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SUMMARY: In recent years, several kinds of non-referential uses of names have
received attention within semantics. However, the lack of a principled basis for
drawing the distinction between uses that a semantic theory of names must account
for (‘literal’ uses) and other uses that it need not explain by itself (‘non-literal
uses’) represents an important deficiency in the debate. A prominent objection (the
‘Sceptic’s Challenge’) against semantic views that treat predicative uses as literal
exemplifies the kind of problem that can result from this deficiency. This article
proposes a general manner of drawing the line between literal and non-literal uses
of names. Further, by providing a rationale for treating predicative uses as literal, it
also provides a response to the Sceptic’s Challenge.
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RESUMEN: En los últimos años, varios tipos de usos no referenciales de los nom-
bres han recibido atención en la semántica. Sin embargo, la falta de una base con
principios claros para trazar la distinción entre los usos que una teoría semántica de
los nombres debe explicar (los usos “literales”) y aquellos que no necesita explicar
por sí misma (los usos “no literales”) constituye una deficiencia importante en el
debate. Una objeción destacada —el “Desafío del Escéptico”— en contra de las
teorías semánticas que tratan los usos predicativos como literales ejemplifica el tipo
de problema que puede derivarse de dicha deficiencia. Este artículo propone una
manera general de trazar la línea entre los usos literales y los no literales de los
nombres. Además, al ofrecer una justificación para tratar los usos predicativos como
literales, también proporciona una respuesta al Desafío del Escéptico.

PALABRAS CLAVE: usos primarios de los nombres, semántica, predicativismo, mi-
llianismo, metáfora

Proper names (henceforth ‘names’) are most frequently used to refer
to individuals. For instance, the names ‘Alfred’ in (1) and ‘Donald
Trump’ in (2) are respectively used to refer to the inventor of dyna-
mite and the President of the United States:

1. Thanks to Alfred’s beneficence, scientists today get global rec-
ognition.
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134 NIKHIL MAHANT

2. Donald Trump is not a tax evader; he simply does not earn that
much.

Call such uses of names—i.e., the uses of names as singular
terms—their ‘referential uses’. Apart from referential uses, names
can have other uses as well. Consider:

3. No Alfred has ever walked on the moon.

4. There are twenty Donald Trumps in the United States alone.

The names ‘Alfred’ in (3) and ‘Donald Trump’ in (4) do not refer
to individuals; instead, they function as a general term (say) ‘N’ that
is true of a bearer of ‘N’. Call such uses of names their ‘predicative
uses’.

Some ‘extended’ uses of names have also been widely discussed.
Such uses can be characterized by means of examples. Consider:

5. Joe Romanov is not a Romanov. (Boër 1975)

6. Two Stellas are inside the museum. (Jeshion 2015b)

7. Two Osama bin Ladens came to the Halloween party. (Jeshion 2015b)

8. Lenny reads too much Heidegger and not enough Frege. (Jeshion 2015c)

9. Don’t ChatGPT your essays.

10. I am rich, but not Bill Gates rich. (Lee 2020)

The names ‘Romanov’, ‘Stella’, and ‘Osama bin Laden’ in (5), (6),
and (7) are like predicative uses in that they function as a general
term. But they are unlike predicative uses in that the correct truth
conditions for sentences (5)–(7) are obtained by taking these names
as truly applying not to their bearers, but respectively to a ‘biological
descendent of the Russian Romanov dynasty’, an ‘artwork made by
the artist Frank Stella’, and a ‘person resembling Osama bin Laden’.1

Call such extended uses of names ‘extended-predicative uses’. Other
extended uses of names include their use as mass terms, e.g., the
use of ‘Heidegger’ and ‘Frege’ in (8) for ‘works by Heidegger/Frege’,
verbs, e.g., the use of ‘ChatGPT’ for ‘use LLMs to write’ in (9), and

1 These sentences may, of course, have other readings: e.g., (5) can also be read
as—Joe Romanov is not a bearer of ‘Romanov’, (and (6) can also be read—as two
bearers of ‘Stella’ are inside the museum.) In characterizing extended uses I am
concerned with the readings specified in this paragraph.
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A CRITERION OF LITERALITY FOR NAMES 135

as adverbs, e.g., the use of ‘Bill Gates’ for ‘very’ in (10). Call such
extended uses respectively the ‘mass-term’, ‘verb’, and ‘adverb’ uses
of names.

The semantic debate on names has historically focused almost ex-
clusively on their referential uses. For instance, although the Classical
Millian and the Descriptivist camps disagree on the question of how
names refer, both treat only the referential uses as semantically rele-
vant.2 The use of ‘semantically relevant’ or ‘literal’ here aligns with
their use in the philosophical debate concerning names, but may not
correspond to the ordinary usage or understanding of these words.
As used here, ‘semantically relevant’ or ‘literal’ uses are uses that fall
within the explanatory purview of a semantic theory of names—more
on this in section 1.

However, in recent years, the focus of philosophical theorizing
about names has shifted from a limited enquiry into their most
frequent use as singular terms to a wider investigation that pays
attention to uses in which names are not used to refer to individuals.
Particularly, predicative uses have attracted a lot of attention. Such
uses are a large part of the motivation behind at least two new
and prominent semantic views of names—the Predicate View and
Variabilism—both of which treat predicative uses as semantically
relevant and take them as revealing a deeper semantic feature of
names that the referential uses conceal.3

But not everyone is impressed. Some theorists—including most
prominently Robin Jeshion (2015a, 2015b, 2015c) and Gail Leckie
(2013)—have given arguments that raise an important challenge
against the treatment of predicative uses of names as semantically
relevant. The challenge—call it the ‘Sceptic’s Challenge’—rests on
two observations: First, it is widely agreed that extended uses of
names are not semantically relevant, i.e., it is not for a semantic
theory of names but for general linguistic mechanisms (that explain
cases of metaphor/metonymy, etc. more generally) to explain the
extended uses of names. Second, the same linguistic mechanisms
that must be used to explain extended-predicative uses can also be
used to explain predicative uses. The Sceptic’s Challenge is then the

2 The Classical Millian view has been defended by Ruth Barcan Marcus (1961),
Saul Kripke (1980), and Scott Soames (2002) among others. Descriptivists include
Frege (1892/1997) and Russell (1911) among others.

3 Some defenders of the predicate view include Tyler Burge (1973), Paul El-
bourne (2005), Sarah Sawyer (2010), Kent Bach (2015), Delia Fara (2015b), and
Aidan Gray (2018). Variabilism is the view defended by Sam Cumming (2008) and
Anders Schoubye (2017, 2020).
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136 NIKHIL MAHANT

challenge to provide a rationale for treating the predicative uses and
the extended-predicative uses differently—the former as semantically
relevant but not the latter.

This article proposes a general way of drawing the line between
semantically relevant (‘literal’) and non-relevant (‘non-literal’) uses
of names, and in doing so, also provides a response to the Sceptic’s
Challenge. I argue that it is an essential and distinctive feature of our
practice of using names that a name can be used by participants in a
linguistic exchange without possessing substantial information about
the bearer(s) of the name. Based on this essential and distinctive fea-
ture of our name using practice, this article motivates and defends
a general ‘criterion for literality’ of names. By classifying predicative
uses as literal while classifying extended uses as non-literal, the crite-
rion also provides a response to the Sceptic’s Challenge on behalf of
the Predicate View and Variabilism.

Looking ahead: section 1 sets out the distinction between ‘literal’
and ‘non-literal’ uses, as used in this article. Section 2 precisely lays
down the Sceptic’s challenge. Section 3 discusses some unsuccessful
strategies for addressing the challenge and also outlines what would
be needed to address it. Section 4 motivates the need for a criterion
of literality and section 5 presents the criterion. Section 6 and sec-
tion 7 anticipate and respond to some objections to the criterion.
Section 8 discusses how the criterion can be applied to arrive at
a decision concerning the literality of name uses. The concluding
section 9 discusses how the criterion can be applied to address the
Sceptic’s Challenge and lays down some of its further implications.

1 . ‘Literal’ versus ‘Non-literal’ Uses

It is a well-known fact about language that words can often be used
figuratively. Metaphorical uses of words are a case in point. Consider:

11. My children are still rug rats.

The expression ‘rug rat’ in (11) is used metaphorically for toddlers
old enough only to move around on all fours. Such metaphorical use
of ‘rug rats’ does not force us into revising our understanding of
the meaning of the word ‘rats’. Instead, the meanings of words in
metaphorical uses are better thought of as different—but somehow
derived—from their basic meanings. (It may be thought that one
desideratum for a theory of metaphor is to provide a systematic
account of how the metaphorical meanings of words are derived from
their basic meanings.)
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A CRITERION OF LITERALITY FOR NAMES 137

The same can be true of some other types of uses which are not
obviously figurative. Consider the following:

12. Most of the west coast still believes in the Millian orthodoxy.

13. I am going to have to science the s**t out of this. (from the movie
The Martian)

The expression ‘west coast’ in (12) is a metonym for ‘philosophers
working in departments located in the vicinity of the west coast of
the US’ and (13) demonstrates a creative use of the noun ‘science’ as
a verb. The metonymic use of ‘west coast’ does not pose any threat
to the usual understanding of the expression ‘west coast’, nor does
the use of ‘science’ as a verb in (13) make us doubt its classification
as a noun of English.

Instead, the meanings of words in such uses are naturally seen as
derived from their basic meanings. The upshot is that certain special
uses of words call for a separate explanation using independent lin-
guistic mechanisms pertaining to those uses. And a semantic theory
for a class of words cannot be expected to predict or explain the
linguistic features of all uses of words belonging to that class.

Without deferring to how these terms are used elsewhere, I now in-
troduce a distinction between ‘literal’ and ‘non-literal’ uses of words.
Literal uses of words, by definition, are uses in which the linguistic
properties of words are semantically relevant: a semantic theory of
a class of expressions must provide a direct explanation of all uses
(of expressions belonging to that class) that are considered literal.
It would speak against a semantic theory for, say, adjectives, if the
literal uses of adjectives do not conform to the account of adjectives
provided by the theory. Literal uses of words of a certain category
are their basic (or primary, or paradigmatic) uses and constitute the
data that any semantic theory of words of that category must explain
without the aid of any further semantic or pragmatic mechanisms.

Further, the linguistic properties of words in their non-literal uses,
by definition, are not directly relevant in a debate concerning the se-
mantic properties of words belonging to that class. A semantic theory
is not under an obligation to explain the uses that are considered non-
literal and such uses may be explained using independent semantic
or pragmatic mechanisms that explain figurative, derived, or one-off
creative uses more generally. (The mechanisms may rely on the basic
meanings provided by a semantic theory, but explaining figurative or
derived uses is not a task set out for a semantic theory.)
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138 NIKHIL MAHANT

Thus understood, ‘literal’ and ‘non-literal’ track the relevance of
a use of an expression in a semantic debate. This technical use of
‘literal’ must be distinguished from a second, more general sense
of ‘literal’, which contrasts with ‘figurative’ uses (e.g., metaphor,
synecdoche, hyperbole, irony, etc.). The first sense is relative to a
semantic debate about a specific category of expressions, but the
second is more permissive. For instance, in the second sense of
‘literal’, the words ‘free’ (adjective) and ‘free’ (verb) are both literally
used in the sentences ‘Not everyone likes to receive free food’ and
‘Let us free the birds’. However, with respect to, say a semantic
theory of adjectives, it is only the former, i.e., ‘free’ (adjective) which
is relevant (and hence literal in the first sense). A semantic theory
of adjectives is under an obligation to provide an account of the
adjective, but not the verb. (I thank a reviewer for pushing me to
clarify this point.)

Although they are distinct, there are connections between the two
senses of ‘literal’, which I will frequently use in this article. It is
not for a semantic theory of a class of expressions to provide an
explanation for all figurative uses of expressions belonging to that
class—rather, it is a task set out for a more general theory of figura-
tive uses. In other words: all non-literal uses (in the second, general
sense of ‘literal’) are also non-literal uses (in the first, technical sense
of ‘literal’). However, not all literal uses (in the second sense of
‘literal’) are also literal (in the first, technical sense of ‘literal’), like
in the example of ‘free’ in the last paragraph. Throughout the article,
‘literal’ is used in the first, technical sense.

Names are words. Therefore, like words more generally, names
have figurative uses. Consider, for instance:

14. George Wallace is a Napoleon. (Burge 1973)

It is widely acknowledged that the name ‘Napoleon’ in (14) is used
metaphorically (Burge 1973, p. 434; Fara 2015a, p. 254; Jeshion
2015b, p. 230; Hesse et al. 2023, p. 248). Metaphorical uses do not
fall within the explanatory purview of a semantic theory of names,
which makes them non-literal. Similarly, some other figurative uses
of names—e.g., cases of metonymy, synecdoche, irony—are also non-
literal.

The judgement concerning literality, however, may not always be
so obvious. Note that in labelling the corpus of name-uses that fall
outside the explanatory scope of a semantic theory ‘non-literal’, I
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A CRITERION OF LITERALITY FOR NAMES 139

have not yet said anything about which kinds of uses—e.g., refer-
ential, predicative—must be included in it. An important step in
the argument of this article is a proposal concerning which uses of
names must be considered literal and which others non-literal. This,
however, must wait until section 5. For now, I shall go along with an
assumption, discussed in the first paragraph of the next section, that
most participants in the semantic debate on names have implicitly or
explicitly endorsed.

2 . The Sceptic’s Challenge

Referential uses are the most prevalent uses of names and are thought
to be their quintessential literal use. Every semantic theory of names
seeks to explain the properties of names in their referential uses
and is judged better or worse based on its success in doing so.4 An
analogous consensus exists concerning the uses of names in (5)–(10)
that have been labelled extended uses. Theorists across the ideo-
logical divide treat extended uses as non-literal and hold that the
linguistic properties of names in such uses ought to be explained
not by a semantic theory of names but by various pragmatic or se-
mantic mechanisms—e.g., deferred interpretation, metonymic gener-
alizations, lexical rules, etc.—that explain the shift in the meaning of
an expression from its primary meaning more generally (Fara 2015a;
Jeshion 2015a; Leckie 2013).

Things are, however, not so straightforward with predicative uses.
Defenders of the Predicate View and Variabilism—call them both
‘Predicativists’—treat predicative uses as literal (Burge 1973, p. 429;
Schoubye 2020, Section ‘Neglected Data Points’). However, Jeshion
(2015a; 2015b; 2015c) and Leckie (2013) have highlighted some sim-
ilarities between predicative and extended-predicative uses that put
pressure on the Predicativist’s position.

For one, barring the difference in application conditions, the
linguistic properties of names in predicative uses are the same as
their properties in extended-predicative uses—e.g., names in both
uses occupy the same syntactic position and have the same seman-
tic type (i.e., <e,t>). More importantly, however, these theorists
point out that the same semantic/pragmatic mechanisms that explain
extended-predicative uses can also be used to explain predicative
uses. Jeshion (2015b, pp. 283–289; 2015c, pp. 381–383) argues that
the phenomenon of deferred interpretation—introduced by Geoffrey

4 Although, as I will point out in section 3, there can be non-literal referential
uses of names.
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140 NIKHIL MAHANT

Nunberg (1995) to explain metonymic uses of expressions that are
not obviously figurative—can be used to explain predicative uses of
names just as it can be used to explain extended-predicative uses.5

What adds bite to Jeshion’s argument is that a prominent defender
of the Predicate view, Delia Graff Fara, invokes the very same phe-
nomenon of deferred interpretation to explain extended-predicative
uses of names (Fara 2015a, pp. 257–262). Leckie argues that the same
general account that can be used to explain the polysemous nature
of words can also be employed to explain how both predicative and
extended-predicative uses of names are derived from their primary
referential uses.

The essential force of these arguments can be summarized as the
following challenge:

Sceptic’s Challenge: Given that the linguistic properties of
names in their predicative and extended-predicative uses are
remarkably similar, why should predicative uses not be treated
as non-literal uses of names?

The significance of the challenge in contemporary semantic debate
can hardly be overstated. Kent Bach (2015, p. 777) counts the Scep-
tic’s Challenge as one of the two main objections against the Pred-
icate View. If the Sceptic’s Challenge cannot be met, then semantic
theorizing can continue as before—the newer semantic theories on
the block have mistaken a semantically insignificant phenomenon as
significant. But if it can be met, then it would not only bolster the po-
sition of the Predicate View and Variabilism as bona-fide contenders
against the classical views, but also cement the idea that the corpus of
name-uses that any semantic theory must explain include predicative
uses.

The next section discusses some ineffective strategies to address
the Sceptic’s Challenge. The aim is to highlight some foundational is-
sues pertaining to how the question of literality should be approached
and to provide a desideratum for a satisfactory criterion of literality.
The positive proposal of section 5 can then be evaluated against this
desideratum.

5 Note however, that Rami (2015, section 2.4) raises doubts against the success
of meaning transfer mechanisms in explaining the derivation of predicative from
referential uses. Even if this is right, the Sceptic’s challenge may still be motivated
using Leckie’s metonymic generalizations (Leckie 2013).
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A CRITERION OF LITERALITY FOR NAMES 141

3 . Some Ineffective Responses

One may think that the Sceptic’s Challenge can be met by proposing
that which uses of names one takes to be literal is relative to the
semantic theory of names that one takes to be true. In other words,
it is a semantic theory that determines which types of name-uses
count as literal. Such proposal, however, would be viciously circular.
The decision concerning which semantic account of names is the best
depends, at least in part, on which account best explains the literal
uses of names. If, however, the corpus of literal uses of names is
itself determined by the theory of names that one subscribes to, then
such ‘theory-ladenness’ of the corpus would undermine the possibility
of evaluating semantic theories based on their relative explanatory
potential.

There is a general methodological lesson here for all parties in
the debate: the reasons for thinking that a particular use of a name
is literal must not already assume the truth of a semantic account
of names. The correct account is, of course, expected to provide a
direct and satisfactory explanation of all the literal uses of names,
but there must be an independent basis for determining which uses
it is supposed to explain. Call this the ‘independence principle’. The
independence principle mandates that the question of which uses of
names must be considered literal must be sharply distinguished from
the question of which uses a particular semantic theory of names
takes to be literal. In other words, the criterion for distinguishing
literal uses of names from non-literal must not already assume the
truth of—or beg the question against—a semantic theory of names.6

Another strategy to justify the literality of predicative uses has
been to give an argument of the following general form:

Premise A: Referential uses are literal uses of names.

Premise B: Uses that have a close affinity with referential uses
are literal.

6 Two reviewers have expressed scepticism that the distinction between literal
and non-literal cannot be drawn in non-semantic terms because literality itself is a
semantic notion: for a term to be used literally is for it to be used with its literal
(i.e., non-figurative) meaning. However, as I discussed in section 1, the technical
notion of ‘literal’ relevant here is non-semantic, and tracks basic uses instead of
non-figurative uses. This article, taken as a whole, can be considered an argument
for demarcating basic uses on non-semantic grounds.
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142 NIKHIL MAHANT

Premise C: Predicative uses have a close affinity with referential
uses.7

Therefore: Predicative uses are literal uses.

There is something to be said against both the premises A and B
of the above argument. If premise A is true, then a semantic theory
of names must be under an obligation to explain all uses of a name
as a singular term. This, however, is not true. Names can be used
figuratively to refer to individuals, and as discussed above, figurative
uses of names are non-literal. Consider e.g., the metaphorical use of
the name ‘Freud’ in (15) to refer to a contextually salient individual
known to psychoanalyse speakers during talks and the metonymic
use of ‘Washington’ in (16) to refer to the US government:

15. She agreed to speak when I told her that Freud would not be
attending.

16. Washington is increasingly wary of the developments in Taiwan
Strait.

It is for a theory of metaphor or metonym (and not for a semantic
theory of names) to explain how the names ‘Freud’ and ‘Washington’
can be used to refer to individuals who do not have ‘Freud’ and
‘Washington’ as their names. These examples demonstrate a fact that
often gets ignored in the philosophical debate on names—just as
there can be literal referential uses of names, there can be non-literal
referential uses (for figurative referential uses, cf. Hesse et al. 2023,
section 4.2).

Further, even if premise A were true, there are good reasons to
be sceptical of premise B. Even if one has independent grounds for
treating referential uses as literal (say, someone who takes referential
uses to be literal on the ground that they are the most frequent
uses of names), mere affinity with the referential uses cannot be
a justification for some other kind of name-use to be considered
literal. It is more reasonable to assume that the affinity between
the literal name-uses must be explained on the ground(s) of their
literality instead of constituting it. A justification for treating some

7 In different formulations of this argument, the ‘close affinity’ (between pred-
icative and referential uses) has been spelled out in different ways: e.g., the con-
sideration that sentences like ‘Jones is a Jones’ are trivially true (Burge 1973), that
‘Hornsby’ Inferences (i.e., inferences of the form ‘N is F, therefore, at least one N
is F’) are indexically valid (Hornsby 1976; Schoubye 2017).
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A CRITERION OF LITERALITY FOR NAMES 143

other kind of name-use as literal must include either demonstrating
that the other kind of name-use is literal on the same ground that
referential uses are, or providing some independent ground to justify
the literality of that other kind of name-use.

The above discussion shows first, that it would be a mistake to
draw conclusions about the literality of a name-use on the basis of
one’s prior commitment to a semantic view, and second, that the
basis of the distinction between literal and non-literal uses of names
is something other than the semantic role or the syntactic position of
a name within a sentence: just as there can be literal referential uses
of names, there can be non-literal referential uses. Likewise, when a
name appears as a general term within a sentence, its appearance can
be either literal or non-literal.

4 . The Need for a Criterion of Literality

The need and relevance of a criterion of literality is the most evident
for the Predicate View and Variabilism—these views rely on the
assumption that predicative uses are literal, and need to justify the as-
sumption in the face of the Sceptic’s Challenge. However, although
posed against a handful of views, the Sceptic’s Challenge highlights
a general lacuna in the semantic debate about names—the lack of a
principled basis to determine which uses of names a semantic theory
should aim to explain. Every semantic view would benefit from the
justification provided by the criterion for distinguishing semantically
relevant from non-relevant uses—a distinction that all parties in the
semantic debate rely upon and endorse.

The need for a criterion of literality is thus well motivated. This
section makes a case for a further claim—that it is highly desirable
to have an across-the-board agreement concerning literality. In other
words, it highlights the need for and importance of a criterion of
literality to be generally accepted and endorsed by all parties in the
semantic debate on names. The argument for this claim relies on
some broader methodological considerations governing the semantic
debate, and the rest of this section presents some such considerations.

The disagreement among theorists in the semantic debate on
names is plausibly a genuine disagreement. Genuine disagreement,
however, requires agreement about the object of disagreement. Con-
necting the debate between different semantic views requires an
agreement about which uses should be explained by a semantic the-
ory of names, and which others may be relegated to more general
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144 NIKHIL MAHANT

linguistic mechanisms. For instance, there is a sense in which the clas-
sical Millian and Descriptive views, which do not consider predicative
uses to be semantically relevant, fail to connect with the Predicate
view and Variabilism, which consider predicative uses to be not just
literal but rather important uses of a name.

An across-the-board agreement concerning which uses are literal is
desirable because it will help connect the differing viewpoints within
the semantic debate—establishing the common corpus of uses of
names that a theory of names must consider relevant data to be
explained would allow juxtaposition of distinct explanans concerning
the same explanandum, thereby facilitating an assessment of the
manner and extent to which the different semantic views of names
agree or disagree.

One desirable feature of a semantic theory for a class of expression
is its ‘explanatory potential’—i.e., its capacity to provide a satisfac-
tory account of the uses of expression belonging to that class. An
agreement on a criterion of literality would provide a common cor-
pus of name uses that every semantic theory is supposed to explain.
Competing theories can then be evaluated based on their relative suc-
cess in explaining the elements of that corpus.8 An across-the-board
agreement concerning literality is desirable because by providing a
desideratum for theory choice it would advance the semantic debate.

Finally, semantic views that investigate names ‘for their own sake’
have a common interest in determining the corpus of paradigmatic,
literal uses. A semantic investigation of names may be driven by a
number of distinct motivations. One motivation can be to investigate
names with an aim to gain insights into some further epistemologi-
cal, logical, or metaphysical phenomena of interest. (Frege, Russell,
and Quine were arguably driven by such motivations, cf. Gray 2012,
pp. 3–16 for discussion.) The range of phenomena that such a se-
mantic investigation needs to examine is determined by the purposes
and motivations of the investigation. Such an investigation may, with
full justification, consider only such uses of names ‘literal’ that help
it fulfil its aims. (The scope of this article excludes theories that are
driven by such broader philosophical motivations.)

8 This is not to say that the explanatory scope of a semantic theory is the
only (or the most important) basis for choosing between semantic theories. Internal
consistency of semantic theories (cf. Jeshion 2017), plausibility of the metaphysical
assumptions that a theory relies upon (Mahant 2022; Michaelson 2023) etc. may all
be important bases—the point here is that one established and important basis is a
theory’s explanatory scope.
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A second motivation can be to investigate names, qua words be-
longing to a natural language, for their own sake, i.e., to investigate
names with an aim of learning more about their linguistic behaviour.
The methodology appropriate for any such investigation is closer
to one adopted by a scientist studying a natural phenomenon (like
tides or pollination) with an intention to know more about the phe-
nomenon itself. It would be methodologically problematic for such
an investigation to limit its purview only to some instances of the
phenomenon while ignoring others. To be sure, not all instances that
are thought to be instances of the phenomenon will be bona-fide in-
stances of the phenomenon—some criterion to identify bona-fide (or
paradigmatic) instances would be required. However, given that their
goal is to investigate the features of the phenomenon itself, partic-
ipants in the investigation have a common interest in defining the
phenomenon—learning what the phenomenon is—by identifying its
paradigmatic instances.

Analogously, the phenomenon of the use of names in natural lan-
guage—which is the common target of theorists investigating names
for their own sake—is constituted by the paradigmatic uses of names.
For such theorists then, the task of delineating the literal uses of
names is one and the same as the task of delineating their bona-fide,
paradigmatic uses. And given their common investigative target, such
theorists also have a common interest in determining the corpus of
paradigmatic, or literal uses.

But which uses of names should be considered their paradigmatic,
literal uses? All paradigmatic uses of names can be thought to have
a shared, essential feature, that is not present in derived, figurative
uses. This feature of paradigmatic uses of names can also be thought
to be distinctive of names, in that it is not displayed by the use of any
other kind of expression. In the next section I identify an essential
and distinctive feature of our practice of using names, and based
on this feature, motivate a ‘criterion for literality’ for distinguishing
semantically relevant uses of names from uses that are not relevant.
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5 . The Criterion of Literality

When we predicate of any thing its proper name; when
we say, pointing to a man, this is Brown or Smith, or
pointing to a city, that it is York, we do not, merely by
so doing, convey to the reader any information about
them, except that those are their names.

(John Stuart Mill, “Of Names”, A System of Logic,
1843, p. 38)

What Mill says about the use of names in ostensive sentences in
the quote above is true of the use of names more generally. When
someone (say, Vic) utters truly that ‘Yesterday I met one McTavish’
or ‘I went to Helsinki ten years ago’ to a linguistically competent
listener, the listener (say, Mark) comes to learn something about
McTavish and Helsinki: Mark learns that McTavish is a person whom
Vic met the day before or that Helsinki is the place that Vic went to
ten years ago.

This information about McTavish and Helsinki, however, is com-
municated by the sentence as a whole and must be distinguished from
the information conveyed by the names ‘McTavish’ and ‘Helsinki’.
By themselves, all that the names convey to Mark is that the things
under discussion are called ‘McTavish’ and ‘Helsinki’. If Mark knew
nothing about McTavish or Helsinki prior to his interaction with Vic,
Mark would learn nothing new about them (beyond the information
provided by Vic’s utterances and the fact that they bear the names
‘McTavish’ and ‘Helsinki’).

There can, of course, be some situations in which Mark comes
to learn more about McTavish or Helsinki, but they do not speak
against the thesis just discussed. First, as a competent user of the En-
glish language, Mark may glean that the sentential positions in which
‘McTavish’ and ‘Helsinki’ appear must get filled by noun phrases
standing for persons and places; therefore, Mark may infer that Mc-
Tavish must be a person and Helsinki a place. Such information,
however, is not conveyed by the names used in the utterance, but
by the semantic requirement that the direct object positions of the
verbs ‘meet’ and ‘went’ generally get filled by noun phrases denoting
people and places respectively.

Second, given his prior knowledge of the world, Mark may learn
more about the people mentioned by Vic—for instance, Mark may al-
ready know of McTavish’s desire to meet Vic and upon hearing Vic’s
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utterance he may learn of McTavish that his desire is fulfilled. Such
phenomenon, however, is highly sensitive to the collateral informa-
tion and worldly knowledge possessed by participants in a linguistic
exchange and therefore cannot be considered an essential part of the
information conveyed by names (or the sentences within which they
appear).

This last point gets further support from the fact that names of
individuals can be legitimately and successfully used even when the
conversational participants possess no prior knowledge about those
individuals. Vic does not need to rely on Mark’s familiarity with
McTavish or Helsinki to make her utterances understood.9

This feature of names is in stark contrast with other types of ex-
pressions like ordinary adjectives or common nouns—it would not be
possible for Vic to successfully convey anything through an utterance
of ‘I felt dizzy all day yesterday’ or ‘I went to a circus ten years ago’
if Mark were unfamiliar with the meaning/denotation of ‘dizzy’ or
‘circus’. Journalistic reports, stories, or other discourses about un-
familiar individuals can therefore simply begin by introducing their
names (‘Elizabeth was a rather popular queen. She had four children
and was the head of a large family’).

The use of a name does not require even the issuer of an utterance
to possess much knowledge about the bearer. One such example
comes from Michael Dummett (although Dummett did not endorse
the view that I motivate here using his example):

If, when I come home, one of my children says to me, ‘Mr. Cunningham
telephoned and asked if you would ring him back’, the child may no
more know the sense or the reference of the name ‘Mr. Cunningham’,
which, let us suppose, he has never heard before, than does a piece of
paper on which such a message is written’. (Dummett 1973, p. 138)

Dummett’s example illustrates that a person’s competence in using
a name may involve nothing more than a faithful reproduction of
the name—a child can successfully issue an utterance containing the

9 Depending on factors like their existing epistemic state, their familiarity with
the people named (etc.), different individuals may gather different amounts of infor-
mation upon hearing Vic’s utterance. One may even propose ‘criteria of competence’
with a name needed to reap some such ‘epistemic rewards’ (e.g., gaining testimonial
knowledge, cf. Gray 2016 for discussion). The point here, however, is not to identify
the levels of competence needed to use a name for specific epistemic or communica-
tive purposes, but the minimal, essential competence needed to participate in the
practice of using names more generally.
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name ‘Mr. Cunningham’ without possessing much information about
the individual bearing the name. Although it may be true of many
(perhaps most) actual uses of a name that the speaker of an utterance
knows a lot about the person(s) whose name she uses in an utterance,
such knowledge is not an essential part of the competence required
to use a name.

Names are indeed distinctive in this regard—while one’s compe-
tence in using an adjective or a verb crucially depends on one’s
knowledge of its denotation/meaning, one’s competence in the use
of a name—as Dummett’s example shows—does not. One can use
the name ‘Gödel’s Theorem’ to talk about one or more of Gödel’s
Theorems, all the while having no idea whether these are theorems in
logic or in welfare economics (or even that these theorems are named
after a person named ‘Gödel’).10

It is, however, trivially true that every time a speaker sincerely and
non-figuratively intends to use a name to talk about an individual (or
individuals), she takes the individual(s) to bear the name. What is
often meant by a name being a tag is that just like plastic or paper
tags (think of valet parking tickets), a name can be transferred from
one conversational participant to another without either of them pos-
sessing any substantial information about the individual(s) bearing
the tag.

Intending to steal a car, a thief may hand over a stolen valet park-
ing ticket to an accomplice without knowing the brand or value of
the car attached to the ticket; however, the assumption that the valet
ticket is attached to an object is inherent in the very treatment of the
valet ticket as a valet ticket. Analogously, any sincere intention to
talk about an individual using a name must rest on the assumption
that the named individual bears that name. (I return to this point in
section 6.)

10 Here it may be objected that a person who uses a name in a sentence without
knowing much about the bearer does not understand (or fully understand) the
sentence. A person ‘P’, one may argue, can be said to understand a sentence ‘S’
only if P grasps the semantic content or the Fregean sense expressed by S. So, the
child does not understand his own utterance.

Dummett’s example shows that the strong notion of ‘understanding’ that this
objection relies upon cannot be a condition for the successful use of a name. The
lack of understanding (in this strong sense) on the child’s part does not obstruct
the success of his linguistic interactions with the father. Further, we can understand
sentences even when we know neither their semantic content nor the Fregean sense
expressed by them, e.g., fictional sentences containing indexicals like ‘Mother died
today’ (first line of The Stranger by Albert Camus) (cf. Perry 1977 for discussion of
the Fregean sense of sentences containing indexicals).
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It is an essential and distinctive feature of our practice of using
names that neither the issuer of a name (say, the utterer) nor the
recipient (say, the hearer) needs to possess substantial information
about the bearer(s) of the name. Substantial information about the
bearer may include information about the character traits, national-
ity, appearance, habits, or stereotypes associated with the bearer(s) of
a name. Uses of names which do not require substantial information
can thus be thought to be the paradigmatic, literal uses of a name.
The following conditional (A) summarizes this result:

A: If a use of a name by participants in a linguistic exchange re-
quires them to possess no more information about the bearer(s)
of the name beyond that they bear the name in question, then
that use is literal.

Further, uses of names that require the conversational participants to
possess substantial information about the bearer(s) of a name must
involve harnessing features of a conversational setting that go beyond
the essential linguistic features of a name itself. Such features of the
conversational setting may include the epistemic state of participants
in a linguistic exchange, contextual information, knowledge of lin-
guistic idioms, etc.

If so, then in such uses the linguistic properties of names must be
thought to result from a variety of semantic or pragmatic factors and
a semantic theory of names alone should not be expected to account
for them. Conversely, an investigation into the semantics of names
must not assign semantic significance to the linguistic properties of
names in uses that substantially depart from the general practice
of using names; and such uses must be classified as non-literal uses
of names. The following conditional (B) summarizes this result:

B: If a use of a name by participants in a linguistic exchange
requires them to possess information about the bearer(s) of the
name beyond that they bear the name in question, then that
use is not literal.

Conditionals A and B combined yield the Criterion of Literality
(COL):

COL: A use of a name is literal iff such use by participants in a
linguistic exchange requires them to possess no more informa-
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tion about the bearer(s) of the name beyond the fact that they
bear the name in question.11

Note that the Criterion of Literality presented above does not violate
the independence principle, a consideration that should count in its
favour. The criterion is indifferent both to the syntactic position in
which a name appears (it does not assume that a name must appear in
a specific syntactic position to be considered literal) as well as to any
specific semantic analysis of names (i.e., it does not assume the truth
of any semantic theory of names or beg the question against it.)

Instead, the criterion deploys the essential and distinctive features
of the practice of using names as the basis for distinguishing lit-
eral from non-literal uses. Criticisms of the Criterion of Literality
must either question some aspect of the name-using practice that
it assumes or provide an alternative (non-semantic) basis for dis-
tinguishing literal from non-literal names—an inconsistency with a
semantic account of names is not among the possible criticisms of
the Criterion of Literality.

In the following two sections, I consider two objections represent-
ing two opposite sources of pressure on the Criterion of Literality
proposed above. The first objection (‘the Radical Millian’) disputes
the conditional A on the ground that it is too strong—it requires the
users of a name to possess too much information for the use to be
considered literal. The second objection (‘the Minimal Descriptivist’)
disputes the conditional B on the ground that it is too weak—in
some literal uses of names, participants are required to possess more
information about the bearers than the antecedent of B requires.

11 The above formulation calls for a clarification concerning the epistemic force of
‘possess’. It is too strict a demand on participants in a linguistic exchange to know
that the individual(s) whose name(s) they use also bear the name(s). If X hears
that her neighbour bears the name ‘Smith’ from an unreliable source, then X does
not know that the neighbour bears ‘Smith’. However, insofar as X possesses the true
belief that the neighbour bears the name ‘Smith’, X’s lack of knowledge does not
hinder her successful use of the name in linguistic interactions, e.g., when she says
to Y, ‘Smith is raking the leaves’. Further, depending on one’s view of what it takes
to bear a name, pervasiveness of the belief that P bears a name ‘Q’ may be sufficient
for P to bear ‘Q’. If so, having a sufficiently widespread belief may be sufficient for
successful use (I thank a reviewer for pointing this out). Names get ‘picked up’
within conversational contexts so readily because it is not knowledge, but the truth
or pervasiveness of the relevant belief concerning bearer-hood that is pertinent to
their use.
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6 . The Radical Millian

Objection: Consider a case—like the one discussed by Saul Kripke
(1977, pp. 263–264)—in which a name is used to refer to an individ-
ual who does not bear the name. For instance, two people may hold
a coherent conversation about an individual (who bears the name
‘Smith’) all the while using a name that the individual does not bear
(say, ‘Jones’). This may be either because they are mistaken about
the identity of the referred individual or because they chose to use
‘Jones’ as a one-off word to refer to the individual.

This case shows that our practice of using names allows us to use
a name to refer to an individual who does not bear the name. A
fortiori, participants in a conversation do not need to possess the
information that the individuals they intend to refer to using a name
bear the name. Conditional A is therefore too strong—names can be
used literally even when participants possess no information about
the bearers whatsoever.

Response: Note that this will be a counterexample to Conditional
A only on the assumption that through the use of ‘Jones’ to refer
to Smith, Smith does not also come to bear the name ‘Jones’.12

Kripke’s original discussion was intended at arguing that Donnellan
cases (i.e., the use of a definite description to refer to an individual
who does not satisfy the description, cf. Donnellan 1966) are best
construed as a pragmatic phenomenon—a case of speaker’s reference
as opposed to semantic reference. Just as the use of the definite
description ‘the man drinking the martini’ to successfully refer to
a person not drinking martini is a case of speaker’s reference, a
pragmatic phenomenon, the use of ‘Jones’ to successfully refer to
Smith is a case of speaker’s reference as well.

The use of a name described in the case above is thus prima
facie a pragmatic phenomenon. If so, the use of a name to refer to
an individual who does not bear the name cannot be considered a
paradigmatic use of a name, and ipso facto falls outside the explana-
tory purview of a semantic theory of names.

There is little consensus about how to draw the boundary be-
tween semantic and pragmatic phenomena, and one may object that

12 Name bearing is a distinct relation from reference. One may bear a name
‘N’ but never be referred to by ‘N’ (Geurts 1997, sec. 4). For example, someone
may come to bear ‘Timothy’ because they were so baptised, but they may never
get referred to by ‘Timothy’ (because, say, everyone uses ‘Tim’ to refer to them.)
Further, one may be referred to by ‘N’ even when they do not bear ‘N’, as the above
case purportedly demonstrates.
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Kripke’s classification of the phenomenon as a case of speaker’s ref-
erence is not conclusive. However, the phenomenon turns out to
be pragmatic on all major proposals for distinguishing semantic from
pragmatic phenomena (Ezcurdia and Stainton 2013; Szabo 2006). The
phenomenon is highly context sensitive (‘Jones’ can be used to refer
to Smith only if both the speaker and utterer mistake Smith to be
Jones), ‘Jones’ is not a linguistic sign assigned to Smith, and although
a speaker may use the sentence ‘Jones is raking the leaves’ to convey
the information that Smith is raking the leaves, the truth conditional
content of the sentence is still false.

Another option would be to treat the use as an erroneous use of
a name (upon learning that the person they intend to refer to is not
Jones but Smith, language users will shift to using ‘Smith’). If so,
then the counterexample fails anyway—erroneous uses, by that very
fact, cannot be considered part of the paradigmatic practice of using
names. The case described by the Radical Millian therefore does not
serve as a counterexample to Conditional A.

7 . The Minimal Descriptivist

Objection: Aidan Gray (2016) has highlighted an interesting connec-
tion between the use of names on the one hand and testimonial
knowledge on the other, which suggests that the practice of using
a name requires possession of much more information about the
bearer(s) of the name than is assumed by the Criterion of Literality.
Central to our ability to gain testimonial knowledge is the fact that
upon hearing a sincere, trustworthy, and knowledgeable interlocutor
utter a sentence (say, P) that contains a name, we can come to know
that P—e.g., if the child in Dummett’s example knows that Mr.
Cunningham telephoned, from the child’s testimony the parent can
come to know this too.

If so, then it would be puzzling how the parent can gain such
testimonial knowledge unless the parent can also (a) identify the
person the child intends to refer to using ‘Mr. Cunningham’ from
amongst other people (say, Mr. Buckingham) and (b) disambiguate
the intended bearer of ‘Mr. Cunningham’ from other bearers of ‘Mr.
Cunningham’. Gray argues that what best explains our ability to
gain such testimonial knowledge is the assumption that we associate
information with a name that goes beyond the fact that the referent
bears the name in question. And although this information may
not be enough to determine the referent of a name, it should be
enough to allow one to narrow down to the intended referent and
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disambiguate the relevant Mr. Cunningham amongst other possible
bearers of ‘Mr. Cunningham’.
Response: Note that Gray’s argument is limited to the use of names
in cases of testimonial knowledge, and it would therefore be reason-
able to circumscribe its conclusions to such cases. One theoretical
option is to stick to the position defended in this article while also
granting that the restricted context of testimonial knowledge requires
a special sort of linguistic competence with names—one that goes
beyond the minimal, essential competence needed to participate in
linguistic exchanges involving names more generally.

But I favour a stronger response. By requiring that an explana-
tion for (a) and (b) must be provided in terms of one’s (linguistic)
competence with a name, Gray puts too much burden on the notion
of linguistic competence. The task of determining or disambiguating
the referent does not have to rely on one’s linguistic competence. A
variety of factors—including (but not limited to) the personal histo-
ries of the participants, contextual cues, their epistemic state, their
knowledge of their mutual epistemic state etc.—play a role in such
determination. Indeed, in this regard, names are like other singular
terms: what determines or disambiguates the referent of a singular
term in a particular instance of its use is not just one’s linguistic
competence with the term—i.e., one’s knowledge of its linguistic
meaning—but also the sort of factors outlined earlier.

To see this, consider the following modification of Dummett’s ex-
ample: it is plausible that (at least in certain contexts) the child could
have used the expression ‘he telephoned’ or ‘that man telephoned’ to
convey the same knowledge that the child conveys using the expres-
sion ‘Mr. Cunningham telephoned’. Concerns like (a) and (b) that
arise for the use of names in context of testimonial knowledge will
also arise for pronouns and complex demonstratives.

However, in the case of pronouns and complex demonstratives,
it is obvious that such questions must be answered by appeal to the
historical, contextual, and epistemic factors outlined earlier instead of
an appeal only to one’s linguistic competence with the pronoun ‘he’
or the complex demonstrative ‘that man’ (which is rather limited and
involves knowing things like ‘that man’ can be used to refer to a man
in the vicinity of the agent etc.) It is then methodologically sound
to assume that it is the general account of transfer of knowledge
using singular terms that should be extended to explain transfer of
knowledge using names (instead of forcing a modification on the
general practice of using names to accommodate cases of testimonial
knowledge.)
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8 . Applying the Criterion

As an initial test of its plausibility, let us apply the criterion to the
stock example of a figurative use of a name:

14. George Wallace is a Napoleon. (Burge 1973)

To successfully use the name Napoleon in the intended (metaphor-
ical) manner, both the utterer of (14) as well as the listener must
know much more about Napoleon than the fact that he was called
‘Napoleon’—they must know, for instance, that Napoleon was an
ambitious and tyrannical dictator. The use of ‘Napoleon’ in (14) is
therefore classified as non-literal by the criterion presented above,
which is exactly as we would expect it to be.

The criterion also delivers the judgements that we expect it to
deliver in other cases. It classifies most referential uses of names as
literal—for instance, a lack of familiarity with Alfred Nobel does not
render (1) infelicitous:

1. Thanks to Alfred’s beneficence, scientists today get global rec-
ognition.

Therefore, the use of ‘Alfred’ counts as a literal use according to the
criterion. Similar considerations apply to the use of ‘Donald Trump’
in (2).

The figurative referential uses of names are, however, a different
story. Consider the example discussed earlier:

15. She agreed to speak when I told her that Freud would not be
attending.

The use of ‘Freud’ in (15) is figurative because it is used to refer
to a contextually salient individual having the same traits as that of
the famous Viennese Psychoanalyst. Clearly, a successful use of this
name would require participants in a linguistic exchange to know a
lot more about both the person referred to in the context as well
as the famous Viennese Psychoanalyst. Such competence, however,
is not part of our usual competence in using a name and the crite-
rion correctly classifies this use as non-literal. (Similar considerations
apply to the metonymic use of ‘Washington’ in (16).)

The criterion also delivers the correct verdict on the non-literality
of extended uses of names in (5)–(10). The metonymic uses of ‘Ro-
manov’, ‘Stella’, and ‘Osama bin Laden’ in (5), (6), and (7) crucially
rely on the familiarity of conversational participants with the fact
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that these names refer to a Russian dynasty, a painter, and the mas-
termind of September 11 attacks (and his looks.)13 The mass term,
verb, and adverb use of names also rely heavily on familiarity with
some relevant bearer of those names. ‘Heidegger’ and ‘Frege’ cannot
be used in the intended metonymic manner in (8) unless the con-
versational participants recognize them as authors of philosophical
works; and the use of ‘ChatGPT’ in (9) and ‘Bill Gates’ in (10) both
rely on familiarity with ChatGPT as an LLM and with Bill Gates as a
billionaire. The criterion therefore classifies them as non-literal uses
of names.

Several reasons for classifying extended uses as non-literal have
been proposed in the literature, and it is interesting to see how
the criterion compares with and complements them. Some reasons
include:

i. The consideration put forth by Kent Bach, who argues that
while names can uniformly be used predicatively in English,
extended uses do not exhibit such (intra-linguistic) uniformity:

‘. . . whereas the names of painters, sculptors, and architects
can be used as capitalized count nouns for paintings, sculp-
tures, and structures, the analogous situation does not hold for
composers and compositions or for novelists and novels.’ (Bach
2015, pp. 780–781)

The fact that the names of artists engaged in one type of artform
may be used in an extended manner (‘Stella’ in (6)) but not
others shows that such uses are a result of special practices
limited to names of certain categories of individuals. A semantic
theory of names, on the other hand, should only be expected

13 The extended-predicative uses considered here are non-literal because their use
requires substantial information about a particular bearer of a name. However,
there may be instances where an extended use is non-literal because it requires
conversational participants to bear substantial information about a multitude of
people bearing a name (cf. Matushansky 2015, p. 358). One such example is as
follows:

17. She even looks like a Ruth.

The correct truth conditions of (17) in its intended (figurative) use are obtained
by taking the name ‘Ruth’ as a general term true not of ‘bearers of ‘Ruth’ ’, but
rather the ‘bearers of the stereotypical properties associated with bearers of ‘Ruth’ ’.
As the use of this name requires conversational participants to possess substantial
information about the bearers of a name (i.e., their stereotypical properties), the
Criterion of Literality (correctly) classifies it as a non-literal use.

DOI:https://doi.org/10.22201/iifs.18704905e.2025.1754 Crítica, vol. 57, no. 171 (diciembre 2025)

critica / C171Mahant / 23



156 NIKHIL MAHANT

to account for the properties of names governed by the general
practice of using names within a language.

ii. Yet another reason for treating some extended uses as non-
literal is that the extended uses of names are mostly limited
to names of famous individuals (Schoubye 2020, p. 74). This
suggests that whether a name can have an extended use is
governed by special practices sensitive to socio-cultural factors
instead of general linguistic properties of names. A semantic
theory of names that aims at explaining the linguistic behaviour
of names more generally does not need to explain such uses.

iii. Some names—e.g., ‘ChatGPT’ in (9) and ‘Bill Gates’ in (10)—
can be naturally used as a verb and an adverb in English, but in
some other languages such uses are hard to hear. For instance,
an equivalent translation of (10) in Hebrew and Hindi is a
construction containing a preposition and a referential use of a
name (that roughly translates in English as: ‘I am rich, but not
rich like Bill Gates’.) This suggests that these uses are idiomatic
expressions of English and a semantic theory of names—which
is supposed to account for features of names that hold cross-
linguistically—should ignore such idiomatic usages.

iv. As part of a broader argument for the claim that the difference
between literal and figurative uses is one of kind and not degree,
Hesse et. al. (2023) highlight the following distinction between
predicative uses and extended predicative uses:

In contrast to [ . . . ] figurative uses of proper names, the lit-
eral predicative uses of proper names that express the being-
called condition are directly derived from the meaning of the
name and not from presuppositions associated with its exten-
sion. (Hesse et.al. 2023, p. 254)

All these are strong considerations for taking one or other subtype
of extended uses as non-literal—but what speaks for the Criterion
of Literality is that it provides an overarching, general, and uniform
rationale for taking all extended uses as non-literal. In fact, it is easy
to see that common to each of the above points is the condition that
the criterion employs to identify non-literal uses—i.e., non-literal
uses require collateral information that is not part of the information
needed to participate in the paradigmatic practice of using names.
The collateral information cited in (i) is the knowledge of the special
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practices associated with names of certain categories of individuals,
in (ii) the knowledge of socio-cultural status of some individuals who
bear a name, and (iii) the knowledge of the idioms of a language. The
proposal adumbrated in (iv) is very much in line with the Criterion of
Literality. However, the discussion in Hesse et.al. 2013 is restricted
to the predicative and extended-predicative uses while the Criterion
of Literality is general and applicable to any use of names.14

9 . Concluding Remarks

With this much in place, the task of applying the criterion to pred-
icative uses of names will be a quick one. Consider the predicative
use of ‘Alfred’ in (3):

3. No Alfred has ever walked on the moon.

The use of Alfred in (3) requires no more information about any
(or all) bearers of Alfred beyond the fact that they bear the name
‘Alfred’. (Similar considerations apply for the use of ‘Donald Trump’
in (4).) Further, it follows from the very definition of predicative uses
that, in its predicative use, a name ‘N’ truly applies to a ‘bearer of
‘N’ ’ (uses in which a name appears as a general term with a different
application condition are classified as ‘Extended-predicative uses’,
which are already shown to be non-literal). Therefore, the Criterion
of Literality classifies predicative uses of names as literal.

Recall that the Sceptic’s Challenge would be met if there are in-
dependent reasons for treating the extended-predicative uses as non-
literal and for treating predicative uses as literal. The Criterion of Lit-
erality, which is based on an essential, distinctive, and non-semantic
feature of the practice of using names, provides such reasons. By
classifying predicative uses as literal but extended-predicative uses as
non-literal, the proposed criterion serves as a response to the Sceptic’s
Challenge on behalf of the Predicativists.

The usefulness of the Criterion of Literality goes beyond the con-
temporary debate surrounding the Sceptic’s Challenge and, before
concluding, I will note the generality of the proposed criterion by
applying it to an important but ignored class of ‘bound’ uses of
names. Consider (18) below, in which the name ‘Ernest’ in the sec-
ond sentence is bound by the indefinite in the first sentence, and

14 Further, Hesse et al. (2013)’s main concern is to argue that there is a sharp
line between literal and figurative uses—they are concerned with the second sense of
‘literal’ discussed in section 1—while the motivation for the Criterion of Literality is
to demarcate the uses of names that fall within the explanatory scope of a semantic
theory of names.
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(19) in which (on its intended reading) ‘Quintus’ refers to a different
individual depending on the family considered:

18. There is a gentleman in Hertfordshire by the name of ‘Ernest’. Ernest is
engaged to two women. (Cumming 2008, p. 526)

19. In any family, Quintus is the fifth son. (Hawthorne and Manley 2012,
p. 236)

There is some debate concerning whether bound uses of names are
literal (cf. Rami 2022, chapter 6). Understanding the intended mean-
ing of (18) does not require one to possess any more information
about the relevant Ernest beyond that they bear the name (that they
live in Hertfordshire is information that is provided by the sentence.)
The use of ‘Ernest’ in (18) is therefore literal. However, the intended
reading of (19) can be grasped only if one has the background infor-
mation that the bearer of ‘Quintus’, as a result of some convention,
is the fifth son in a family (before giving the example, Hawthorne
and Manley explicitly mention this convention.) The use of ‘Quintus’
is, therefore, non-literal. The criterion of literality thus also bears
upon the question of whether bound uses (which are an important
motivation behind views that seek to assimilate names into pronouns)
can be considered literal.

The semantic properties of names have been a subject of intense
debate and scrutiny; however, the question of which types of name-
uses are directly relevant in semantic theorizing about names has
received little attention. By proposing a principled manner of mak-
ing the distinction between literal and non-literal uses of a name,
the Criterion of Literality proposed in this article remedies this defi-
ciency.15,16

15 Earlier versions of this article were presented at a meeting of the Vienna
Language and Mind Group (Vienna), Colloquium of the ‘Logic in Bochum’ group
(Ruhr University, Bochum), and Josh Dever’s Dissertation Seminar (University of
Texas, Austin). I thank the participants of these seminars and three reviewers of this
journal for their helpful comments. I also thank David Sosa, Dolf Rami, Hanoch
Ben-Yami, Josh Dever, Mark Sainsbury, Matthew Vermaire, Max Kölbel, Michael
Schmitz, Neelam Yadav, Ora Matushansky, Tim Crane, and Zoltan Szabo for their
comments on earlier versions of this article.

16 The research for this article was funded by (a) the Central European University
Budapest Foundation and (b) the European Union under Marie Skłodowska-Curie
Project ‘AICon’ (Project Number 101150024).
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