question was used by the speaker to refer to the object in 
question, the expression itself does not really refer to that object in the circumstances, 
but, if to any at all, then to some other. 

CMOREJ, P: Since 1 cannot but agree with your claim that 'the expression itself 
does not refer to anything' ("On Referring"; I'm not sure, however, that this applies to 
all expressions, e.g. mathematical ones), it must be added that this relation depends 
also on time, states o f  affairs, context and other factors, and so  is not a relation consti­
tuted solely by expressions on the one side and objects corresponding to them on the 
other. It is not the expression as such which is referring, but expression in such and 
such a time, states o f  affairs, context, etc. This reference is not a binary relation be­
tween expressions and their referents, but between expressions, states o f  affairs or 
possible worlds, moments o f  time, etc. on the one hand, and referents on the other. 
The expression 'The American President' itself does not refer to anything: its referent 
depends also on the states o f  affairs, time and perhaps other factors. 

A relational construal o f  the expression 'reference' is therefore at least ambigu­
ous: according to one o f  its meanings it is people who refer; according to another it is 
(some) linguistic expressions. There is a close relation between these two senses o f  
reference: we usually employ the description D to refer to an object which D refers to 
at the time o f  its use; this fact explains, and up to a point also justifies, the use o f  same 
term 'reference' in both cases. In this context there appears the question regarding the 
relation between these two notions. D o  you consider these are two independent no­
tions or do you think that reference by expressions is derived from reference by per­
sons, so that the former might be determined by means o f  the latter? What would such 
determining look like? 

STRAWSON, P.F: (First, with your parenthetical point about e.g. mathematical 
expressions and perhaps some other designations o f  abstract objects, I am inclined to 
agree: their reference, in a given language or system may stand constant independent­
ly o f  circumstances o f  use). On the major point about the relation, in ordinary cases, 
between reference by persons and reference by expressions: a person P in circum­
stances C refers to an object O by the use o f  an expression D; and the expression D, as 
used by P in C, also refers to O. The two notions o f  reference are certainly not inde­
pendent o f  each other, but neither does it seem to me that either is determined by the 
other. Rather they are mutually dependent and co-equal in standing. 



DIALOGUE ABOUT REFERENCE 3 9 9  

CMOREJ, P: In the case o f  reference by persons it is not clear to me whether the 
person using the description D can refer to an object O only when he knows that O is 
the referent o f  D, or whether he can refer to it also when he lacks that knowledge, 
though he knows that there exists exactly one object fitting the description D. In your 
Individuals you wrote 'that in order for an identifying reference to a particular to be 
made, there must be some true empirical proposition known, in some not too exacting 
sense o f  this word, to the speaker, to the effect that there is just one particular which 
answers to a certain description' (p. 183). This, however, does not as yet entail that the 
speaker must know the referent o f  the description D, that is, that he must know who or 
what is its referent. For example when we hear someone singing in the adjoining 
room, we shall know that the expression 'The person who is singing in the adjoining 
room' is true, but w e  do not have to know what particular person it is (I assume that 
we know that there is only one person in the room and that the room does not contain 
some machinery broadcasting or reproducing singing). 

To take another example concerning the same problem. Does a person refer to 
the President o f  the U S A  if he 'knows' that the U S A  have only one President, and 
claims that 'The President o f  the USA is a Democrat', yet does not know that the 
President o f  the U S A  right now is Bill Clinton? And is one referring to him if one 
takes for the President o f  the USA a person who is not so? We could formulate the 
problem in the following way: let's assume that a person X knows while a person Y 
does not know, that Bill Clinton is the President o f  the U S A  and that they both use the 
given sentence at the same time. Can we then say that they are both referring to Bill 
Clinton? And could we say this even if the person believes that the President o f  the 
USA is someone else? 

STRAWSON, P.F: Part o f  my answer to this question is already given in the 
answer to your third question. If the speaker knows there is just one person who cur­
rently fits the description, then he is referring to that person, even if he has no other 
identifying knowledge o f  him. Thus both X and Y in your second example are refer­
ring to Bill Clinton except in the case where Y thinks the President is someone else o f  
whom he knows. In that case a person Y can be said to be referring in intention to that 
other person, although it may or must be added that, in the circumstances, the expres­
sion he uses really refers to Bill Clinton. 

CMOREJ, P: Some descriptions describe objects which either no longer exist or 
don't yet exist, e.g. 'the first President o f  the USA', or 'The last Pope elected in the 
21st century'. To whom does a speaker who uses such a description refer? Given that 
the first o f  the given descriptions does not satisfy the existence requirement, a speaker 
who says today 'The first President o f  the USA was murdered' speaks neither truly nor 
falsely - something which a historian would, presumably, be less than happy with. The 
referent of the second description presumably does not exist yet; this implies that the 
prediction 'The last Pope elected in the 21st century will be an Arab' also lacks truth-
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value, which in turn might distress a prognostician. Or can w e  say that the referents o f  
these descriptions d o  nevertheless exist  in some way? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: The  circumstances that the object which uniquely fits the de­
scription no longer exists makes n o  difference at all to  the genuineness o f  the refe­
rence. Thus the speaker w h o  says 'The first President o f  the U S A  w a s  murdered' refers 
to  Washington and he  says something false. T h e  speaker w h o  says 'The French Em­
peror w h o  w a s  defeated at Waterloo died o n  St. Helena' refers t o  Napoleon and says 
something true. The  case o f  a description for which there does  not yet  exist, though 
there may in the future exist, an individual which uniquely fits it is  different. T h e  
speaker, to  use Donnellan's terms, does  not make a referential, but an attributive or  
hypothetical, use o f  the description. Thus, in your example, 'Whoever turns out to  b e  
the last Pope elected in the 21s t  century ...'. Or, in the case o f  a man w h o  hopes  for 
children but as yet  has none  and says 'My son will  fo l low in my footsteps' he  is saying 
'If I have a son, h e  will  etc.'. 

CMOREJ, P: I have already asked you  the question t o  what object the inten­
tional act o f  reference is  directed when  the person using the description D d o e s  not 
know which particular object is  being described by  this description, though he  knows 
that there exists precisely o n e  object fitting the description D.  Could not this object be  
the sense or the intension o f  the description D (I have here in mind Frege's sense or  its 
explicatum in intensional semantics, or something similar)? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: It fo l lows  from m y  answer to your third and seventh ques­
tions that m y  answer to this question must be: N o ,  the object o f  the act o f  reference is  
the object the description f its  and not the sense o f  the expression. 

CMOREJ, P: Let's turn n o w  to the reference o f  certain categories o f  expressions. 
In your works, at least those accessible to  me, you  are concerned primarily with refe­
rence o f  expressions which take the place o f  the subject in subject-predicate state­
ments o f  the form F(x). Y o u  seemed less concerned with statments o f  the form G(x,, . . ,  
xn) in which G is an n-argument predicate. If I understood you correctly, any argument 
a, o f  the predicate G in the statement G ( a , , . ,  an) refers to  the same object as in the sub-
ject-predicate statement P ^ ) .  I am, however, uncertain whether this is the case also 
when G is an intensional predicate, such as e.g.  the expression 'to think o f .  For the 
truth o f  the statement 'X is thinking o f  D : ,  where D is  a description o f  a certain object, 
does  not seem to depend o n  whether D satisfies the requirement o f  existence and 
uniqueness. W e  can think o f  the president o f  a country which at the moment happens 
to be  without a president. Doesn't this possibility have an effect o n  the reference o f  
the expression D in the above statement? A n d  would it not, in this case, b e  more sui­
table to  take sense, perhaps intension o f  the description D ,  as  the referent o f  D ?  
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STRAWSON, P.F: 'Thinking o f .  Consider 'I am thinking o f  the King o f  France1. 
Uttered in the context o f  a historical discussion, this might be a true remark, the de­
scription being used perhaps to refer to Louis XIV. Taken out o f  any such context and 
uttered today, no reference is made by its use; the remark, however, does not lack 
a truth-value, but is simply false (see my "Identifying Reference and Truth Values") 
unless uttered by some old-fashioned royalist who believes, o f  someone X, that X is 
by right o f  descent, the true King o f  France; in which case the reference is made to X ,  
and the remark is true. 

CMOREJ, P: A similar possibility seems to arise when a statement o f  the form 
F(X) or Q(x,, ., x j  is within the scope o f  some modal operator or some propositional 
attitude expression. What, e.g. does the description 'The President o f  the USA1 refer to 
in the statement 'It's possible that the President o f  the U S A  is a Republican', or in the 
statement 'X believes that the President o f  the U S A  is a Republican'? Does there seem 
to you to be any point in thinking about reference o f  such expressions in contexts o f  
this kind? 

STRAWSON, P.F: Viz. my answer to the following question. 

CMOREJ, P: The answer to the last three questions depends evidently also on 
whether one accepts the principle according to which the staement S' obtained from 
the statement S by means o f  replacing the referring expression D by expression D' 
which refers to the same object as does D, has the same truth-value as the statement S. 
What is your view o f  this principle? In this connection there also emerges the ques­
tion whether the referent o f  a compound expression is unequivocally determined by 
the referents o f  its constituents. 

STRAWSON, P.F: Here we enter the tricky area o f  modal or propositional atti­
tude contexts. I shall say that when an expression D is used directly or purely referen-
tially in such a context, then the replacement o f  D by another expression having the 
same reference as D does preserve the truth-value o f  the original statement. In these 
cases the principle o f  substitutability o f  co-referential expressions salva veritate holds 
good. But o f  course an expression D in such a context is often not used in this way as 
illustrated in the two examples in your question 11. The question o f  the reference here 
does not normally arise; though it is perhaps worthwhile adding that there might be 
someone X acquainted with recent gossip but profoundly stupid or ignorant o f  Ameri­
can politics o f  whom it could truthfully be said using the expression 'the President o f  
the United States' purely referentially, that X believes that the president o f  the United 
States (i.e. Clinton) is a Republican. So both types o f  use occur; and examples o f  both 
can readily be devised. 

CMOREJ, P: Your conception o f  individuals is very tolerant and, in the good 
sense of the word, broad. In your article "Individuals" you wrote: 'So an individual is 
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anything which exists which is, in principle, an identifiable object o f  singular refe­
rence'. Can this be  understood s o  that truth values too  are individuals? Are they not 
being referred to by  the arguments o f  the predicate 'the same' which appears in the 
proposition 'The truth-value o f  the proposition that the president o f  the U S A  is  
a Democrat is  the same as  the value o f  the proposition that Bil l  Clinton is  a D e m o ­
crat'? In this connection I cannot help asking whether propositions too refer and 
whether their referents are, as  in Frege, the truth-values. 

STRAWSON,  P.F: The  answer t o  the first part o f  your question is 'Yes'. T h e  
truth-value o f  a proposition may indeed by an identifiable object o f  singular reference 
and hence an individual, as  in the case  o f  your cited proposition. But  saying this g ives  
m e  n o  reason for agreeing with Frege that propositions refer and have truth-values as 
their reference; and I s ee  n o  valid independent reason for accepting this. 

CMOREJ, P: N o w  I would like to  ask a f e w  questions concerning reference to  
universals. Every universal can figure as an object o f  a singular identifying reference. 
What is unclear to  me, however,  is  whether universals are being referred t o  also by  
expressions which occur in predicates. The  position taken by y o u  in your article "In­
dividuals" seems somewhat equivocal. For there you  first offer the suggestion to con­
sider as expressions designating or  standing for universals also adjectives, common 
nouns and verb-stems which occur in predicates. Later, however you  cast doubt o n  
this. At  o n e  place y o u  write that 'singular reference to  universals can (perhaps) 
properly be  held to  be  effected, not only by  grammatically singular reference sub­
stantival or noun-like expressions in subject positions, but equally by adjectives, c o m ­
mon nouns or verb-stems figuring as  parts o f  predicate-expressions'; yet  a f e w  lines 
later you  cast doubt o n  this by presenting it as a 'controversial contention'. Here y o u  
are appealing to  the philosophical tradition which 'interprets the notion o f  being an 
object o f  reference in such a w a y  as  to  rule out the idea that a universal figures as  an 
object o f  reference when it is  expressed by  an adjective, a common noun or a verb-
stem occurring as a mere part o f  a predicate expression'. Is this tradition your only 
reason for later doubting the original suggestion? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: Viz .  the answer to the next question. 

CMOREJ, P: Might this tradition not b e  rendered doubtful by  arguments such 
as: 

Wisdom is a rare quality 
Socrates is  w i s e  

Socrates has a rare quality ? 
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This argument seems intuitively valid. Will it, however,  remain valid even when  
one  o f  the expression -'wisdom', 'wise' - d o  not refer to  wisdom? Can the intuitive 
validity o f  such arguments be  preserved unless both expressions refer to  the same 
thing or at least are s o  connected that the noun expression 'wisdom' refers to  the pro­
perty and the adjective 'wise' to  the extension o f  this property? In favour o f  reference 
w e  can also mention the fact that the second premise could be  formulated as: 'Socrates 
has the property o f  being wise' (I assume that the expressions 'the property o f  being 
wise' and 'wisdom' have not only the same referent but also the same meaning). 

STRAWSON,  P.F: I still adhere to the suggestion made in "Individuals" (and in 
the article "Concepts and Properties" referred to at m y  first answer) that singular re­
ference to universals can be  effected by adjectives etc. occurring as  parts o f  predicate 
expressions. I call this contention 'controversial' not because I doubt it myself ,  but be­
cause I suspect that many other philosophers would  find it difficult to  accept because 
it runs counter to established tradition. S o  I thoroughly endorse the implicit argument 
against that tradition in your fo l lowing paragraph; and would insist that reference is  to  
the universal itself and not to  its extension. 

CMOREJ, P: W e  run across the same problem with individual descriptions. 
D o e s  e.g. the description 'the President o f  the USA'  which occurs in the predicate 'is 
married to  the President o f  the USA'  lose its referential character? Or does  it retain 
this character merely because the expression 'is married to' can be  regarded as  
a two-argument predicate, and the expression 'the President o f  the USA'  is its second 
argument? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: In 'N is  married to  the President o f  the USA'  both nominal 
expressions are referential and 'is married to' is a two-place predicate with t w o  argu­
ment places. 

CMOREJ, P: I f  w e  use Carnap's terminology from Meaning and Necessity, w e  
can say that an individual description D refers in the statement 'D is P' to  its extension 
(the described individual), and the general term G in the statement 'G is S' to  its inten­
sion (property). Unless  I am mistaken, the theory you  later characterise as controver­
sial also takes adjectives, common nouns and verb-stems qua parts o f  predi­
cate-expressions to refer to their intension. There thus seems  to be  a certain asym­
metry and this compels  m e  to ask a question which, from your standpoint may s e e m  
strange, perhaps even incomprehensible, and which occurs to  m e  perhaps only be­
cause m y  intuitions regarding 'refer to' and 'reference' may not have the natural lan­
guage background which yours have (I've mentioned this in m y  second question). 
Namely: Why does  the general term not refer either as a subject or as part o f  the 
predicate-expression to its extension? D o e s  not the difference between the form o f  the 
general term in the subject ('wisdom') and its form in the predicate ('wise') point to  the 
possibility o f  a different interpretation o f  their reference? W h y  should we,  without 
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further investigation, reject a conception according t o  which the general term occur­
ring in the predicate does  not refer to  property (or relation) as  such, but to  its exten­
sion? Or are y o u  o f  the opinion that only expressions o f  the form 'the class o f  -(e)s' (as 
e.g. the expression 'the class  o f  philosophers') can refer to  the extension o f  general 
terms? D o  these expressions refer to  sets? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: O f  course reference to  particulars and reference to  universals 
are different in that their objects are o f  different categories. But there is n o  other 
asymmetry. When, making a singular reference to  a particular man, I say 'the man 
speaking n o w  is clever1, I attribute the individual universal cleverness to  the indivi­
dual particular man w h o  in the circumstances fits the description. The  particular man 
referred to is not the  extension o f  the phrase, or, o f  course, its intension. When w e  are 
discussing a particular use o f  such a descriptive phrase, it makes n o  sense to  ask either 
for that use's intention or  extension. T h e  phrase itself may indeed have both: an inten­
sion (i.e. sense)  and, more dubiously an extension (i.e. perhaps all men speaking any­
where at the moment o f  utterance). S o  I question there being any asymmetry involved 
in the 'controversial' v i ew  except that between reference to  a particular o n  the o n e  
hand and reference to  the universal on the other. 

CMOREJ, P: In your analysis o f  singular statements 'S is P' y o u  pick out the 
copula 'is' as an indispensable constituent o f  the predicate 'is P', which does  not stand 
for anything, does  not refer to  anything, though y o u  allow, at least within the contro­
versial theory, that the expression 'P' does.  Would you  analyse in the same w a y  also 
statements o f  the form 'G(x,, x2, ., x j ' ?  What is  the predicate o f  this statement? Is it 
the expression 'are in the relation'? 

D o e s  the copula 'is' occur also in statements such as 'Bill Clinton is  an element 
o f  the class o f  Americans', or is there in this case instead o f  the copula an expression 
for a class membership? 

STRAWSON,  P.F: First, relational statements in general. Take 'Othello loves  
Desdemona'. Here are three references: to the two  particular s O and D ,  an ordered 
pair, and to the relational universal signified by  the verb-stem 'love', the non-re­
ferential copulating function being performed in this case by the finite form o f  the 
verb. 

N o w ,  the particular case o f  class membership: 'Clinton is  a member o f  the class 
o f  Americans'. Here again there are three references: t o  Clinton, to  the class o f  Ameri­
cans and to the relational universal o f  class-membership, the copula performing its 
usual non-referential function. 

CMOREJ, P: Nearly half a century has passed since the publication o f  your ar­
ticle "On Referring". Your criticism o f  Russell's theory o f  descriptions has been ex ­
tremely influential and stimulating and has for five decades marked the development 
o f  the theory o f  description and meaning, not the least because in that article y o u  in­
troduced and applied several important concepts and nuanced distinctions which were 
completely n e w  and cast a different light o n  the entire topic o f  reference. I have n o  
doubt that y o u  were justified in criticising Russell o n  the grounds that his theory 
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ignores  t h e  w a y  descr ip t ions  a re  u sed  i n  natural  language.  Desp i t e  that ,  however ,  
I canno t  resist t h e  impress ion tha t  t h e  cont roversy  be tween y o u  a n d  Russe l l  w a s  partly 
d u e  to  a certain misunders tanding.  S ince  t h e  everyday  not ion  o f  re fe rence  o r  deno ta ­
t ion is nei ther  unequivoca l  n o r  suff ic ient ly  sharp ,  it can  b e  expl icated in d i f fe ren t  
ways.  T h e  result  o f  t h e  expl icat ion d e p e n d s  part ly o n  o u r  intui t ions connec ted  wi th  
the  u s e s  o f  t h e  expl icands ,  part ly a lso  o n  t h e  a i m  w e  pur sue  in t h e  expl icat ion.  

It seems  t o  m e  tha t  Russe l l  w a s  n o t  part icularly interested o r  worr ied  b y  t h e  o rd i ­
nary mean ing  a n d  u s e  o f  t h e  express ion ' reference'  a n d  'denotat ion' .  In  h i s  expl icat ion 
o f  t h e  intuit ive no t ion  o f  re fe rence  h e  w a s  a iming  f o r  a concept ion  accord ing  t o  w h i c h  
the  referent  o f  t h e  express ion  is  t h e  ob jec t  w h ic h  is a l ready fu l ly  g iven  b y  t h e  m e a n i n g  
o f  t h e  expression,  s o  tha t  its identif icat ion requi res  n o  empir ical  procedures ,  such  a s  
a r e  needed,  fo r  example ,  w h e n  w e  wish  t o  f i n d  o u t  w h o  o r  w h a t  is t h e  re ferent  o f  
s o m e  empirical  descript ion.  In  h i s  semant ics  h e  appl ied  t h e  pr inciple  o f  acqua in tance  
with a n  af f i rmed propos i t ion  a n d  with its sub jec t  matter ,  i.e. wi th  w h a t  t h e  propos i t ion  
speaks  of.  In t he  case  o f  descr ipt ions  w e  o f t en  lack th is  acquain tance  with t h e  re ferent  
and  th is  migh t  a lso  h a v e  b e e n  o n e  o f  t h e  reasons  w h y  Russe l l  den ied  t h e m  a re fe ren­
tial character.  H i s  not ion  o f  re fe rence  h a s  t h u s  a purely  logico-semant ic ,  non-empi r i -
cal,  character.  H a d  Russel l  n o t  den ied  descr ip t ions  the i r  referential  character ,  t h e  
pr inciple  o f  acqua in tance  w o u l d  h a v e  compel l ed  h i m  t o  declare  sense  o r  s o m e  such  
entit ies a s  referents  o f  empir ical  descr ip t ions  ( someth ing  h e  could  n o t  d o  bo th  because  
o f  h i s  d isagreement  w i th  Frege 's  semant ics  a n d  because  o f  h i s  k n o w n  ' robust  sense  o f  
reality'). 

Y o u r  approach ,  however ,  w a s  very  di f ferent .  Y o u  were ,  it s eems  t o  m e ,  pr imari ly  
concerned that  y o u r  concep t  o f  re fe rence  should  cor respond a s  m u c h  a s  poss ib le  t o  i ts  
ordinary unders tanding  a n d  use.  T h e  resul t  o f  y o u r  approach  w a s  a n  empir ical ly  p rag­
mat ic  concept  o f  reference,  w h ic h  undoub ted ly  provided  a m o r e  adequa te  render ing  o f  
t he  intuitive concep t  o f  re fe rence  than  d o e s  Russell 's .  B y  'empirical  character '  o f  y o u t  
concept  o f  reference  I m e a n  t h e  f ac t  t ha t  t h e  re ferent  o f  m a n y  express ions  ca n  b e  d e ­
termined only  a f te r  w e  carry o u t  certain empir ical  p rocedures  ( somet imes  it i s  su f f i ­
cient  t o  look a t  t h e  objec t ,  somet imes  a d e m a n d i n g  a n d  compl ica ted  exper iment  is  
needed) .  I f  I a m  n o t  mis taken,  Russel l  rejected th i s  unders tanding  o f  re fe rence  b e ­
cause  in h i s  semant ics  h e  leans  o n  t h e  pr inciple  o f  acquain tance  wi th  w h a t  w e  speak  
o f  o r  about .  S o  it s e e m s  t o  m e  that  the re  m a y  h a v e  ar isen a misunders tand ing  be tween  
y o u  and  Russel l  d u e  t o  t h e  f ac t  tha t  e a c h  o f  y o u  unders tood  b y  re fe rence  some th ing  
dif ferent  and  that  y o u r  expl icat ion o f  t he  concep t  o f  re fe rence  w a s  pursu ing  a d i f fe ren t  
goal .  H o w  d o  y o u  s e e  this,  a f t e r  near ly  5 0  years  s ince  t h e  publ ica t ion o f  y o u r  art icle 
"On  Referr ing"?  D o e s  it n o t  s e e m  t o  y o u  tha t  Russell 's ,  o r  a Russel lean,  unders tand ing  
o f  reference  h a s  a lso  its jus t i f ica t ion  a n d  tha t  it, in a certain sense,  complemen t s  y o u r  
unders tanding?  O r  d o  these  t w o  concep t s  s e e m  t o  y o u  incompat ib le?  

S T R A W S O N ,  P .F :  I a g r e e  ent irely tha t  Russel l  a n d  I h a d  qu i t e  d i f fe ren t  interests 
and  object ives,  s o  t ha t  in a s ense  o u r  v i e w s  s imply  passed  each  o the r  by .  M y  o w n  in­
terest  w a s  akin  t o  tha t  o f  t h e  theoret ical  l inguist  in tha t  I w a s  concerned  wi th  t h e  issue 
o f  h o w  the  var ious  types  o f  express ion in ques t ion  (s ingular  def in i te  descr ipt ions,  
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proper  n a m e s  etc.)  w e r e  actual ly  used  a n d  unders tood  in t h e  ord inary  bus iness  o f  l in­
guis t ic  communica t ion ;  a n d  I held ,  a n d  still ho ld ,  tha t  i f  Russel l ' s  v i e w s  a re  s een  a s  a n  
a t tempt  t o  c lar i fy  th is  issue,  then  t h e y  a r e  mistaken.  But ,  a s  a lready conceded ,  Russe l l  
w a s  n o t  in t h e  least  concerned  t o  g i v e  a realist ic accoun t  o f  t h e  actual  u s e  o f  t h e  e x ­
press ions  in ques t ion .  H e  h a d  a l together  o the r  theoret ical  a i m s  a n d  purposes ,  in p u r ­
suit o f  w h i c h  h e  p roduc e d  a t heo ry  w h o s e  e legance  p rompted  R a m s e y  t o  call  it ' a  
paradigm o f  phi losophy '  a n d  r ema ins  t o  c o m m a n d  t h e  admirat ion,  if  n o t  t h e  assent ,  o f  
u s  all. 

C M O R E J ,  P :  In  h i s  Speech Acts J .R.  Sear le  con t inues  wi thin  t h e  f r amework  o f  
your  theory  o f  re ference  (in t h e  chapter  o n  re ference  h e  wri tes  tha t  h i s  theory  'is in t he  
tradition tha t  beg ins  w i th  F r e g e  a n d  con t inues  in St rawson 's  Individuals') . D o  y o u  
think that  h i s  theory  is deve loped  within  y o u r  intent ions o r  h a v e  y o u r  s o m e  f u n d a ­
mental  ob jec t ions  t o  it? I a m  he re  concerned  on ly  wi th  h i s  theory  o f  reference ,  n o t  
with h i s  account  o f  t h e  theory  o f  predicat ion w h e r e  - p resumably  o w i n g  t o  h i s  lea­
n ings  towards  nomina l i sm - h e  expresses  h i s  d i sagreement  w i th  y o u r  t e rm  theory  o f  
predicat ion.  

S T R A W S O N ,  P .F :  Viz .  t h e  answer  t o  t h e  fo l lowing  ques t ion .  

C M O R E J ,  P :  M y  last ques t ion  h a s  pe rhaps  a s om e w ha t  journa l i s t i c  f lavour ,  f o r  
which  I wou ld  like t o  apo log ise  in advance :  W h a t  is y o u r  v i ew  o f  today 's  theory  o r  
theories  o f  re ference?  

S T R A W S O N ,  P .F :  I a m  del ighted t o  obse rve  tha t  J o h n  Sear le  a n d  m a y  o the r s  
con t inue  t o  v i e w  t h e  top ic  o f  re fe rence  a s  a sub jec t  f o r  l ively debate ;  b u t  s ince  I h a v e  
said,  in a variety o f  places ,  m o s t  o f  w h a t  I h a v e  t o  say, a t  least  f o r  t h e  t i m e  be ing ,  o n  
t h e  subject ,  I shal l  fo rbear ,  wi th  y o u r  permiss ion from c o m m e n t  o n  m o r e  recent  
d iscuss ion.  

C M O R E J ,  P :  P ro fe s so r  St rawson,  a l low m e  t o  express  m y  apprecia t ion o f  y o u r  
wil l ingness  t o  e n g a g e  wi th  m e  in th is  d ia logue  and ,  in t h e  n a m e  o f  t h e  readers  o f  Or­
ganon F, t o  thank  y o u  s incerely f o r  y o u r  answers .  

S T R A W S O N ,  P .F :  Finally,  1 should  like bo th  t o  t h a n k  y o u  o n c e  m o r e  f o r  y o u r  
quest ions,  a n d  t o  a d d  tha t  I a m  on ly  t o o  aware  tha t  s o m e  a t  least o f  m y  answers  a r e  
disputable ,  a n d  all m a y  ra ise  ye t  fu r the r  quest ions .  B u t  such  is  t h e  na tu re  o f  o u r  
discipline.  
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