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Abstract: The paper proposes an interpretation within a syntactic and semantic 
framework of the logical and grammatical status of proper names (PNs) in their 
conventional and unconventional uses. In doing so, it addresses the semantics of 
proper names first, which are seen to be unstructured linguistic expressions, with 
no inherent meaning or sense; their sole function is to denote an individual directly. 
However, proper names have multiple uses that challenge this narrow acceptation. 
They often refer to sets of entities and display a behavior characteristic of common 
names, expressing properties of the bearer of the name, or denote individuals in 
fictions in their fictional uses. The notion of proper name thus turns out to be an 
umbrella term that subsumes different categories of nominals, some functioning as 
unstructured directly referring linguistic expressions, while others are structured 
and identify the referent(s) descriptively. 
Keywords: sense, reference, transworld identity, rigid designators, non-rigid 
designators, proper names, disguised proper names, fictional names.

Introduction
Out of the various semantic accounts of proper names – descriptional, non-

descriptional, intentional (see D’Angelo and Napoli 2000; Davis 2007; Frege 1960; 
Kripke 1982, 2011; Rami 2015; Searle 1983; Soames 2002) –, the nondescriptional 
ones are of greater relevance for this paper.1 They furnish a backdrop against which 
other uses can be discussed. According to them, proper names are unstructured lin-
guistic expressions, with no inherent meaning or sense, without descriptive content, 
whose sole function is to denote an individual directly; their semantic value lies 
entirely in their denotation – the unique individual/entity they identify. In contrast, 
common names display both sense and reference, are structured and denote by speci-
fying descriptive properties associated with the objects, i.e., they refer and simultane-
ously predicate by assigning the referent the attribute of membership in a class (Oltean 

1 This paper contains material from my articles “On the Semantics of Proper Names 
and Common Names,” Studia Universitatis Babeş-Bolyai, Philologia LIV (4) (2009); “On the 
Semantics of Proper Names,” in Onomastics in Contemporary Public Space, Newcastle upon 
Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing (2013b); and “On the Semantics of Fictional Names,” 
Revue Roumaine de Linguistique LVIII (4) (2013a).
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2009)2. This is to say that the notion of intrinsic meaning is not alien to their semantic 
content;3 they function like variables bound by quantifiers. 

In this view, a proper name, Walter Scott for instance, would function like a symbol 
that would designate the unique individual “Walter Scott;” it would have no “inherent,” 
descriptive meaning, or sense. But given that the same individual can also be identified 
by the definite description “the author of Waverley,” whose meaning is compositional, 
i.e., it is a function of the distinct meaning of the parts, some scholars (e.g., Frege4, 
Russell5 – see Moeschler and Reboul 1999: 151–152; and Kripke 1982, 2011) have 
proposed that proper names are descriptional, i.e., that they have a distinct sense, the 
exceptions being represented by situations in which the user of a proper name is in 
direct sensory contact with the individual denoted, in which case the name refers in a 
direct, unmediated way.

We indeed come across descriptions that have the semantic content of names, as 
is the case with the so-called rigidified descriptions (Soames 2002: 43)6, which would 
give support to descriptional accounts. Examples would be the Morning Star, which is 
the same as Phosphorus, but is descriptive and does not have the actual semantic value 
of the proper name, and “Gödel, the discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic,” 
discussed by Kripke (1982): if the only thing that many people know about him is that 

2 To describe something as, e.g., “dog” means identifying it as an individual entity that 
belongs to a class/set of entities called dogs and thus distinguish it from other entities; in other 
words, while the semantic value of common names is identified with their extension, they also 
describe the entities as entities of a certain kind.

3 The distinction between sense “Sinn” and reference “Bedeutung,” which is relevant for our 
account, goes back to Frege (1960), who assessed that linguistic expressions have two major 
sides of meaning – internal and external, representational and referential. His distinction has 
been reformulated within possible world semantics (see Carnap 1956) into that between inten-
sion and extension; the former corresponds to sense, being a function that assigns the exten-
sion at each possible world; the latter corresponds to reference, being determined starting from 
individuals (referential noun phrases), sets (predicates), and truth values (broadly, in the case 
of sentences).

4 According to him, proper names are like definite descriptions, they have both sense and 
reference (see also Moeschler and Reboul 1999; Davis 2007; Oltean 2013a, 2013b).

5 According to Russell, proper names are like abbreviated definite descriptions. In this 
respect, Hesperus “the Evening Star” and Phosphorus “the Morning Star” would not be genuine 
proper names, but “abbreviations for descriptions” (Kripke 2011: 47), even though they are 
coreferential, since one could assert Hesperus is the Evening Star, without asserting or believing 
the proposition expressed by Phosphorus is the Morning Star (Soames 2002: 26), because he 
would associate them with different descriptions. Kripke (ibid.) rejects this view, however, on 
the grounds that such identity statements are necessary and not contingent, if they are true: if 
Hesperus and Phosphorus are the same, they can be different in no other possible world, unlike 
descriptions.

6 “Rigidified descriptions” are “rigidified versions” of the descriptions associated with 
proper names (Soames: 2002: 39). Soames indicates that the analysis according to which rigidi-
fied descriptions are synonymous with the corresponding names is wrong.
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he is the discoverer of the incompleteness of arithmetic, it would not follow that who-
ever satisfies this description is Gödel. As Soames (2002: 43) indicates, descriptions of 
this kind are not as reliable as proper names in picking out some individual.

Representatives of the nondescriptional view (e.g., Kripke 1982; Soames 2002; 
Salmon 2005) argue that proper names have no descriptive content, that they are 
purely referential, unstructured linguistic expressions, with no inherent, descriptive 
meaning, and that their sole contribution to the proposition expressed by a sentence is 
the individual that they pick out. Central ingredients are the notions of transworld iden-
tity7 and the derived notion of rigid designation from possible world semantics, which 
are to do with the issue of individuals at one world being identical with themselves at 
every other world.

Proper names of individuals are the most typical case of rigid designators8,9, they 
are singular terms “rigid with respect to tense and modality” (Cocchiarella 2005: 158) 
– i.e., they denote the same referent even in counterfactual situations (Rami 2015: 6).10 
They identify a single individual with respect to a given possible world, or “a class as 
many of one object […] identical with that object” (Cocchiarella 2005: 178), where 
“there is no empty class as many” (ibid.). In other words, they introduce a constant – a, 
b, c, the entity associated with the name – at the level of logical form (LF). 

Of course, we can wonder, what is the contribution of proper names to meaning, 
as long as they have no descriptive content? Is it the individual they denote or is it some 
kind of concept? I believe it is the individual, even though this is still an open ques-
tion, since the logical form (LF) is a level of interpretive representation, with constants 
having a conceptual nature (see also Cocchiarella 2005, for referential concepts; and 
Carnap 1956 for his notion of “individual concept”). 

In his work dedicated to names and naming, Kripke (1982) questions the rel-
evance of descriptions for an account of proper names and shows that the meaning of 
the latter lies exclusively in their denotation. He expresses his view in his causal theory 
of reference, in which he strongly argues that these names are nothing more than mere 
labels attached to individuals within a ceremony of baptism, whereby a link is estab-
lished between the name and its bearer. This link becomes a necessary one which is 
retained and propagates within the community of speakers. It is not a consequence 
of the features of the individual, nor is it affected by the individual’s life history; thus, 

7 See, e.g., Kaplan (1979), Rami (2017), and Salmon (2005) for the notions of transworld 
identity and rigid designation.

8 Rigid designators designate an object rigidly with respect to every possible world in which 
that object exists, and denote nothing else with respect to worlds in which the object does not 
exist (see Kripke 1982, 2011).

9 Of course, several individuals can bear identical names. This, however, does not chal-
lenge the claim of uniqueness associated with proper names. According to D’Angelo and Napoli 
(2000), in this case we have to do with “many different, though homophonous names, rather 
than with one shared name”. (Cf. “For every x: × is an Alfred iff × is bearer of the name ‘Alfred’”) 
(Rami 2015: 11).)

10 E.g., “Suppose Hitler had never been born” (ibid.: 6).
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Walter Scott, who can be described as “the author Waverley,” would denote “Walter 
Scott” even if the latter had not written Waverley. Theoretically speaking, we could 
imagine a causal chain of links from name user to name user that extends from Scott’s 
baptismal ceremony down to us today, our use of the name being grounded on the 
original act of naming. Now, with regard to what determines the identity of an indi-
vidual, or what makes Walter Scott be “Walter Scott,” the society relies on experts, e.g. 
his parents or authorities. 

Of course, one can wonder what kind of knowledge a speaker deploys when s/he 
uses such a name. As Chierchia and McConnell-Ginet (2000: 107) argue in an inter-
pretation of Kripke’s theory, speakers do cognitively represent concepts associated 
with proper names (e.g., Walter Scott, Aristotle, Cicero) and use them in processing 
these words. The two scholars express, nevertheless, doubts as to what semantic role 
these concepts have or even if they have any such role, since, according to Kripke’s 
causal theory, cognitive representations do not enter the formulation of truth condi-
tions: “What is crucial for truth is the referential link itself, and that is a matter of the 
causal history of the world […] rather than the conceptual structure” (ibid.). Names 
are thus linked to their extensions without the mediation of some descriptive content, 
and their meaning displays “an inescapable demonstrative component” (Chierchia and 
McConnell-Ginet 2000: 107); they are directly referring linguistic expressions.

The major arguments put forward by Kripke – that proper names contribute the 
entity they refer to and have no descriptive content – are semantic, epistemic and modal 
(Soames 2002: 19). While all three arguments are very convincing, I will briefly dis-
cuss the modal arguments here. These are centered around the fact that sentences con-
taining proper names and the corresponding sentences containing descriptions have 
different truth conditions and take different truth values at different worlds (see ibid.). 
I will try to illustrate this point by examples based on models in the literature (see 
Soames 2002; Portner 2005; and Rami 2017): 

1. Walter Scott is the author of Waverley.
2. Walter Scott is Walter Scott.
3. The author of Waverley is the author of Waverley.

These sentences should be semantically equivalent, as long as the proper name 
Walter Scott is replaced by the purportedly synonymous definite description “the 
author of Waverley,” and vice-versa. However, this is not the case, since (1) does not 
mean exactly the same thing as (2) and (3): the first is a contingently true and informa-
tive sentence, i.e., it is true at the actual world (w@) if and only if (iff) the individual 
bearer of the name Walter Scott authored Waverley in w@;11 the second (2) and the 

11 A sentence α is F is true at some world iff the value of α at w is the extension of F at w. 
So, for any world w, Walter Scott denotes in w the individual who was Walter Scott in w@) (see 
Soames 2002: 24).
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third (3) are necessarily true and uninformative identity statements,12 i.e. they are true 
everywhere. 

Let us now take (4) and (5), the latter being modeled on an example due to 
Russell, quoted in Kripke (2011: 45):

4. Walter Scott is not the author of Waverley.
5. The author of Waverley might not have written Waverley.

Walter Scott wrote Waverley, according to what we know, but (4) expresses the 
fact that there are worlds in which he did not author this work, but someone else did, 
e.g., a person he hired to write the book for him; the sentence is informative, but false 
at w@; however, it can be true at other worlds, i.e., there are logically possible worlds 
in which he is not the author of Waverley. Now, (5), which might seem a contradictory 
statement, expresses the fact that there are worlds in which the author of Waverley has 
the property that he does not write Waverley.

The examples indicate that the name Walter Scott and the description “the author 
of Waverley” do not have identical sense and reference, as they should if they were 
equivalent: the first designates “Walter Scott” at all worlds, while the second desig-
nates whoever the author of the novel is, its denotation being determined by whatever 
individual has the respective property at different worlds. It follows that the definite 
description is not such that it identifies the individual Walter Scott. They are not synon-
ymous either, since if “the author of Waverley” were synonymous with “Walter Scott” 
and (4) were true, it would follow that (6) is also true:

6. The author of Waverley is not the author of Waverley. 

Now, (6) is necessarily false semantically (not pragmatically). 

Consequently, the meaning of Walter Scott does not lie in some essential seman-
tic property associated with the name, since the denotation of the former is not medi-
ated by some descriptive content or feature ascription. In other words, proper names 
only denote, and do so rigidly, designating the same individual in all possible worlds, 
while descriptions are nonrigid, designating different individuals in different worlds. 
As Soames (2002: 53) asserts, “There is little or no specific descriptive information 
that a speaker must associate with a name in order to understand it, or to be a com-
petent user of it; hence there is little or no descriptive information that is part of the 
semantic content of such a name.”13

12 We do not address here the issue of the non-literal, speaker or pragmatic meaning 
expressed by (4) and (5), explainable within a framework of Gricean pragmatics. Ours is a 
semantic account, being concerned with the literal meaning.

13 This does not exclude the possibility that the reference of the name Walter Scott be fixed 
by the descriptive phrase “the author of Waverley,” or that the latter can be used as a criterion of 
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As such, the contribution of a proper names to the semantic content of some 
sentence are the individuals they denote, and not descriptive contents. 

Non‑standard uses of proper names
The conclusion expressed above holds for a proper name like Walter Scott, 

but some names appear to defy this rule, in that they may have descriptive con-
tent. Moreover, in several instances, the names are not used referentially, but pred-
icatively. In the referential use they pick out a unique individual, as shown above, 
while in the predicative use they assign a property to some individual (is Picasso, 
is a Hohenzollern, is a Ford, in the examples below, some of them based on models 
from Rami 2015).

7. Picasso is a cubist.
8. Anthony Hopkins is Picasso. (Rami 2015)
9. She is a Hohenzollern.
10. This is a Ford.

The class of proper names also includes appellatives like Rabbit used for an indi-
vidual, as in (11), or names like John Brown, Chagall, Shakespeare, Hohenzollern, Ford, 
Donald Trump, Wittgenstein in (12) – (19). To these fictional names can be added 
(Susan Rawlings – see (20)). These are not paradigm occurrences of proper names.

11. Rabbit is scared. (cf. Tănase-Dogaru 2009)
12. “a John Brown who lives next door” / “the John Brown in Ithaca” / Professor Brown
13. “a Shakespeare of our time” 
14. A Donald Trump will make such statements.
15. A happy Sandra is what I like. (cf. von Heusinger and Wespel 2006)
16. The old Wittgenstein is the young Wittgenstein. 
17. She is a Hohenzollern (cf. Rami 2015)
18. Diana bought a Chagall.
19. She drives a Ford.
20. Susan Rawlings had four childen. (To Room Nineteen by Doris Lessing 1981 [1963])

Now, for Rabbit in (11) it can be argued that it functions as a referential symbol 
(a DP “determiner phrase”), like a proper name, but one can still wonder whether it 
also displays descriptive content. While in the framework of some animal story some-
one might understand the name, i.e., identify the referent by having the associated 
descriptive content in mind, it is arguable that this would be the case in ordinary cir-
cumstances. Most likely the reference would not be determined descriptively, even if 
descriptive properties might have played a role when the link between the name and 
the unique individual object was created. It is therefore still an open question whether 

identification of an individual as the referent of the name Walter Scott, the more so because the 
referent is not given to us through perception. 
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here we have a “partially descriptive name” of the kind mentioned by Soames (2002: 
51),14 since its understanding does not necessarily involve descriptive contents. 

The other examples are different both on syntactic and semantic grounds; they 
are predicative uses. They contradict our thinking about proper names: some of them do 
not denote unique individuals and are ambiguous (they are accompanied by determin-
ers – a/the John Brown, a Shakespeare, a Ford – or occur in disambiguating contexts – 
who lives next door, in Ithaca, the young Wittgenstein). Some are used (e.g., Chagall in “a 
Chagall”), others are mentioned (e.g., as is the case with John Brown in “a John Brown”, 
whose meaning is derived from the meaning of the proper name “John Brown”) (cf. 
D’Angelo and Napoli 2000: 216; Rami 2015: 11). 

Some of these uses are the result of meaning transfers, whereby additional mean-
ing is assigned to them, with an extension that is different from the original meaning. 
This meaning assignment can be of the resemblance kind ([8] – “x resembles y in the 
respect C” [Rami 2015: 6] – the way Anthony Hopkins is dressed and looks in the 
movie), or of the typicality kind (‘x resembles y in certain/every respect(s) that we 
typically associate with y’ [ibid.]) – we compare a certain person with another salient 
person/object on the basis of some salient feature typically associated with this salient 
object (e.g., “x resembles y in the respect C –, C being a contextual relation – see 13, 
14). Others are not the result of meaning transfer (12 and 20).

Syntax
According to Longobardi (1994), proper names are DP’s headed by a null defi-

nite determiner, since they denote unique individuals. As such, syntax/spell-out can 
shed light on the way they function and on their nature in (11) – (19): some emerge 
as genuine proper names, while others are proper names in disguise. In this respect, 
in their canonical use proper names occupy the N (“noun”) position at spell-out in 
English (see 7 and 11). 

An interesting situation is illustrated by Romanian, where masculine names gen-
erally have null determiners (e.g., Ion “John”) like in English, but feminine names quite 
often have a definite article attached (e.g., “-a” in Ioana “Joan-the”); this might suggest 
that Longobardi’s format for proper names is not universal. A closer examination, 
however, reveals that the article in question has a merely morphological or syntactic 
relevance, not a semantic one, since it does not contribute to the “definiteness” of the 
NP. According to Cornilescu (2013), the definite article on feminine proper names is 
an expletive, as shown by the different distribution of such names as compared to defi-
nite common names; it is an uninterpretable definite syntactic feature on these names.15 

14 Partially descriptive names, e.g., Princeton University (Soames ibid.: 53), are semantically 
associated with both a descriptive property and a referent, the latter being in part determined by 
descriptive mechanisms, and in part by non-descriptive ones. Soames, however, uses caution in 
extending the partial descriptive theory to a term like Superman. 

15 To this effect, she indicates (2013: 2–3) that while definite proper names can be pre-
ceded by definite adjectives (e.g., frumoasa Maria “beautiful-the Mary-the”), definite common 
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Likewise, morphology does not determine grammatical gender in the case of proper 
names, as illustrated by the existence of feminine names that end in a consonant and 
should be masculine (e.g., Carmen) or of masculine names that end in -a and should 
be feminine (e.g., Toma este viteaz “Tom-the is brave”). Cornilescu (ibid.) concludes 
that it is the [i+Person] feature16 that is responsible for the semantic gender of proper 
names in Romanian, which is visible in the agreement of modifiers or predicatives (e.g., 
Frumoasa Carmen este lingvistă “Beautiful-the Carmen is linguist-fem.”). The determi-
nation of their gender thus requires knowledge of their referent, since the definite arti-
cle is merely an additional uninterpretable feature. 

It follows that the definite article on Romanian feminine names does not chal-
lenge Longobardi’s (1994) thesis about proper names, since this article is an uninter-
pretable feature without semantic relevance and the property of unique designation is 
derived from the inherent interpretable [i+Person] feature.

Now, D’Angelo and Napoli (2000) appropriate Longobardi’s (1994) view and 
argue that the uniqueness feature associated with proper names entails their raising to 
the D position at LF. This happens in English, too:

21. [DP [D Johni [NP [N ti]]]],

where ti stands for the trace left by “John” after movement.
This raising occurs after spell-out, and cases with appellatives, like (11), repeated 

here as (22), confirm it: the D position in English is unoccupied (null determiner) and 
the proper name moves to it at LF. We interpret this as evidence that Rabbit is identify-
ing and nondescriptive rather than descriptive, i.e., it does not predicate “rabbithood” 
of some individual, like rabbit in (23); this also explains the contrast between (22) and 
(23) – a definite description with the noun under the N node and the definite deter-
miner in the D:

22. Rabbit was scared.
23. The rabbit was scared.

While the status of Rabbit appears to be clear now, the names in (12) – (20) 
occur in configurations different from (11/22), occupying the N position in the spell-
out and being headed by a definite or an indefinite determiner; furthermore, the names 
in (12) are coupled with restrictive relative clauses or prepositional phrases (PP) as 
shown below; these modify descriptions, yielding more specific descriptions.

24. [DP [D the [NP [N John Brown [CP who lives next door]]]]] 
25. [DP [D a [NP [N Shakespeare [PP of our time]]]]] 

names do not allow this pattern (frumoasa floare “beautiful-the flower” vs. frumoasa floarea 
“beautiful-the flower-the”).

16 In this formula, i stands for “Interpretable.”
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Semantics
Denominational use
John Brown, as (12/24) illustrates, is thus ambiguous, it does not have unique ref-

erence and is not a genuine proper name, but a disguised proper name or description, 
like a common name (see D’Angelo and Napoli 2000). But what kind of descriptions 
is it? It describes the individual that it picks out as bearer of the name John Brown, i.e., 
it ascribes to him a linguistic, not an extralinguistic property (see D’Angelo and Napoli 
2000: 216), having a denominational use (von Heusinger and Wespel 2006); it is 
assigned a semantic value by the formula below, adapted from the two authors (ibid.):

26. [[a N]] = λx [x is called N] 

The name denotes a set of individuals that share the same name (they are 
homophonous).

The same holds for Brown in Professor Brown, which is a rigidified description, 
denoting a set, too (cf. “I want to see Professor Brown, not doctor Brown”).

Meaning transfer kinds
Typicality and specificity
For Shakespeare in (13), however, a universal is available, some unique individual 

being assigned a salient property associated with Shakespeare (e.g., excellence simi-
lar to Shakespeare’s) – metaphorical use (ibid.); its semantic value is rendered in (27), 
adapted from von Heusinger and Wespel (ibid.):

27. [[a/the N]] = λx∃P [Px & C(P,e)],

where C is a contextual relation linking “salient properties” to individuals (e.g., 
the property “excellent playwright” to Shakespeare); the name denotes a set of indi-
viduals who share some salient property. 

Thus, Shakespeare in (13) does not emerge as a genuine proper name semantically. 
The name in (14) is, however, associated with some unique individual. It is a 

genuine proper name, since Donald Trump denotes a specific entity (the individual 
bearer of the name Donald Trump), but the referent is in part determined by descrip-
tive mechanisms – the ones associated with a typical feature of the bearer – and in part 
by non-descriptive ones. 

Formula (28), inspired by von Heusinger and Wespel (2006), makes explicit the 
semantic value of a name in this structural configuration:

28. [[an N]] = ιx∃P [Px & C(P, e)],

where ι is the uniqueness operator, and C is a contextual relation associating a 
specific property with some unique individual e, bearer of name N (ibid.).
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Manifestations/stages of individuals
The names in (15) and (16) are likewise associated with unique entities, but they 

denote manifestations of individuals (a happy Sandra) or stages of the latter (the old 
Wittgenstein, the young Wittgenstein), the identity of individuals being granted by the 
realizations of the manifestations or the “temporal extensions” (ibid.) of the stages (see 
also Kienzle 2006 for the notion of “identity of origin”). An individual is thus seen as a 
set of manifestations or stages.

Family relations
Other examples are family relations (17) (e.g., dynasties) (see Rami 2015). For 

the meaning of (15) I suggest the following formula:

29. [[a N]] = λx∃P[Px & R(P, e)] 

The name denotes a set of individuals that share a salient property P of being 
member of a family/dynasty – in this case the Hohenzollern dynasty –, and R is a rela-
tion linking this salient property to individual e, member of the Hohenzollern dynasty. 

The name Hohenzollern does not have unique reference, but it ascribes a biologi-
cal or institutional property to some individual (e.g., association through marriage), 
whereby the latter is member of a dynasty, whose common denominator in our exam-
ple is Hohenzollern (cf. Rami 2015).

Proper names for products
In sentences (18) and (19), the names Chagall and a Ford reflect predicative uses 

of the names of the individual Chagall and the brand Ford, they being applied by con-
tiguity to paintings of Chagall and, respectively, cars manufactured by company Ford. 
They denote products, and what they express can be transcribed in the following for-
mula I propose:

30. [[a/the N]] = λxιy [x is called N & y is a unique individual / a company called N, 
& R(x, y)],

where R is the contiguity relation associating × with y (x being a product of y), y 
being some entity bearer of the corresponding name N (companies, artists). 

These names are ambiguous as predicates, like “a John Brown” in (12); they 
denote sets. A transfer relation based on contiguity holds between the elements of the 
original17 and the elements of the derived extension (Rami 2015: 7). They have a sec-
ondary meaning relative to which they can be used as predicates for the products. 

17 To be noted, however, that the company/firm does not have actual existence; it is a case 
of legal fiction – a legal entity –, not a physical entity (a figment of collective imagination – Harari 
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Fictional uses of proper names
Example (20), repeated below as (31), is, however, very different.

31. Susan Rawlings had four children.

Susan Rawlings looks like a singular term; it is the name of a character in fiction 
– a fictional name. It seems to denote some unique individual, but it is unclear who this 
individual is, since it cannot be identified by ostension. The name refers to a nonex-
istent fictional individual created by Doris Lessing, which sustains the “paradox” of 
such names (Rami and Zimmermann 2017). It ascribes the property of having four 
children to a non-existent object; thus it is an empty proper name (Currie 1990) or a 
vacuous name, which designates nothing at the actual world (w@). Now, as long as the 
contribution of a name to the meaning of a sentence is the individual it denotes, not 
identifying this individual would entail not knowing what proposition is expressed. 
Still, Susan Rawlings is meaningful, in that it contributes to the meaning of (20/31) the 
subject argument of a predicate. 

But a description at the actual world is not safe for identifying and fixing the ref-
erence of such a name, as Currie (1990) indicates, since there may be different individ-
uals in different worlds of the fiction with the same name (this may seem counterintui-
tive), as the following scenario, adapted to our example, illustrates. Let us suppose, for 
instance, that in one world of the fiction To Room 19 (w1) Susan Rawlings is individual 
a, who has four children; that in another world (w2), Susan Rawlings is individual b, 
the only one with four children; in still another world (w3), Susan Rawlings is also 
individual a, but no one in this world has four children. Sentence (20/31) would thus 
express different propositions (p1) in w1 and w3, on the one hand, and p2 in w2, on the 
other, with truth values as shown below:

p1 = [w1 → 1], [w3 → 0] (p1 is true in w1, false in w3)
p2 = [w2 → 1] (p2 is true in w2),

where 1 is the truth value “true”, and 0 is the truth value “false”.
It follows that the unique object (a) in w1 having property P (has four children) 

is different from the unique object (b) in w2 having property P, and is still different 
from the unique object (a) in w3 having property P’ (does not have four children). 
Furthermore, the object denoted by Susan Rawlings in w1 and w3 displays conflicting 
properties (a ≠ a), which leads to inconsistency. As a result, the individual called Susan 
Rawlings is not identical with herself at other worlds: it denotes different individuals 
or individuals with conflicting features. What may be counterintuitive indicates, never-
theless, that the name emerges as a non-rigid designator and, as such, it is not a genuine 
proper name.

2015: 32); the vehicles exist, but the company’s existence does not depend on these or the fac-
tories it owns, but on some legal decision.
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Being empty, Susan Rawlings designates nothing at w@, and as long as proper 
names should have reference in order to be meaningful, no sentence in which this 
name occurs expresses a true proposition. But (20/31) is fictional, and the reader 
knows this. By producing it, Doris Lessing performs a directive speech act that aims to 
cause a specific reaction in the reader (perlocutionary effect) – a cognitive act of imagina-
tion (Rami 2017: 74). It is not belief, but make-belief achieved by specific conventions 
(Currie 1990). As a result, s/he will not take it to be true at w@ but will make-believe it 
to be true at some story world (Currie 1990: 72), make-belief being, like truth, a prop-
erty of propositions, i.e., a function taking propositions and giving back truth values, 
not in the actual world but in the worlds of the fiction (ibid.).18 So, while (20/31) does 
not express a proposition, (32), transcribed as (33), does.

32. It is fictional that Susan Rawlings has four children / In the fiction To Room 19 
Susan Rawlings has four children. (The sentence is in the scope of the fictional operator 
“Fs(P)” [“P is true in fiction S…,”19].)
33. Fs [∃x[Susan Rawlings(x) & has four children (x)] (The name is replaced by a vari-
able bound by the existential quantifier ranging over objects in some fictional world.)

Formula (33), while taken to be true in the worlds of the fiction, expresses dif-
ferent propositions at each world (w1, w2, w3 – see above) compatible with the fic-
tion, though: had four children(a), had four children(b), but no proposition at w@ (as 
shown above). It also endorses the fact that the only type of interpretation available in 
the case of fiction is the de dicto interpretation, i.e., one in terms of the propositional 
content of the sentence, of what is said, and not a de re interpretation, i.e., one according 
to some particular individual, since the latter would require that Susan Rawlings exist. 

Now, since Susan Rawlings does not pick out some particular individual in the 
actual world, at which the name is empty, how does the reader understand the fic-
tional utterance? Here is an answer furnished by Currie (1990): the reader will not 
pick out some particular individual and make believe this individual is involved in the 
events of the story, but will pick out those worlds (alternative worlds) from the set of 
possible worlds in which there is someone who is and does everything that, e.g., Susan 
Rawlings in our example, is described to do in the fiction; this individual is called Susan 
Rawlings, has four children, lives in London in the 1930’s, and so on, but is different at 
each distinct world. So, identification at other worlds would be by description. 

In keeping with these, I propose in (34) a tentative formula for the name Susan 
Rawlings (“S.R.”) in (20/31). In elaborating it, I have been guided by the assump-
tion that understanding a fictional name through the cognitive act of imagination 
implies considering all descriptions associated with it in the fictional text and that 

18 Make-belief is an act of fiction making, a kind of pretense, different from assertion 
(Currie 1990).

19 A proposition P in fiction S is non-vacuously true if and only if there is a story world 
where the fiction is told as known fact and P is true; it is vacuously true or untrue if and only 
if there are no story worlds where the fiction is told as known fact (Lewis 1983 [1978]: 270).
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the assignment of properties in fictional worlds does not differ from that in the actual 
world; in other words, this understanding involves a maximal mental representation20.

34. [[S.R.]]FS = $xλP [Px & R[P (P ⊆ Q), × (x is called S.R.)]] – where FS is fiction To 
Room 19, P is the set of properties associated with S.R.; Q is the full set of descriptions 
in the fiction, of which P is a subset, and R is a relation linking the set of properties P 
to the individual S.R.21 (the property of having four children, of being called S.R, etc.)

The formula captures the fact that the set P of properties associated with some 
individual (“Susan Rawlings”) in the fiction is a subset of the set of properties Q that 
the fiction describes (a story features, as a rule, several individuals: x1, x2, x3…xn). 
According to this formula, a fictional name takes a variable (an x) bound by the existen-
tial quantifier as its value (not a constant: a, b, c); as such, the individual is not unique, 
s/he satisfies all the descriptions in the text of the fiction, but can be different in each 
different world of the story. The name is therefore non-rigid, from the actual world per-
spective. Furthermore, the identification of the individual is by description, it involves 
coupling all the descriptions associated with it in the story.22

Fictional names therefore emerge as non-rigid descriptive terms that enable 
readers to make-believe the individuals in fictions in keeping with the descriptions in 
the stories. They do not contribute individuals to the logical form, but variables. 

Conclusions
Proper names emerge as a heterogeneous class composed of a wide range of 

linguistic entities with different grammatical and semantic characteristics, displaying 
multiple facets and categories ranging from non-descriptional to descriptional ones. 
The genuine proper names are non-descriptional, rigid designators, whose meaning 
lies exclusively in their denotation. Their use is referential. As such, their contribu-
tion to the semantic content of the sentence are the individuals they denote, and not 
descriptive contents. Appellatives like Rabbit, as used in normal situations, are iden-
tifying rather than descriptive, just like proper names; their understanding does not 

20 “[N]o proper part of a fictional story containing fictional names is semantically indepen-
dent enough to express a proposition on its own. Only the whole story expresses a proposition 
[…] ” (Currie 1990: 155). Accordingly, the English scholar proposes a Ramsey sentence in his 
account of fictional names (from Frank Ramsey’s formula for the structure of scientific theories: 
T [t1…tn], where ti’s are terms [see Currie 1990: 150]), which looks like $x1…$xn[F(x1…
xn)] and which he applies to the structure of stories. In this formula, the xi’s are variables bound 
by an existential quantifier that replace fictional names, each having a set of properties, including 
relations with the others: there is an n-tuple of things that satisfies the properties and relations 
specified in the story (ibid.: 150). 

21 Such a relation was suggested to us by K. von Heusinger and J. Wespel (2006), who use 
C for specific types of contextual relations linking individuals to properties. 

22 See also ftn. 21 for Currie’s Ramsay sentence, which is meant to capture the structure of 
stories in terms of relations holding among individuals.
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involve descriptive content. However, “names” headed by determiners, like Shakespeare 
or John Brown in “the John Brown who lives next door” and “a Shakespeare of our time,” 
and “a Ford”, “a Chagall” or “a Hohenzollern” are not genuine proper names. Their use 
is predicative and they are descriptional, like common names, the denotation being 
determined by ascription of extralinguistic or linguistic features to the denoted indi-
viduals (the universal associated with Shakespeare, the bearer of a specific name, prod-
uct of a company, properties having to do with membership of a family/dynasty, etc.). 
They denote sets. Still others, like fictional names, denote individuals in fictions; their 
understanding is granted by the sum of descriptions associated with individuals in fic-
tions, but since the latter cannot be identified by ostension, it is unclear who these 
individuals are, and we are left with making sense of them also in terms of properties/
descriptions.
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