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  As is well-known, in “Reference and definite descriptions” Keith Donnellan has pointed out the 

groundbreaking distinction between attributive and referential uses of definite descriptions. 

According to Donnellan, if a speaker uses a description attributively she denotes, if any, the 

individual that uniquely satisfies the predicate occurring in it. If the speaker uses a description 

referentially, on the other hand, she refers to the individual to whom she is connected by an 

historical relation, namely, an acquaintance-based relation that Donnellan has described in terms of 

having in mind.

  The distinction between referential and attributive uses of descriptions has generated a lively 

debate among philosophers of language. And even though some of them, like Saul Kripke, have 

openly criticized the way in which Donnellan has characterized it, almost everybody has taken this 

distinction as a helpful tool when it comes to theorizing about natural languages.

  I believe that Donnellan’s distinction, far from being confined to definite descriptions, grounds a 

similar distinction concerning proper names, that between their deferential and non-deferential uses. 

I shall argue for this conclusion by appealing to a version of predicativism, a thesis popular among 

linguists and recently defended by Delia Fara according to which proper names are predicates. If 

predicativists are on the right track, which is something still controversial, a proper name, say 

“Jones”, occurring in argument position is a nominal predicate accompanied by a silent definite 

article to form a definite description: “ The Jones”, where “ ” stands for unpronounced/unwritten ∅ ∅

syntactic material.

  Now, my idea is simple. Since any definite description is susceptible of being used in both of the 

ways identified by Donnellan, the same must be true for proper names as well, under a predicativist 

analysis of them. And here is exactly where the distinction between deferential and non-deferential 

uses of names comes into play. If “ The Jones” is used attributively, the name is used deferentially, ∅

hence it denotes an individual, if any (the one that is named that way and is at the origin of the chain 

of communication backing that use). If “ The Jones” is used referentially, in contrast, it refers to an∅

individual (the one the speaker has in mind).

 All this is admittedly rough and sketchy, and a lot of details need to be fixed in order to make this 

account of proper names viable. In the course of the talk I shall try to do this. Moreover, I shall 

reply to some objections that one may raise against my account of deferential uses of names.


