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It takes two to make a reference
David Lewis



Language and logic

Strawson 1950: 

“Neither Aristotelian nor Russellian rules 
give the exact logic of any expression of 
ordinary language; for ordinary language 
has no exact logic.”
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Russell 1957:

“I may say, to begin with, that I am totally 
unable to see any validity whatever in any of 
Mr. Strawson’s arguments. … I agree, 
however, with Mr. Strawson’s statement that 
ordinary language has no exact logic.”



Formal semantics

Montague 1968: 

“I therefore sat down one day and 
proceeded to do something that I previously 
regarded, and continue to regard, as both 
rather easy and not very important – that is, 
to analyze ordinary language.”
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• Ordinary language is interpreted as a formal one

– Montague 1970 & 1973

– Sentence meaning is its truth conditions

– Communicative aspect of the sentence is ignored

– Even pragmatists often ignore the hearer



Reference

• Relation between a linguistic expression and an 
object of the real world (its referent)

• Referential expressions:

– Proper names

– Definite descriptions

– Indexicals (personal and demonstrative pronouns)

• Questions:

– Are there referential expressions and which ones?

– How the relation is established between an expression and 
its referent? Is it the same mechanism or different?
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Reference puzzles

• Proper names (Frege 1892)

– Hesperus is Phosphorus

– Sherlock Holmes lived on Baker Street

• Definite descriptions

– The present king of France is bald (Russell 1905)

– The man drinking martini is happy tonight (Donnellan 
1966)

• Indexicals:

– That is a picture of one of the greatest philosophers of the 
twentieth century (Kaplan 1978)
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Communication

• Referential expressions

– Which role do they play in communication?

• Communication is a primary and main function of 
language

– Information transmission from the speaker to the hearer

– Not the evaluation of the truth of the sentence
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Information transmission

update employees

set salary = 50000

where name = ‘Ivanov’

[where id = 2837]
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• New information should be linked to the old one:

Ivanov’s salary is 50 000 rub.

– Truth evaluation?



Linguistic communication

• Referential expression serves to find a mental 
representation of the object in the
hearer’s mind

– Truth evaluation?
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x

name (x, ‘Ivanov’)

salary (x, 50000)

Ivanov’s salary is

50 000 rub.



File Change Semantics

• File of cards metaphor:

– “B’s task is to construct and update a file which, at any point 
in the conversation, contains all the information that A has 
conveyed up to that point” (Heim 1982:178)

• A card corresponds to a discourse referent

• The meaning of noun phrases is procedural

– “For every indefinite, start a new card; for every definite, 
update a suitable old card” (Heim 1982:179)

• Sentence meaning is a context change potential

– It the entire file, not a sentence, which has truth conditions
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Mental referents

• Another (better) name for discourse referents:

– “For example, I take it that the appearance of a goat 
changes the file” (Heim 1982:189)

• Activated (created, modified) when we:

– Perceive objects with our senses

– Perceive utterances of other people

– Infer new information through reasoning
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Eiffel Tower



Puzzle 1

• Hesperus is Phosphorus

• Interpretation:

– Find a mental referent named ‘Hesperus’

– Find a mental referent named ‘Phosphorus’

– Combine the two mental referents into one

• It is possible for mental referents that:

– Several mental referents correspond to one real referent

– One mental referent correspond to several real ones

– Mental referent does not correspond to a real one
• Including fictional characters
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Puzzle 2

• Sherlock Holmes lived on Baker Street

• Interpretation:

– Find a mental referent X named ‘Sherlock Holmes’

– Find a mental referent Y named ‘Baker Street’

– Add new information to them that X lived on Y

• Fictional characters:

– We have mental representations for them

– And referential expressions refer to those mental 
representations
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Puzzle 3

• The present king of France is bald

• Interpretation:

– Find a mental referent which stores that it is a present king of 
France

– Add new information to it that he is bald

• Presupposition failure:

– The second instruction cannot be performed since the first 
does not return any mental referent

– An attempt to repair fails since accommodation will lead to a 
contradiction

– Hence: Wait a minute, which kind of France?
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Puzzle 4

• The man drinking martini is happy tonight

• Interpretation:

– Find a mental referent which stores that it is a man drinking 
martini

– Add new information to it that he is happy

• Truth is irrelevant for the success of communication:

– What matters is the correspondence of the sentence to the 
hearer’s beliefs, not to the real world

– The hearer also believes that the man is drinking martini

– Hence the communication goes without problems
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Puzzle 5

• That is a picture of one of the greatest philosophers of 
the twentieth century

• Interpretation:

– Find a mental referent which corresponds to the portrait on 
which the speaker is pointing

– Add new information to it that he is one of the greatest 
philosophers of the twentieth century

• The truth cannot be evaluated without a hearer:

– Some will understand the speaker’s intentions, others won’t

– They will form different mental representations

– With different truth conditions
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Context

• Context is the mental state of the speaker and the 
hearer including:

– The speaker’s representation of the hearer’s state

– The hearer’s representation of the speaker’s state

• The speaker:

– Chooses such an expression so the hearer could identify the 
mental referent correctly

• The hearer:

– Reasons whom the speaker could mean in the current 
situation using such an expression
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Mechanisms of reference

• All referential expressions serve to find a mental 
referent

• The difference is in the context of the search pattern:

– Proper names contribute only the predicate
name(x, ‘Name’) (Kneale 1966, Geurts 1997)

– Pronouns – only gender, number, animacy or may be 
nothing

– Demonstratives appeal to perception:
“look where the speaker is pointing and use perceptual 
information to find a mental referent”
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Discourse Representation Theory

• Presupposition resolution (Van Der Sandt 1992) in
DRT (Kamp 1981)

– Referential expression produces a presupposition

– First a preliminary DRS is build, where presuppositions are 
not resolved yet

• That is, do not have they referents/antecedents

– Presupposition resolution consists in finding antecedents 
(mental referents) for them

– After the presuppositions are resolved we obtain a proper 
DRS, which represents a proposition, which can be 
evaluated for truth value
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Conclusions

• If reference is a mental phenomenon then

– Many reference puzzles are solved in very natural way or 
even dissolved (i.e. do not appear)

• Sentence is not a proposition

– It is sequence of instructions to create a proposition in the 
hearer’s mind

• Truth is irrelevant for the success of communication

– What matters is the correspondence of the sentence to the 
hearer’s beliefs, not to the real world
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Thank you!
Questions?
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