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THE VAGARIES OF REFERENCE

ELIOT MICHAELSON*

Evans (1973)’s Madagascar case and other cases like it have long been taken to repre-
sent a serious challenge for the Causal Theory of Names. The present essay answers
this challenge on behalf of the causal theorist. The key is to treat acts of uttering
names as events. Like other events, utterances of names sometimes turn out to have
features which only become clear in retrospect.

He walked with equipose, possibly in either city.
Schridinger’s pedestrian.
—China Miéville, The City and the City

1. Introduction

At roughly the same time, Donnellan (1970) and Kripke (1972) adumbrated
slight variants on a picture of names which has come to be known as the ‘Causal
Theory’. In schematic form, the view consists of two claims: (i) Millianism, or
the thesis that the meaning, or semantic value, of a name is exhausted by its
referent; and (ii) Causation, or the thesis that the referent of a name is deter-
mined by a chain of use meandering back to an original use of that name, typi-
cally involving a dubbing of an object with the relevant name. We'll spell out
the details more below. For now, what matters is this: while the Causal Theory
soon displaced Descriptivism as the dominant philosophical account of names,
worries remained. Perhaps the best known of these is Evans (1973)’s ‘Reference
Switching Objection”’—and, in particular, the Madagascar case he used to illus-
trate this worry. My aim here will be to introduce and defend a version of the
Causal Theory that can accommodate the Reference Switching Objection.
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2. The Causal Theory

As noted above, the Causal Theory is comprised of two distinct theses—one
semantic, the other metasemantic. To be clear, neither Kripke nor Donnel-
lan would have endorsed the theory in quite this form. Kripke (1972: 93), for
instance, explicitly denied offering a full-blown theory of how names refer, sug-
gesting instead that his aim was to sketch a “picture’.* Below, I will follow Evans
(1973) in treating the Causal Theory as a theory rather than a mere “picture’ —not
least because, if my arguments are correct, then that theory turns out to be far
more defensible than it has often been taken to be. Let us now turn to clarifying
the two theses which comprise the theory.>

The semantic thesis, Millianism, has it that the meaning, or semantic
value, of an utterance of a name is exhausted by its referent. In contrast,
certain descriptivists (i.e., those following in the line of Russell 1910) posit
that natural language names are essentially abbreviated definite descrip-
tions, and hence mean whatever those descriptions mean. Other descrip-
tivists (i.e., those in the tradition of Frege 1892/1997) hold that names have
both referents and another level of meaning as well, sense. Sense, combined
with certain worldly facts, determines reference. Millians deny both these
theses: for them, names are neither disguised definite descriptions nor are
they associated with a second level of meaning which helps determine their
reference.

This leaves us in need of an alternative explanation of how names get their
referents. For the causal theorist, this explanation runs not in terms of their
meaning, but rather in terms of their use: when we reflect on our practice of
using names, we quickly recognize that people introduce names by tagging

1. Kripke’s commitment to Millianism in his 1972 is also notoriously questionable (though see
his reflective comments in Kripke 1979). And recently some have argued that Donnellan rejected
Causation outright (cf. Bianchi & Bonanini 2014). My intent here is merely to offer a streamlined
account to work from, one which is often attributed to Kripke and Donnellan—not to take a stand
on any of these thorny exegetical issues.

2. While the Causal Theory is commonly attributed to Kripke and Donnellan in roughly the
form I have outlined, it is worth noting that another prominent causal theorist, namely Devitt, very
clearly rejects Millianism in favor of a non-descriptive version of Fregeanism (cf. Devitt 2015: 109).
I have elided this issue in the main text for simplicity’s sake. The Millian thesis is well-known and
helpful for illustrating the metasemantic issues we are concerned with, and the defense of Causa-
tion I offer is perfectly open to non-Millians like Devitt. I will return to Devitt's own defense of
Causation in more detail in §5.

3. Millians often talk as though it is the name itself that refers, as opposed to utterances of
the name. This, however, entails that no two people can bear the same name —since such sharing
would require the same name to bear more than one referent. See Kaplan (1990) for discussion. If
one is happy to accept this consequence, feel free to drop my qualification throughout.
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other people and things with them, then pass on those names to others, who in
turn pass them on to others, etc.

Causation builds on this observation by adding that, so long as there exists
a chain of uses tracing a path back to some point of origin—what we’ll call a
‘baptism’ —then the name in question refers to whatever was tagged with that
name at that point.# Importantly, according to the causal theorist, this relation
between name and referent will persist in spite of changes in spelling or pro-
nunciation, so long as an unbroken chain of passings-on leads back to a single
point of origin.

To illustrate: much to the amusement of my British colleagues, my parents
have a dog named ‘Randy’. When they first adopted Randy, he had no name. So
they gave him one. In calling Randy ‘Randy’, they thereby dubbed him as such.
Then they passed that name along to others, myself included. Now, one can
imagine the pronunciation or spelling of ‘Randy’ becoming corrupted. Perhaps
one day Randy will become famous on TikTok, but due to a typo will be known
to future generations as ‘Candy’. According to Causation, that doesn’t matter.
So long as there is a chain of use leading back from utterances of ‘Candy’ to my
parents’ original dubbing of Randy as ‘Randy’, these utterances will still refer to
Randy.

One final clarification: one might wonder what exactly is required for a lin-
guistic exchange to count as a ‘passing-on’ of a name. According to Kripke, this
requires the receiver, the person learning the name, to ‘intend when he learns it
to use it with the same reference as the man from whom he heard it’ (1972: 96).
Kripke then expands on this idea, claiming that ‘[i]f I hear the name “Napoleon”
and decide it would be a nice name for my pet aardvark, I do not satisfy this con-
dition” (1972: 96). In other words, simply hearing a name is not sufficient to load
it into one’s linguistic repertoire; one must take up the name with an intention to
preserve its reference.’ It is for this reason that Evans characterizes the Causal The-
ory as requiring not just chains of causally-connected uses, but more specifically
what he calls ‘reference-preserving links” (1973: 191). I will follow Evans in using
this term to indicate whatever more is required, beyond a mere causal connection,
for a name to be passed down in the right way from one speaker to the next.

4. Note that more will need to be said to account for both empty names and names which are
explicitly introduced as abbreviated descriptions. I will set these challenges to the side here, as my
aim here is not to muster a full defense of the Causal Theory but merely a defense of it from the
Reference Switching Objection.

5. This quote has sometimes been read as endorsing a requirement that: each time one uses
a name to refer, one must intend to use it with the same reference as the person from whom one
heard it. Whatever the merits of such a view, I very much doubt it should be attributed to Kripke
(1972). For discussion, see Devitt (2015: 115).
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3. The Reference Switching Objection
Evans (1973)’s Reference Switching Objection runs as follows:

(1) There are cases, both real and imagined, involving an unbroken chain of
reference-preserving links leading back from an utterance of ‘N’ to the
baptism of some person or thing O, as N, yet where this utterance in fact
refers to some other person or thing O.,.

(2) According to the Causal Theory, such cases should be impossible.

(3) Therefore, the Causal Theory is false.

I will not dispute the validity of this argument. This leaves open two possible
responses: either reject (1) or reject (2). I will reject (2).

Before turning to that, however, let us first review the central case Evans uses
to run his argument, the Madagascar case. Evans introduces this case via a quote
from Isaac Taylor’s Names and Their History (1898):

In the case of ‘Madagascar’ a hearsay report of Malay or Arab sailors
misunderstood by Marco Polo. . . has had the effect of transferring a cor-
rupt form of the name of a portion of the African mainland to the great
African Island. (Quoted at Evans 1973: 196)

As Burgess (2014) points out, this quote is rather compressed and, as such, is
apt to mislead with respect to the full, rather complicated, story of the name
‘Madagascar’. Rather than getting into all that, I will focus on a slightly-fiction-
alized version of the case—one that is simpler than the actual story yet equally
problematic for the Causal Theory.

Start by supposing that the name ‘Madagascar’ was introduced, and then
subsequently used up to the 13th century, solely to refer to a part of the Afri-
can mainland. Now suppose that, sometime during his travels, Polo hears this
name and takes it into his vocabulary in much the way that Kripke described; he
intends to use the name ‘Madagascar’ to refer to whatever it was that the sailors
he learned it from were using it to refer to. Never deviating from this intention,
Polo then passes this name on to others, via his Travels, all of whom manifest
the requisite intentions to form links in a reference-preserving chain. Polo also
comes to believe, for whatever reason, that Madagascar is an island. He passes
on this belief as well, which proves to have an outsized impact on subsequent
events. We'll return to these later.

Fast forward to the present day and it seems abundantly clear that the name
‘Madagascar’ refers (solely) to a very large island off the east coast of Africa.
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But this should not be, according to the Causal Theory! For there is a reference-
preserving chain leading back to a baptism of a part of the African mainland by
this name and no apparent baptism of the island. Thus, according to the Causal
Theory, a present day utterance of ‘Madagascar’ should still refer to a portion
of the African mainland. Something has clearly gone wrong. The case for (1),
therefore, looks compelling.

4. Futurism about Names

In this section, I offer a novel response to Evans’s Reference Switching Objec-
tion on behalf of the causal theorist. I call the resultant view ‘Futurism” about
names. In the next section, I will contrast my Futurist approach with an alterna-
tive defense of the Causal Theory due to Devitt (1981).

Futurism starts by accepting the possibility of there being unintentional
baptisms. Now, some may be tempted to think that it is analytic that baptisms
are intentional acts—making this suggestion a non-starter. But recall that we’ve
been using the term ‘baptism’ in a technical sense, as a catch-all for the point of
origin of a practice of using a name to refer to a particular individual or object.
Intuitions about our ordinary concept BapTism have no bearing on the possibility
of our using the term in this technical sense.

There is a more serious worry about this suggestion, however: once we allow
that baptisms can be unintentional, how are we to draw a line between mistakes
and unintentional introductions of new names? If baptisms must be intentional,
then the line is clear: one makes a mistake just in case one intended to re-use an
existing name rather than to introduce a new one.

What we need is an intention-free way to distinguish mere mistakes from
(unintentional) baptisms.® My suggestion is to start by thinking of utterances of
names as events in history. Since utterances are speech-acts, and speech-acts are
events, this much will hopefully prove broadly acceptable.

The next step is to notice that events have the following interesting feature:
they sometimes bear properties which seem to depend on how things go subse-
quent to the event itself.” So, for example:

(4) The Chesapeake-Leopard Affair helped to precipitate the War of 1812.

6. While I will not explore this in any detail here, there are plausibly also unintentional bap-
tisms which don’t involve any sort of ‘switch’. For instance, one might call someone a nasty name
only to have it stick as a nickname.

7. This is a fairly commonplace observation in the philosophy of action. Cf. Davidson (1969)
and Bennett (1973).
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(5) Calling the 2016 Brexit referendum was undoubtedly David Cameron’s
greatest political blunder.

(6) Louis Armstrong’s improvised vocals on Heebie Jeebies was the first
instance of scat music.?

I assume that, in each of these examples, the subject term (e.g., ‘the Chesapeake-
Leopard Affair’) denotes an event and the predicate (e.g., ‘helped to precipitate
the War of 1812") ascribes a property to that event. The properties in question,
however, are ones that the event, at least on certain plausible ways of thinking
about time, did not bear at the time it occurred. In other words, these events all
bear what Bennett (1973: 317) helpfully calls “delayed characteristics’—charac-
teristics which the event doesn’t ‘merit’, again in Bennett’s terms, at the time of
the event, but which it comes to merit at some point afterwards. It is in virtue of
the relevant events bearing such characteristics that (4)—(6) all appear to be true
from our present perspective.

It is worth noting, further, that while (4)—(6) are plausibly all true from our
present perspective, they are only contingently so. The British might have taken
the threat of U.S. naval power more seriously, the Remain campaign might have
proven less inept, and Armstrong’s style of improvised singing might have
exerted less of an influence on the subsequent development of jazz music. What
this means for the truth of (4)—(6) at the time of the relevant event is debatable:
perhaps these claims were indeterminate at that point, or perhaps they were true
in virtue of how things would actually subsequently go.9 I will take no stand on
these matters.

Rather, my suggestion is this: whatever it is that we should say about the
events and properties in (4)—(6), that is what we should say about the reference
of names as well. If it was indeterminate for some time whether Armstrong’s
improvised singing would give rise to a new musical style or simply be forgot-
ten, then so too was there a period when it was indeterminate whether Polo’s
utterance would give rise to a new naming practice. If it was true already at the
time of Armstrong’s improvised vocals that these would give rise to a new musi-
cal style in virtue of how things would go in the future, then so too was it true at
the time of Polo’s utterance of ‘Madagascar’ that this utterance would give rise
to a new naming practice. And so on.

What I am urging, effectively, is that we give up on a thesis which has long
been implicit in discussions of the Causal Theory:

8. Thanks to Alex Radulescu for this example.
9. See Dhrstrem and Hasle (2020) for a helpful map of the options here.
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Retrospection All of the facts which determine the reference of a given
utterance of a name N are either antecedent to or concurrent with that
utterance.®

As (4)—(6) demonstrated, the analogue of Retrospection fails for all manner of
non-linguistic events. So why expect for Retrospection to hold with respect to
each and every utterance of a name?**

By rejecting Retrospection, we free ourselves to distinguish between mis-
takes and unintentional baptisms by looking at how things go subsequent to
the utterance itself. If, over time, utterances of ‘N’ come to be used to routinely
coordinate thoughts and actions on O, call this “the establishment of a practice of
using N to refer to O’.*> Should a particular utterance of ‘N’ serve, unintention-
ally, as the first significant step towards the establishment of a practice of using
aname N to refer to O, then that utterance counts as an unintentional baptism of
O as N. In other words, this utterance serves to ground the introduction of a new
chain of reference-preserving links.

When we turn to apply the theory to particular cases, however, we may well
find that there is more than one reasonable candidate regarding what constitutes
this first step. Consider once more the Madagascar case. Assuming that think-
ing about an object requires either occurrently perceiving it, having perceived it,
having acquired a name for it, or being able to single it out via a description, then
Polo would have been in no position to think about Madagascar. That’s because
neither he nor anyone he interacted with had ever seen the island, nor did they
have some other name for it. At best, one of the sailors Polo spoke with might
have heard a rumor about a large island lying off the east coast of Africa—but
there are several of those.

Indeed, realistically, no European was in a position to think about Mada-
gascar until several hundred years later (circa 1500), when the Portuguese sea
captain Diogo Dias happened on the island after having been blown off-course

10. Even if one thinks that all facts about the future are fully determined by facts about the
present, hopefully one will be willing to grant that there is a sense in which something might
depend directly on facts about the future but only indirectly on facts about the present. In that case,
Retrospection could be re-cast as a principle about direct dependence.

11. Inrejecting Retrospection, I am en rapport with defenders of what has often been called “Tem-
poral Externalism’ (cf. Jackman 1999; 2005; 2020, Tanesini 2014, and Ball 2020; see also Brown 2000
for important criticisms). I eschew this terminology both because I find it confusing and because one
could embrace my proposed Futurism about names while rejecting Temporal Externalism for other
sorts of terms, like the kind terms which have served as the locus of these debates. For alternative
Temporally Externalist accounts of names, see Sainsbury (2001) —who briefly considers a Futurist ver-
sion of Fregeanism —and Haukioja (2020) and deRosset (2023) —whose views are closer to my own.

12. I would be inclined to call this a ‘convention” or ‘rule’, but nothing depends on this.
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while rounding the Horn of Africa. Let us suppose that Dias and his crew imme-
diately called this island ‘Madagascar’, as their maps included a large island
marked ‘Madagascar’ off the east coast of Africa and they took themselves, not
without reason, to be at that point on the map.*> Those maps, in turn, had been
drawn that way as the direct result of Polo’s description of a place he called
‘Madagascar’ in his Travels. So who was it, Polo or Dias, who unintentionally
baptized Madagascar ‘Madagascar’?

It seems to me that there is something to be said in favor of both options. On
the Dias side, we have the fact that Dias was actually perceptually acquainted
with Madagascar. Indeed he (or a member of his crew) was the first person to
use this name with the island in mind, via an occurrent perception of it. What's
more, had things gone differently with Dias—had he been blown off-course
in a different direction—then another large island off the east coast of Africa,
Ngazidja perhaps, might instead have come to be known as ‘Madagascar’. On
the Polo side stands the fact that, for several hundred years after his travels,
European cartographers drew a large island off the east coast of Africa and
labelled it “‘Madagascar’, more or less directly as a result of Polo’s utterances
and writings. So while Dias actually made the perceptual connection between
the name and island, it was Polo who put everything in place for Dias to hap-
pen on a large island off the east coast of Africa and think to himself ‘Aha,
Madagascar!”’

To put things slightly differently: if we are inclined to think that Polo inaugu-
rated our present practice of using the name “‘Madagascar’ to refer to Madagas-
car, then we must be willing to accept that there can be baptisms of a thing by a
name even when the baptizer has no way of thinking about the object baptized.
Polo never perceived Madagascar, nor had he acquired a name for it, nor could
he have picked it out via a description, etc. To introduce a term of art, we might
say that, on this picture, our ‘Madagascar’ naming practice was ungrounded
from the time when Polo unintentionally introduced the new naming practice
up until the time when Dias made perceptual contact with the island of Mada-
gascar. If we are uncomfortable with the idea that there might be ungrounded
naming practices, uncomfortable with the possibility of our being able to talk
about things that we are incapable of thinking about, we can instead insist that
our naming practice begins with Dias. Polo, we might claim, was merely a par-
ticularly salient causal antecedent to the establishment of our present practice.

13. Here, I have fictionalized a bit for simplicity’s sake: in fact, Dias and his crew initially
called the island ‘Saint Lawrence’, although their maps did in all likelihood did show a large island
off the east coast of Africa labelled ‘Madagascar’; the name was only applied to this particular
island some time later. Since it’s not clear who the first person was who could think about Mada-
gascar and in fact called it ‘Madagascar’, it’s easier just to pretend it was Dias. Again, see Burgess
(2014) for more on the complex story of this name.
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Like many sympathetic to the Causal Theory, I am inclined to think of names
as tools the acquisition of which, in ordinary circumstances at least, puts us in
a position to think about things we might have never perceived, couldn’t accu-
rately describe, etc. This idea, it seems to me, sits more naturally with the claim
there are no ungrounded naming practices. While I won’t argue for this thesis at
any length, I am going to rely on it to justify the assumption that our contempo-
rary practice of using the name ‘Madagascar’ to refer to Madagascar likely began
with Dias, not Polo; it was Dias, after all, who made the crucial causal connec-
tion. But, even supposing that it was Dias’s utterance which served to establish
our contemporary ‘Madagascar’” practice, we should ask: what did his utterance
of ‘Madagascar’ itself refer to?

One option would be to claim that Dias’s very first utterance of ‘"Madagascar’
on seeing the island referred to Madagascar. After all, it was at this point that
Dias was in a position to connect the island, perceptually, with the name. What's
more, this utterance of the name served, presumably, to help coordinate Dias
and his crew-mates’ thought and actions on this island, a coordinative practice
which continues to this day. So this is plausibly the salient point of departure
from any earlier coordinative activity.

However, there is also a natural objection to this way of going. Consider a
variant on Putnam (1975)’s Twin Earth case: the hermit Olop lives in present-
day Madagascar. One night as they sleep, Olop is transported to Twin Mada-
gascar, a qualitative duplicate of Madagascar located on Twin Earth. Olop lives
out the rest of their life in isolation on Twin Madagascar, completely oblivious
to this shift and calling the place they now find themself ‘Madagascar’. Follow-
ing Burge (1988: 652), I take the standard reaction to such switching cases to
be that it will take someone like Olop quite some time to stop using the name
‘Madagascar’ to talk about Madagascar and to start using it to talk about Twin
Madagascar. Yet this claim would seem to be at odds with the what we have
just said about Dias. The problem is that the analogous historical break would
seem to come when Olop first deploys the name ‘Madagascar’ while perceiving
Twin Madagascar, not later. So Futurism (and its obvious analogues for natural
kind terms) would seem to be at odds with the standard take on Twin Earth
switch cases.

One response to this challenge would be to try and explain away the stan-
dard intuitions regarding switching cases, offering some sort of pragmatic
explanation for them (e.g., our judgments here are being driven by our ini-
tial uncertainty regarding how things will go for Olop) while retaining the
kind of simple metasemantic account just sketched. If, however, one is inclined
to take these intuitions more seriously, there is another option: whereas ear-
lier we said that Dias’s very first use of ‘Madagascar’ referred to Madagascar,
we might have instead claimed that, while Dias’s utterance did inaugurate a
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new name-using practice, that doesn’t mean that it failed to partake in the old
name-using practice as well. Something similar might then be said of Olop’s
first utterance of ‘Madagascar’ in Twin Madagascar.

Both Dias and Olop are confused: they take themselves to be continuing to
use the name ‘Madagascar’ in the same way as the person they acquired it from,
yet each also takes themself to be talking about something they are occurently
perceiving. The present proposal tries to respect this confusion by allowing that
one and the same utterance of a name can both continue to partake in an old
name-using practice and inaugurate a new one. When we ask about the reference
of an utterance of a name, we are tacitly assuming that it is clear which name-
using practice is relevant to the utterance. In such cases, we have two relevant
name-using practices. Relative to either, we can say what the utterance refers to.
But until the old name-using practice dies off, or the speaker’s attachment to it
becomes sufficiently attenuated, it will be tricky to say what their utterance of
‘Madagascar’ refers to, full-stop.

While I myself prefer this second kind of response, I won’t argue for it here.
Indeed, let me flag a challenge for it: if we adopt this line, we will need to allow
that confused speakers, like Dias, can pass on the potential to think about an
object like Madagascar via utterances of ‘Madagascar’ even when their utterance
of the name simultaneously partakes in two incompatible name-using practices.
Otherwise we risk having no way of explaining how the capacity to think about
Madagascar could have spread from Dias to others, and eventually down to us
in the present day. The extent to which we take this to be a problem is likely to
hinge on how we want to treat fusion cases—cases where the speaker conflates
two individuals who each bear the name N—more generally, and in particular
on whether we want to allow that speakers who are confused in this way can
still pass on the ability to think about one or more of these individuals.™# Since
these issues are orthogonal to our main line of inquiry, I will set them to the side
in what remains.

To summarize: the Futurist starts by rejecting Retrospection and embrac-
ing the thought that how things go after an utterance of a name can help deter-
mine whether that utterance should be counted as an unintentional baptism or
a mere mistake. This core commitment is enough to answer Evans’s Reference
Switching Objection, even though it leaves a number of other interesting ques-
tions unresolved. On such issues, different sorts of Futurists are likely to go their
separate ways. That's okay from our perspective, however, since each of these
various versions of Futurism will have the resources necessary to respond to the
Reference Switching Objection.

14. For more on this sort of confusion, see Unnsteinsson (2016) and the references therein.
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5. Devitt on Reference Switching

Now to contrast the Futurist approach with Devitt (1981)’s earlier defense of the
Causal Theory.*> According to Devitt, we should distinguish the act by which a
name’s reference is originally fixed from subsequent acts which help to sustain
that fixation. Initial acts of reference fixing involve the tagging of a thing with
a name. Subsequent utterances of the name, Devitt claims, serve to reinforce
this initial reference fixation so long as all the thoughts which directly cause the
speaker’s utterance involve reference to that same object.’® When these thoughts
diverge in their reference, the utterances they give rise to serve instead to push
against the initial reference, leading to an eventual reference shift if this pattern
of divergence takes hold and becomes sufficiently widespread (1981: 140-51)."7

To illustrate, consider once more the case of Dias. Suppose that, on first catch-
ing sight of the island, Dias exclaims ‘Look men, we have found Madagascar!” On
Devitt’s way of thinking, there are two thoughts standing behind this utterance:
one thought involving Dias’s mental correlate of the name ‘Madagascar’, and
another thought involving his occurrent perception of the island. Since no one
has yet put pressure on the initial reference fixing of ‘Madagascar’, I assume that
Dias’s mental correlate of this name still refers unambiguously to the relevant
portion of the African mainland. So Dias has two distinct thoughts—thoughts
which he mistakenly conflates—which serve to causally underwrite his utter-
ance. It is this sort of divergence which, Devitt claims, pushes against the estab-
lished reference of that name. If enough speakers start saying ‘Madagascar’ as
the result of their island-directed thoughts, then the reference of the name will
eventually follow suit.*8

The crucial point for our purposes is this: according to this sort of view, while
Dias and his crew would have begun pushing against the established reference
of ‘Madagascar’ as soon as they caught sight of the island, they would still have
been misusing the name “‘Madagascar’ even long after they landed on the island
and began to coordinate their thought and action around it by using that name.

15. For more recent suggestions along similar lines, see Sainsbury (2015) and Garcia-
Carpintero (2018). Burgess (2014) also gestures in this direction, though the account is lacking in
some crucial details.

16. Devitt (1981: 80) calls such thoughts ‘speaker meaning’. I'll eschew such terminology so as
to avoid any potential confusion with Grice’s rather different notion of speaker’s meaning, which
involves reflexive intentions directed at the listener.

17. Devitt’s full picture also involves a period of referential indeterminacy prior to the flip,
but this isn’t germane to our discussion.

18. Note that, for Devitt, there is no possibility of Polo having inaugurated our practice of
using the name “Madagascar’ to coordinate our thought and action on Madagascar. That’s because
Polo was in no position to think about Madagascar, having never perceived it, being unable to
accurately describe it, having never acquired a name for it, etc. Hence, his utterances were in no
position to put pressure on the original reference-fixing.
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That is, even after coordination on the island via the use of the name ‘Madagas-
car’ became routine, these sailors would nonetheless have been using the name
to say all manner of false and irrelevant things about a part of the African main-
land. That’s because, for Devitt, significant weight ought to be given to previous
uses—and there are enough of those to ensure that it will take quite some time
for this hurdle to be overcome.

Futurism offers several advantages over Devitt's proposal. First, the Futurist
needn’t get into the persnickety details of how to weigh earlier uses against more
recent ones. Effectively, Devitt suggests that we adopt a voting scheme, one that
counts up the thoughts underlying earlier uses of names, perhaps applying some
sort of discount, and then weighs the sum of those thoughts against the sum of
the thoughts underlying more recent uses of the name, presumably applying
some sort of multiplier to the perceptually-grounded thoughts as opposed to
those involving the mental correlate of the name. At some point, assuming diver-
gence between the more recent, perceptually-grounded thoughts and the rest,
the former will start to outvote the others. But to determine precisely when, we
need to know just how heavily to discount the earlier votes and how much to
overweight the more recent, perceptually-grounded ones. The heavier the dis-
count and the multiplier, the more unstable our naming practices become; the
lighter the discount and the multiplier, the longer it takes for Dias and his crew
to start using the name “‘Madagascar’ to semantically refer to the island.

The dialectic here echoes the one facing sophisticated descriptivist theories
of names, like Searle (1958)’s. Those theories too depend on complex voting
schemes to make predictions about reference, with votes being assigned to dif-
ferent descriptions on one or another basis. Much of the appeal of the Causal
Theory is undoubtedly that it allows us to sidestep having to get into the details
of what sort of voting scheme to opt for in order to derive reference from the
descriptions we either individually or collectively associate with names. So it
would seem rather odd to then try and defend the theory from Evans’s objection
by appealing to a different, and equally complex, type of voting scheme. Better,
I would contend, to avoid the issue once more by embracing a Futurist version
of the Causal Theory.

Second, Futurism is compatible with the possibility of Polo’s standing at the
origin of our practice of using the name ‘Madagascar’ to refer to Madagascar.
While I haven not argued for this being case, I don’t think that this possibility
should be dismissed out of hand. After all, for several hundred years before Dias
actually landed on Madagascar, European cartographers drew a large island off
the east coast of Africa and labeled it ‘Madagascar” as the direct result of Polo’s
utterances and writings —particularly his Travels.

Third, and finally, supposing that it was indeed Dias rather than Polo who
inaugurated our practice of using the name “‘Madagascar’ to refer to Madagascar,
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the Futurist is free to say that he and his crew were immediately able to use the
name ‘Madagascar’ to say true things about Madagascar on catching sight of
the island. Granted, they may have been simultaneously partaking in the older
‘Madagascar’ practice as well. But we needn’t say anything to the effect that,
even some months after their landing on the island, they were merely speaker
referring to Madagascar with the name “‘Madagascar’—all the while saying false
and irrelevant things about a portion of the mainland. As soon as they made per-
ceptual contact with the island and confusedly called it ‘Madagascar’, Dias and
his crew were capable of using the name “‘Madagascar’ to refer, semantically, to
Madagascar.

6. Clarifications

Before concluding, allow me to tie up a few loose ends.

First, the reader may have found herself wondering why I have not consid-
ered Evans (1973)’s own response to the Madagascar case. The simple reason is
that, in order to account for such cases, Evans rejects Causation—and hence the
Causal Theory as well. In contrast, I am interested in defending the Causal Theo-
ry." What’s more, Evans’s own theory is akin to Devitt’s in that its application
requires filling in the details of a complex voting scheme. As I have made clear
above, I think we would do better to try and avoid appeals to complex voting
schemes wherever possible.

Second, it might seem that Futurism merely substitutes one puzzle for
another, both equally hard. Consider the fact that, at some point, the old practice
of using ‘Madagascar’ to refer to a part of the African mainland must have gone
out of existence. So when exactly did it go out of existence?

I am happy to grant that Futurism highlights the interest of this question. On
certain versions of Futurism, including the kind I favored above, speakers like
Dias can simultaneously participate in two incompatible name-using practices.
So the answer to this question helps determine when we will be able to answer
questions regarding reference full-stop, as opposed to reference relative to a
name-using practice. Even on versions of Futurism which allow that Dias’s first
utterance of ‘Madagascar’ on sighting this island refers to the island full-stop,
there is a further question of when and under what conditions the old name
‘Madagascar’ —still in wide circulation elsewhere —falls out of use. In particular,
we might want to know how and when the new naming practice that Dias inau-
gurates comes to displace the old one for those who never encounter the island

19. I set aside consideration of some recent ‘Donnellanean” proposals by Wulfemeyer (2017)
and Capuano (2020) for similar reasons. According to these authors, Donnellan rejects Causation,
and hence the Causal Theory as I have defined it.
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of Madagascar but rather learn the name from a variety of sources, including
both Polo’s and Dias’s accounts.

But while Futurism highlights the interest and importance of this question,
its plausibility doesn’t depend on our being able to answer it. Futurism aims
only to explain how objects and individuals can be unintentionally baptized
with a name, not how a naming practice, once established, might eventually
displace an earlier, rival practice. What's more, the question of how and when
linguistic practices go out of existence is not a question that somehow goes away
if we reject Futurism. Rather, this is a question faced by anyone who thinks that
linguistic practices can die—so, basically, by anyone who has thought seriously
about the history of natural languages.

Third, and finally, it may look as though accepting Futurism entails rejecting
any role for the speaker’s intentions in establishing naming practices. Indeed, one
can imagine strong versions of the view which appeal only to how things go sub-
sequent to the utterance, and not at all to the speaker’s intentions, to distinguish
baptisms from other uses of names. Above, I argued for only a weak version of
Futurism according to which what distinguishes unintentional baptisms from
mere mistakes is how things go subsequent to the utterance. That is perfectly
compatible with accepting that what sets intentional baptisms apart from other
uses of names are the intentions underlying those baptismal acts.

7. Conclusion

Above, I showed how the causal theorist can respond to Evans’s Reference
Switching Objection by embracing Futurism. The key was to reject Retrospection
and accept the possibility of there being unintentional baptisms. To distinguish
between unintentional baptisms and mere mistakes, I argued, we need to look
forward from a given use to see whether that use turns out to be a key historical
juncture or merely a spark that fails to catch.

Of course, giving up on Retrospection is likely to strike many as highly
counterintuitive. If we take seriously the thought that utterances of names are
events, however, then it is not really so far-fetched to think that these utterances
will sometimes exhibit features that only become clear in retrospect. What's
more, rejecting Retrospection doesn’t lead us to make any absurd predictions
about the cases. On the contrary, it allows us to offer a helpful diagnosis for
why cases like Evans’s Madagascar case have proven so puzzling: these cases
involve speakers who manage to simultaneously inaugurate a new name-using
practice while trying to partake in an earlier, incompatible one. While there are
undoubtedly other ways of trying to finesse the details here, I hope that this
basic diagnosis, at least, will prove to carry conviction.
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In short, I think that there is good reason to reject Retrospection and
embrace one or another version of Futurism about names. Granted, hard ques-
tions remain about which version of the view to endorse, the answers to which
will depend on a range of controversial background assumptions regarding the
relation between mind and language. While I was unable to get deep into these
issues here,  nonetheless hope that, just as considering the possibility of rejecting
Retrospection served to make the seemingly well-mapped terrain of the Causal
Theory look suddenly unfamiliar, so too might considering this possibility serve
to help us see these old debates in a new light.

Acknowledgments

Thanks in particular to Louis deRosset, who has deeply influenced my
thinking here. For additional discussion and feedback, thanks to Dominic
Alford-Duguid, Maria Alvarez, Josh Armstrong, Derek Ball, Tom Beevers,
Elsa Brisinger, Jonathan Cohen, Sam Cumming, Manuel Garcia-Carpintero,
Jonathan Gingerich, Nat Hansen, Yannig Luthra, Ethan Nowak, Jessica Pepp,
David Plunkett, Alex Radulescu, Dolf Rami, Indrek Reiland, Kate Ritchie,
Robert Simpson, Matt Soteriou, Andreas Stokke, ElImar Unnsteinsson, and my
audiences at Ruhr-Universitait Bochum, Uppsala University, and the Winter
Language Online Workshop. Finally, my thanks to the referees and editors of
this journal for some very helpful feedback and corrections.

References

Ball, Derek (2020). Relativism, Metasemantics, and the Future. Inquiry, 63(9—10), 1036-86.

Bennett, Jonathan (1973). Shooting, Killing and Dying. Canadian Journal of Philosophy,
2(3), 315-23.

Bianchi, Andrea and Alessandro Bonanini (2014). Is there Room for Reference Borrowing in
Donnellan’s Historical Explanation Theory? Linguistics and Philosophy, 37(3), 175-203.

Brown, Jessica (2000). Against Temporal Externalism. Analysis, 60(2), 178-88. Burge,
Tyler (1988). Individualism and Self-Knowledge. Journal of Philosophy, 85(11), 649-63.

Burgess, John P. (2014). Madagascar Revisited. Analysis, 74(2), 195-201.

Capuano, Antonio (2020). In Defense of Donnellan on Proper Names. Erkenntnis, 85(6),
1289-312.

Davidson, Donald (1969). The Individuation of Events. In Nicholas Rescher (Ed.), Essays
in Honor of Carl G. Hempel (216—34). Reidel.

deRosset, Louis (2023). Reference Switch and Bad Dubbings. Unpublished manuscript.

Devitt, Michael (1981). Designation. Columbia University Press.

Devitt, Michael (2015). Should Proper Names Still Seem So Problematic? In Andrea Bian-
chi (Ed.), On Reference (108—44). Oxford University Press.

Ergo «vol. 9, no. 52 « 2022



1448 « Eliot Michaelson

Donnellan, Keith (1970). Proper Names and Identifying Descriptions. Synthese, 21(3—4),
335-58.

Evans, Gareth (1973). The Causal Theory of Names. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society,
47, 187—208.

Frege, Gottlob (1997). Uber Sinn und Bedeutung. In Michael Beaney (Ed.), The Frege
Reader (151—71). Blackwell. (Original work published 1892)

Garcia-Carpintero, Manuel (2018). The Mill-Frege Theory of Proper Names. Mind,
127(508), 1107-68.

Haukioja, Jussi (2020). Semantic Burden-Shifting and Temporal Externalism. Inquiry,
63(9-10), 919-29.

Jackman, Henry (1999). We Live Life Forwards but Understand Backwards: Linguistic
Practices and Future Behavior. Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 80(2), 157-77.

Jackman, Henry (2005). Temporal Externalism, Deference, and Our Ordinary Linguistic
Practice. Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 86(3), 365-80.

Jackman, Henry (2020). Temporal Externalism, Conceptual Continuity, Meaning, and
Use. Inquiry, 63(9—10), 959-73.

Kaplan, David (1990). Words. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 64(1), 93—119.

Kripke, Saul (1972). Naming and Necessity. In Donald Davidson and Gilbert Harman
(Eds.), Semantics of Natural Language (253-355). D. Reidel.

Kripke, Saul A. (1979). A Puzzle about Belief. In Avishai Margalit (Ed.), Meaning and Use
(239-88). D. Reidel.

Ohrstrem, Peter and Per Hasle (2020). Future Contingents. In Edward N. Zalta (Ed.),
The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2020 ed.). https://plato.stanford.edu/
archives/sum2o20/entries/future-contingents/

Putnam, Hilary (1975). The Meaning of ‘Meaning’. In Mind, Language and Reality:
Philosophical Papers (Vol. 2, 215-71). Cambridge University Press.

Russell, Bertrand (1910). Knowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Description.
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 11, 108—28.

Sainsbury, Mark (2001). Sense Without Reference. In Albert Newen, Ulrich Nortmann,
and Ranier Stuhlmann-Laeisz (Eds.), Building on Frege (211—30). CSLI Publications.

Sainsbury, Mark (2015). The Same Name. Erkenntnis, 8o(Suppl 2), 195-214.

Searle, John (1958). Proper Names. Mind, 67(266), 166—73.

Tanesini, Alessandra (2014). Temporal Externalism: A Taxonomy, an Articulation, and a
Defence. Journal of the History of Philosophy, 8(1), 1-19.

Taylor, Isaac (1898). Names and Their Histories: A Handbook of Historical Geography and
Topographical Nomenclature. Rivington.

Unnsteinsson, Elmar (2016). Confusion Is Corruptive Belief in False Identity. Canadian
Journal of Philosophy, 46(2), 204—27.

Wulfemeyer, Julie (2017). Reference-Shifting on a Causal-Historical Account. Southwest
Philosophy Review, 33(1), 133—42.

Ergo «vol. 9, no. 52 « 2022


https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/future-contingents/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/future-contingents/

