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Abstract: Since the rise of the semantics for demonstratives (mainly influenced by
Kaplan’s classic “Demonstratives” (1989)), most scholars have focused on perceptual
demonstrations. In this paper, we want to explore the possibility of demonstrations of
abstract entities (events, mathematical objects, etc.). Since there is no visual (or any form
of sensory) presentation of abstract entities, this enterprise depends on either demon-
strations being not the decisive element fixing the reference of demonstratives (a view
that Kaplan himself would later embrace) or on there being demonstrations that are not
perceptual. We shall try to motivate the latter alternative.
Keywords: demonstratives • abstract entities • Kaplan • non-perceptual demonstra-
tions

1. Introduction: Demonstratives and Demonstrations

In “Demonstratives” ([14]) Kaplan famously distinguishes, among indexicals,
those that need an accompanying demonstration in order to be semantically
complete from those that do not need any demonstration. Of the former kind
are expressions such as ‘he’, ‘that’, ‘there’, etc., as well as the artificially created
‘dthat’ (which is supposed to be a formal device working as a paradigmatic
demonstrative in the logic of demonstratives). Only these he calls demonstra-
tives properly speaking. Of the latter kind are expressions such as ‘I’, ‘here’,
‘now’, which Kaplan calls pure indexicals. A demonstrative such as ‘that’, with-
out an accompanying demonstration, is normally semantically incomplete (un-
less, as we shall see, there is one and only one salient thing that might be the
demonstratum). A pure indexical, on the other hand, requires no demonstra-
tion in that its character alone is enough to pick a reference from the consti-
tutive elements of the context. E.g., an utterance of ‘I’ always has the speaker
as reference, an utterance of ‘here’ always has the location of the utterance as
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reference, an utterance of ‘now’ always has the time of the utterance as refer-
ence. If a speaker utters ‘I’ with a demonstrative gesture indicating himself or
herself, the gesture is semantically redundant, and normally merely emphatic
since ‘I’ is a pure indexical and doesn’t need a demonstration to be semantically
complete.

What are demonstrations? Despite appearances, this is not a trivial matter.
Typically they are a visual presentation of a perceived object indicated by a
pointing.1 Sometimes the demonstrative needs completion also of a noun to
disambiguate the demonstration. E.g., if I point in the direction of a person
carrying a violin and say ‘that’s nice’, I might be meaning to refer to the violin,
or to the fact that someone is carrying a violin, or to the clothes that the person
is wearing, etc. So, I may need to say ‘that violin is nice’ together with my
pointing.

A visual presentation is the typical case, but Kaplan carefully leaves open
the possibility that demonstrations might not be of this form. Indeed, in a foot-
note added immediately after the above distinction, Kaplan says:

However, a demonstration may also be opportune and require no special
action on the speaker’s part, as when someone shouts “Stop that man”
while only one man is rushing towards the door. My notion of demon-
stration is a theoretical concept. (ibid.)

This is a more liberal notion of demonstrations. It still involves some form of
visual presentation (i.e., of “that man” rushing towards the door), but here the
focus is less on the visual element and more on the salience of the demonstra-
tum. Kaplan himself seems to oscillate between the restricted (perceptual) and
the liberal conception of demonstrations. For instance, in a passage on p.525 of
“Demonstratives” he says that it is essential that a demonstration “presents its
demonstrata from some perspective, that is, as the individual that looks thusly
from here now", and this seems close to the perceptual paradigm. But in foot-
note 47 on the same page he adds that demonstration might not require any
gestures by anyone, and might instead rely on conventions and “take advan-
tage" of other contextual elements. Most of the time, however, he indicates that
there is a certain “theoretical latitude" as to what should be assume as essential
to demonstrations.

One relevant feature of Kaplan’s view is that he sees a very close parallel
between demonstrations and Fregean descriptions. Indeed, he accepts what he
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calls the Fregean theory of demonstrations, i.e., the view that demonstrating an
object is just presenting it under a certain perspective, and the presentation can
always, in principle, be translated into a description (e.g., the object that seems
so and so from such-and-such perspective).2 Demonstrations can be seen as
types, and particular occurrences of them as tokens, just like descriptions. This
treatment of demonstrations as analogous to definite descriptions leads to the
idea that, in the same way that a definite description might select different
objects in different counterfactual situations, the same demonstration might
also have different demonstrata in different counterfactual situations.3 E.g., I
can be pointing at someone that looks like David Kaplan and is indeed David
Kaplan in the actual world, but in a different possible world things might be
exactly the same, except for the fact that the one I am pointing at is John Perry
disguised as David Kaplan. The demonstration is exactly the same in all relevant
epistemic aspects in both situations (my location, my point of view, the mode
of presentation of the individual I am pointing at, etc.), but the demonstratum is
David Kaplan in the first situation, and it is John Perry in the second situation.

The liberal conception of demonstrations seems more in line with the Freg-
ean theory of demonstrations in that descriptions may employ any means of
identification (i.e., not just visual presentation) and have any kind of objects
(concrete or abstract) as reference. Most of Kaplan’s examples are of demon-
stratives that have concrete demonstrata (persons, objects), and this gives the
impression that these are the only kind of demonstratives. However, some ex-
amples are of demonstrata of which there can be no perception (such as abstract
entities or future individuals). In this paper, we want to explore the possibility
of demonstrations of abstract entities (events, mathematical objects, etc.). Since
there is no visual (or any form of sensory) presentation of abstract entities, this
enterprise depends on either demonstrations being not the decisive element
fixing the reference of demonstratives (a view that Kaplan himself would later
embrace, as we shall see below) or on there being demonstrations that are not
perceptual. The latter is our favored alternative.

2. Demonstrations vs Demonstrative Intentions

While pure indexicals have a relatively straightforward mechanism of refer-
ence-fixing, providing an explanation to the reference of demonstratives has
proven to be more of a challenge. There are two main strands of theories about
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demonstrative reference in the literature, and both can be traced back to Kaplan
himself. In his earlier work, Kaplan posited that demonstrations were essential
for securing the referent of demonstratives. As he revised his theory in the
“Afterthoughts" ([16]), demonstrations were demoted, giving place to speaker’s
intentions instead. In this section, we will start by providing an overview of
both Kaplanian accounts, and then direct our attention to a particular problem
that has been subject of contention between those two views.

2.1. The Demonstration-Based Approach:

] According to the classical theory advanced by Kaplan ([14, 15]), demonstra-
tions are criterial for the fixation of a demonstratum, given that the standard
constituents of context (speaker, location, time, possible world) do not suffice
to pick a reference. So, at first, the rationale behind the prioritization of demon-
strations is that the linguistic rules around true demonstratives (i.e. their char-
acter) demand the speaker’s issuing of an associated demonstration, for oth-
erwise the use of demonstrative would be rendered semantically incomplete.
Another reason that Kaplan viewed as lending credence to the demonstration-
based approach is the fact that demonstrations are a good theoretical tool to
distinguish between successful and unsuccessful uses (which he calls “incom-
plete demonstratives") of demonstratives. To exemplify this, let’s see one of the
cases that Kaplan had under consideration, which involves hallucination: sup-
pose you find yourself alone in a room, and hallucinate a pink elephant, then
saying “that is huge and pink!"; following Kaplan’s earlier picture, here we have
an instance of a demonstration that evidently does not secure the “intended"
demonstratum, and what would help to explain why this token of “that’ has no
referent is precisely the special role ascribed to demonstrations.

2.2. The Intention-Based Account:

Later, in an apparent concession to Donnellan’s notion of “having in mind" as
semantically decisive for referring, [16] proposes a different view according to
which demonstrations are not really relevant when it comes to the semantic of
demonstratives. Instead, he puts forward a picture of demonstrative reference
in which the speaker’s intentions are responsible for securing the demonstrata
of uses of demonstratives. As part of his revised theory of demonstrative ref-
erence, he introduces the notion of “directive intention", that can be character-
ized as follows: the intention a speaker has to demonstrate, and say something
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of, a certain object x, provided he or she has x under his or her perceptual fo-
cus [16, p.583]. The requirement that the speaker must be perceptually focused
on the desired demonstrata implies a restriction of the scope of the theory to
cases of “perceptual demonstratives", i.e., cases in which the speaker is per-
ceptually attending to the object he or she has in mind. The motivation for
this restriction is the need to provide an account for the role perception plays
in the paradigmatic instances of demonstrative reference, while excluding the
situations that Kaplan deems ‘abnormal’ and ‘atypical’, such as someone hal-
lucinating or the famous Carnap-Agnew portrait example, as we will discuss
further ahead. When it comes to situations where the speaker issues a demon-
stration, Kaplan considers that the demonstration plays a strictly pragmatic,
and “off the record", role of getting the speaker’s communicational intentions
through to the interlocutor.

As previously noted, Kaplan’s intentionalist theory of perceptual demon-
stratives draws heavily on insights provided by Donnellan’s cases of referen-
tial uses of descriptions (e.g., from [7]). As a matter of fact, in the course of a
meta-semantical discussion, [17] makes the observation that Donnellan’s cases
impose an epistemological constraint on our semantic theorizing, to the effect
that our semantic theories should account for the cognitive dimension implied
by the notion of “having-in-mind". That is, in order to accurately represent the
inner-workings of natural language communication and direct reference, we
need to explain “the different ways we can have a given individual in mind"
[17, p.131]. It would seem, then, that talking in terms of speaker’s intentions is
unavoidable if one wishes to accurately depict the unique epistemic features of
demonstrative reference. Hence, in order to motivate his revised theory, [16]
formulates Donnellan-inspired cases of demonstrative reference, such as “that
[the man drinking martini] is an interesting looking fellow", and contends that
they accentuate the relevant role that speaker’s intentions play in reference-
fixing. One apparent takeaway from these cases is that hearers are able to grasp
the speaker’s intention and recognize the intended referent despite being pre-
sented with the mistaken description/demonstration. This seems to support the
understanding that demonstrations are pragmatic aids rather than semantic de-
terminants. Furthermore, Kaplan argues that these cases seem to undermine
theories that prioritize demonstrations over intentions, for one could not ex-
plain how a speaker can misrecognize, and even mispoint at, the referent and
yet successfully secure a demonstratum ([16]).
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The Kaplanian appeal to intentions can also be motivated by the idea that
some instances of demonstrations are too ambiguous to secure any demonstra-
tum whatsoever. This is specially noteworthy with regards to usages of “bare"
demonstratives (e.g.: the pronouns ‘this’, ‘that’). To give one example, due to
[26], let’s consider the following scenario: you are in a park and wants to direct
the interlocutor’s attention to your dear dog Fido, saying “That is Fido". In the
absence of the description “that dog", it would be unclear which feature of the
context differentiates the dog from other salient objects (like cats, bushes, kids,
etc.) in the surroundings. The intentionalist proposes, then, that the speaker’s
directive intention, which the interlocutor grasps through some sort of Gricean
mechanism of intention-recognition, is what disambiguates the demonstratum,
thus filling the apparent gap left by demonstrations. According to [16], demon-
strative gestures, as well as other contextual features (such as object salience),
would only make sense to the interlocutor in light of the speaker’s intentions.

2.3. The Problem of Conflicting Intentions

As we have seen so far, each of the two competing approaches has its own
virtues. For, on the one hand, demonstration-based theories can easily account
for the paradigmatic uses of demonstratives while establishing conditions that
excludes vacuous cases, where reference does not hold. On the other hand, in-
tentionalism is better fit to track the mental aspect of demonstrative usage (cf.
[29, p.18]), as well as in providing an explanation for how a referent is secured
even when the demonstration is apparently ambiguous. Thus, a key point of
the dispute has been concerning which theory provides the most comprehen-
sive treatment of demonstrative reference, that is, which can account for the
most, if not all, varieties of uses of demonstratives. This pursuit of the neces-
sary and sufficient conditions for demonstrative reference gave rise to a myr-
iad of counter-examples and discussions that attempt to unravel the semantic
intuitions they elicit. The most prominent cases discussed are part of the so-
called “problem of conflicting intentions". These are typically cases in which
it is apparently unclear whether demonstrations or intentions are determining
the demonstrata. The original example is due to Kaplan ([15]) himself, and it
could be described as follows:

Carnap-Agnew portrait: Suppose a professor (in the original example,
Kaplan himself) teaches in a lecture hall in which there normally is a por-
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trait of Rudolf Carnap hanging above the board behind him. One day he is
giving a lecture and goes off on a tangent about his philosophical heroes,
thus remarking: “That [pointing to the portrait at his back] is a picture of
one of the greatest philosopher of the twentieth century". However, unbe-
knownst to him, the hall has been rearranged before the lecture and now
a picture of Spiro Agnew hangs in the place of Carnap’s portrait. What,
then, is the referent of the professor’s demonstrative “that"?

[15] meant the example as showing that demonstrations supplant the speaker’s
original intentions. He takes it to be clear that the demonstrative gesture “over-
rides" the professor’s intention to refer to the Carnap’s portrait, and gives prior-
ity to the referent that was gestured at (Spiro Agnew’s picture). And this, or so
he argues, makes it plausible to consider demonstrations as the ultimate deter-
minants of demonstrative reference. This reading of the example is supported
by the semantic interpretation that the professor wrongly (and, for much of
his own embarrassment, foolishly) asserted of Spiro Agnew that he was a great
philosopher. In fact, Kaplan emphasizes that the professor said something un-
ambiguously false regardless of his referential intention:

There are, of course, limits to what can be accomplished by intentions
(even the best of them). No matter how hard I intend Carnap’s picture, in
the earlier described case I do not think it reasonable to call the content
of my utterance true. (p.214)

To summarize, then, Kaplan’s original reading of the Carnap-Agnew portrait
case is motivated by the assumptions that (a) the professor failed to refer to the
intended demonstratum and that (b) the professor’s demonstrative gesture de-
cisively isolates Spiro Agnew’s picture as the demonstratum. This case ignited
the debate concerning the problem of conflicting intentions. In this debate, the
usual position of proponents of demonstration-based approaches (e.g., [25] and
[31]) is to elaborate on the intuitiveness of this style of counter-example and
argue that this type of cases constitutes a compelling counter-example to in-
tentionalism. Faced with this challenge, different intentionalists have resorted
to one (or more) of the following strategies: (i) to regard this type of case as
falling outside the scope of a theory of intentions; (ii) to argue that there is no
referent whatsoever, i.e., that the usage was unsuccessful; (iii) to argue that ac-
tually, despite our intuitions, the professor in the Carnap-Agnew portrait case
did indeed refer to the intended demonstratum; and (iv) to argue that in these
scenarios of conflicting intentions there may be two simultaneous referents.
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[3] argues that one can explain away the intuitiveness of the Carnap-Ag-
new portrait case and other cases of apparent conflicting intentions by high-
lighting the distinction between demonstration and reference. That is, accord-
ing to him the intuition only arises if we mistake the conditions for demon-
strating an object with the conditions for reference taking place. He introduces
this distinction through the following example: suppose a teacher want to talk
about Carnap’sMeaning and Necessity, and in order to do so picks a book while
saying “Carnap’s book is a tough read", without realizing he is holding the
wrong book. Bertholet suggests that despite the professor’s failure to demon-
strate the intended book, the correct interpretation is still that he referred to
Meaning and Necessity. Applying this analysis to the Carnap-Agnew portrait
case, Bertholet argues that while the professor demonstrates the Agnew pic-
ture, what he is “talking about" (i.e. what he has in mind), and thus refers to,
is the Carnap portrait. His point is that detractors of intentionalism are mis-
understanding the intentionalist theory’s goals, and overestimate the degree to
which these cases constitute relevant counter-examples. However, this line of
defense is flawed. The main problem with Bertholet’s defense is that it entails
restricting intentionalism to a theory strictly about speaker meaning, which
by itself is not enough to appease the problem of conflicting intentions and
seems to undermine its explanatory power. In fact, Bertholet himself concedes
that we can only assume his proposal if we are not concerned with proposing a
theory that evaluates the semantic content of demonstratives (cf. [3, p.254]), de-
spite the fact that predicting the semantic content of demonstrative’s usages is
considered a desideratum for most intentionalist theories (and as well for most
demonstration-based theories).

Later in “Afterthoughts" Kaplan circumvents the challenge posed by the
problem of conflicting intentions by remarking that cases such as the Carnap-
Agnewportrait are not the subject of his theory, for he specifies that his aim is to
provide an account of the semantics of the normal perceptually grounded uses
of demonstratives, rather than of the “atypical" situations where perception
is not involved. According to Kaplan, it is uncontroversial that the professor
in the Carnap-Agnew portrait case is not perceptually focused on the desired
demonstratum. After all, he gestures at the object hanging on the board behind
his back without looking, relying strictly on his memory of the placement of
Carnap’s portrait. Moreover, Kaplan does not consider this limited scope to be a
shortcoming of his theory of perceptual demonstratives because he tacitly en-
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dorses a pluralist conception of demonstrative reference. That is, Kaplan allows
that different treatments of demonstrative reference may be required to accom-
modate the multiple ways through which different varieties of demonstrata are
determined. By assuming this pluralistic conception, Kaplan concedes that his
treatment is not supposed to pick upon all varieties of uses of demonstrative
(namely, of the “complex" and “atypical" cases). Hence, the Kaplanian theory
of perceptual demonstrations, unlike the demonstration-based approach, is not
conceived as an uniform account to demonstrative reference; rather, it is con-
cerned solely with the “paradigmatic" instances.

However, Reimer (1991, 1992) makes the point that this type of case can-
not be dismissed as “atypical". Were intentionalists to follow Kaplan’s move,
they would essentially concede that rival theories have the “upper-hand" when
it comes to handling these cases. And Reimer takes this position to be unten-
able, arguing that it undermines the theory’s explanatory power, although she
does not provide a positive argument for reaching this conclusion. She seems,
rather, to assume it as the appropriate methodological stance heading into this
debate. Furthermore, she considers that Kaplan ismistaken in assuming that the
problem of conflicting intentions does not implicate perceptual intentions. To
make this matter clearer, and to refute Kaplan’s claim, she presents the follow-
ing version of the problem of conflicting intentions, which happens to involve a
speaker demonstrating an object other than the one she is perceptually focused
on:

Suppose, for instance, that I suddenly realize that I have left my keys on
the desk in my (shared) office. I return to my office, where I find the desk
occupied by my officemate. I then spot my keys, sitting there on the desk,
alongside my officemate’s keys. I then make a grab for my keys, saying
just as I mistakenly grab my officemate’s keys, “These are mine". Now, in
such a case, Kaplan would presumably want to say that I had a “directing
intention" with regard to my keys. [...] And yet the keys that I’ve demon-
strated by way of grabbing are my officemate’s keys. [25, p.190]

So, Reimer’s counterpoint to Kaplan’s claim is that the key scenario makes for a
compelling case where the demonstrative gesture overrides a perceptual inten-
tion to refer to the demonstrata, which is precisely what characterizes the prob-
lem of conflicting intentions. In light of this and the Carnap-Agnew portrait
cases, [26] proposes a view called quasi-intentionalism,4 according to which
the role of intentions is restricted to situations where the demonstration fails to
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properly secure a referent and the demonstratum is not by itself salient. The idea
is to cover for the counter-examples to the demonstration-based approaches,
as she accepts the intentionalist argument about the ubiquity of ambiguous
demonstrations. This moderate view can be seen as a compromise between
the demonstration-based and the intention-based approaches to demonstrative
reference. However, as King ([18, p.224]) points out, this hybrid view does not
seem to solve the problems pressed on either view, for it is not clear how to for-
mulate criteria to distinguish cases in which the speaker refers through inten-
tion from those in which reference goes through demonstration without mak-
ing the account seem ad hoc. Another criticism he leverages against Reimer
is that her formulation of the key scenario is severely “under-described" [18,
p.222]. His point is that the case does not establish whether the speaker’s per-
ceptual focus is uninterrupted in the course of her utterance or not, that is, the
case leaves open the possibility that she may have switched focus between the
two sets of keys as she was making the move to grabs the wrong one. Assuming
her focus diverged to the second set of keys, the case is not a counter-example
to Kaplan’s theory. A similar remark is made by Siegel, who argues that Reimer
fails to take into consideration the role played by the speaker’s tactile percep-
tion of the second set of keys in the formation of her intention [29, p.06].

Finally, we can contrast Reimer’s rejection of pluralism about demonstra-
tive reference with the position advanced by [29], who accepts this move as
a feasible one. In the fifth section of her article, Siegel argues against the as-
sumption that semanticists must provide a uniform account of demonstrative
reference, citing the multiplicity of theories about names at the time as an in-
dicator that the sort of pluralism she endorses was already being put forward
in the literature of proper names by some referentialists (e.g.: [19]):

Since reference of descriptive names is determined differently from the
way the reference of typical proper names is determined, there is no uni-
form account of reference-fixing or ordinary proper names. Thus there
is no perfectly general reason to think that we should take such an atti-
tude toward each class of singular terms, a fortiori toward demonstrative
expressions. [29, p.14]

She also notes that a pluralist theory of demonstrative reference can better ac-
commodate the distinction between bare and complex demonstratives, which
poses a problem for uniform accounts. Another important feature of Siegel’s
pluralistic account of intentionalism to our present discussion is that it can be
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made compatible with other treatments of demonstrative reference (e.g. Wett-
stein’s contextualism, as we will note in the following section), which allows
for the possibility of theorizing about demonstrative usages where neither per-
ceptual demonstrations nor intentions are preponderant.

Having the pluralistic conception in mind, [29] comes to endorse a version
of intentionalism she denominates limited intentionism. Her aim is to impose
a scope restriction on the Kaplanian theory about perceptual demonstratives
to “basic" cases of demonstratives, i.e., cases in which the speaker (i) perceives
an object o; (ii) intends to refer to o by means of a demonstrative, and (iii) the
intention to-do so is “anchored" in perception. Thus, according to limited in-
tentionism, a speaker demonstratively refers to a given object that he or she
perceives iff he or she has a perceptually anchored intention to demonstrate
the object. The notion of perceptual anchoring can be understood as the pro-
cess of focusing on an object in virtue of perceptually distinguishing it from
the rest of the environment. One example Siegel gives to illustrate this process
is the situation of saying “those are mine!" upon spotting your own keys. In
this situation, what informs your intention to refer to the keys is their coming
into your field of vision, thus perceptually anchoring your use of “those". Here,
Siegel wants to preserve the Kaplanian insight that sometimes speakers are
in a position to refer demonstratively precisely because they are perceptually
attending to the demonstrata, but without appealing strictly to the criteria of
“directive intentions" and the vague notion of “having-in-mind". According to
Siegel, the latter notion is underdefined, and can only be made sense of in light
of further criteria, for it does not actually explain how does having an object
in mind suffice in order to develop an intention to refer to it. She also points
out that the notion of perceptual anchoring seems to be more in line with the
psychology of perception in virtue of the way it accommodates phenomenons
such as visual differentiation (i.e. the ability to distinguish a single object from
its environment). Moreover, she notes that much of the discussion regarding
the Carnap-Agnew portrait case seems to be about the need to refine the cri-
teria behind such notion, as the cases impose the demand that intentionalists
provide a “basis for predicting which referential intention fixes reference" [29,
p.05].
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3. Contextualism

As we saw, there are two conflicting views concerning what is decisive for
the reference of a demonstrative: on the one hand we have the view that the
demonstration (typically a visual presentation by means of a gesture like point-
ing) is semantically preponderant and the speaker’s intention is irrelevant; on
the other hand, we have the view that the demonstrative intention is the crucial
element, the entity that the speaker has in mind is the reference of a demon-
strative and the demonstration is a semantically redundant apposition.

We can find what seems to be an intermediate position in [31], although
he originally conceives of his paper as an attack both against the the causal
theory of demonstratives and the intentionalist account as well.5 The former
is the view that the reference of a demonstrative is ultimately determined by
the relevant causal connection between the referent and the utterance of the
demonstrative. According to Wettstein’s account, although demonstrations are
a key element in that they have preponderance over demonstrative intentions,
the demonstrative gesture is one among several other contextual factors that
work as a clue to the audience regarding the demonstratum.

We can readWettstein’s proposal in the followingway (although this might
not have been his original intention): the demonstrative gesture is only part of a
broader demonstration, which includes not just that gesture, but also a whole lot
of contextual indications concerning the identification and scope of the demon-
stratum. E.g., to use one of his examples, if we are in a room where there are
several people present and point at some direction saying ‘she is the author of
an important paper in decision theory’, even if our gesture is somewhat vague
and imprecise, the fact that we employed the expression ‘author’ convention-
ally indicates that we want to demonstrate one of the persons present (and not,
e.g., a glass of water or a table that happens to be in the same direction). Simi-
larly, the fact that we employed ‘she’ (instead of ‘he’) conventionally indicates
that we are trying to demonstrate a female person, and not some male person
that happens to be in the broad area that our gesture indicates. Therefore, is not
just the pointing that is relevant in this situation, but a whole set of hints that
explores the context, and in particular conventional instruments of language
to indicate the reference of ‘she’.

That is to say, we can infer from Wettstein’s perspective a very wide con-
ception of demonstrations, since they can be taken to be the total product of the
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relevant contextual hints. Wettstein invites us to consider as semantically rel-
evant not just the standard elements of context in Kaplan’s technical approach
(i.e., a speaker, a location, a time and a possible world), but many other elements
that might be made salient by conventional means of communication. In this
view, the demonstrative gesture (pointing) might be a conventional ingredient
of the context that is part of the broader demonstration, but not necessarily the
only or the decisive one. The broader demonstration is the result of the many
contextually relevant hints working together.

Let us call this approach, i.e., the one that considers several contextual el-
ements (besides the demonstration) as semantically relevant for the reference
of a demonstrative the contextualist approach. Wettstein means it as an alter-
native both to causalism and to intentionalism, but the contextualist approach
is actually compatible with the latter: the speaker’s referential intention might
be one of the relevant elements (or even the most relevant, in some contexts)
for the addressee to figure out the reference of a demonstrative uttered in a
context.

One example of such position is provided by [18], who develops a contex-
tualist approach to demonstrative reference.6 King suggests that an adequate
theory of the semantic of demonstratives must explain not only the psycho-
logical dimension implied by the notions of “having-in-mind" and “speaker in-
tentions", but also elucidate how these intentions are communicated to, and
understood by, the speaker’s interlocutor. So, King considers that conditions
external to the speaker play a crucial role in demonstrative reference. And, as
he notes on p.226, these external conditions are best articulated by adopting
Stalnaker’s conception of “common ground". In light of these observations, he
establishes the “coordination criteria", which must be satisfied if demonstrative
reference is to take place:

1. speaker criterion: the speaker must intend to demonstrate an object o

2. audience criterion: an attentive, competent and reasonable hearer, who
has the properties that the common ground requires and who knows the
common ground, takes o as the demonstrated object

The speaker criterion can be understood as the same assumed by standard in-
tentionalist theories. The audience criterion requires closer examination, being
the one that renders the theory contextualist. So, in order to properly explain
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this criterion, King briefly assesses each of the two qualifications that it con-
tains. The first part of the criterion (“the hearer has the properties the common
ground requires") is motivated by the fact that different idealized audiences give
rise to distinct standards that the speaker must uphold, but the speaker can only
be reasonably expected to meet such standards if they are readily available in
the common ground (cf.[18, p.227]). In order to illustrate this point, King of-
fers the following comparison: on one hand, when one is addressing kids, more
effort is required from the speaker to make his intentions get through to the au-
dience; on the other hand, when one is addressing hyper-competent speakers,
less will be required from the speaker in order to make his intentions known.
The second part (“the hearer knows the common ground") is stipulated as a way
to avoid problems that would be caused if the idealized hearers were taken to
be either uncooperative or oblivious to the state of the conversation (cf. [18,
p.226]). To summarize, then, we can see that the adoption of both coordination
criteria yields a contextualist account inwhich speakers’ intentions are ascribed
a limited role, for they need to be supplemented by broader contextual elements
in order to effectively secure the desired demonstrata.

This clearly leads to a very liberal conception of demonstration. It goes
far beyond Kaplan’s first paradigm of demonstrations as visual presentations
since, according to it, a demonstration might be any set of elements that brings
an element of the context to the center of attention and, hence, may be referred
to by ‘that’ or ‘this’. And this might include abstract elements.7 E.g., we can
easily imagine two mathematicians discussing about possible solutions to an
equation, and saying ‘this solution is more general than that one’, meaning by
‘this solution’ and ‘that one’ two solutions that have been made salient along
the conversation (no visual presentation is possible here, although one might
be pointing at visible things like symbols written on the whiteboard, but the
demonstrata are not just the symbols; here the symbols go proxy for the abstract
solutions under consideration; or as we might point at a picture meaning to
refer to a historic process).

4. Demonstrations of Abstract Entities

There is a rich ontology presupposed in the use of formal language of math-
ematics and logic as, e.g., [10, 11, 28, 24, 23], among many others, argued. We
ordinarily talk about numbers of different kinds (natural, rational, real, infinite
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cardinals, etc.), functions, topological spaces, algebras, structures, solutions of
differential equations, etc. The use of ordinary language also assumes a rich on-
tology as, e.g., [22, 9, 30], among many others as well, argued. We presuppose
the existence of many abstract entities such as processes, events, propositions,
concepts, tropes, average citizens, etc., and in conversation, we may bring into
salience many of these entities. We may also want to demonstratively refer to
themwhere visual presentations are impossible (unless it goes through the pre-
sentation of proxy entities). The network of contextual hints, however, play the
role of demonstrations.

Althoughmost of Kaplan’s examples of demonstratives have concrete dem-
onstrata, there are some few passages in which he suggests that we could eas-
ily recognize a similar mechanism for abstract demonstrata. Only, of course,
this time the physical demonstration is not possible; what does the work of a
demonstration is a description. E.g., on p.496, footnote 23, Kaplan comments
on Russell’s ([27]) argument against counting a proposition such as ‘the centre
of mass of the Solar System is a point’ as a singular proposition because the
grammatical subject has a certain complexity. Kaplan considers this argument
to be based on a confusion,8 and suggests a way in which one could indicate, in
the expressed proposition, that although ‘the centre of mass of the Solar Sys-
tem’ is a complex, the object that is meant to fill that position in the (singular)
proposition is to be a particular corresponding to a directly referential term.
This seems to provide a way of adding a rigidifier to complex descriptions, so
that it becomes a directly referential term. But notice that what corresponds
to ‘the centre of mass of the Solar System’ must be an abstract object. So, by
using this example and recommending this technique to deal with the cases
that Russell took as problematic, Kaplan seem to provide the means for build-
ing abstract demonstratives. The introduction of the ’dthat’ operator in p.521
also follows the same principle:

Now why not regard descriptions as a kind of demonstration, and intro-
duce a special demonstrative which requires completion by a description
and which is treated as a directly referential termwhose referent is the de-
notation of the associated description? Why not? Why not indeed! I have
done so, and I write thus: Dthat[𝛼] where “𝛼 is any description, or, more
generally, any singular term. (p.521)

This mechanism of building demonstrations is muchmore general than the one
perceptually grounded, in that there is no requirement whatsoever that the de-
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scription is based on perception or spatial location. Even in cases where the
demonstratum is a concrete object, there seems to be no restriction to those
demonstratives with perceptually based (i.e., visual presentation with a point-
ing, etc.) demonstrations. E.g., in [15] he gives a famous example of a dthat-term
associated with a description of a future individual (here we adapt his example):

Dthat[the first child to be born in the twenty-second century] will have
Chinese as first language.

There simply cannot be any visual demonstration of an individual that does not
exist yet.9

Some authors see the absence of causal interactionwith abstract (especially
mathematical) entities as a reason to claim that there is simply no de re knowl-
edge in mathematics (e.g., [2, p.164]). In the case of mathematics and other ab-
stract fields, there is, in principle, no perception involved.10 So we either have
to say that there is no demonstrative reference (or that it is restricted to a very
limited number of cases, e.g., thoughts about small numbers, or a few geometri-
cal figures), or we can try to find something else that is more fundamental than
perception in item 1 of Siegel’s account. In this paper, we want to argue that the
role of perception (which is fundamental in Siegel’s account) can be overtaken
by something more general (of which perception is a particular case) that al-
lows for abstract demonstratives. This can be done by addoting Kaplan’s liberal
conception of demonstration and Wettstein’s contextual conception.

Yet another example of abstract reference is the following: although there
are infinite prime numbers, there are only finitely many such numbers known
so far. So, imagine that, in a class on elementary arithmetic to young students,
the teacher decides to baptize as ‘Newprime I ’ the next one to be discovered.11

Although the teacher and the students do not know which number Newprime
I is, they know that it necessarily exists and also many of its properties (e.g.,
that it is a prime number, that it is larger than 17, etc.). So the class turns out to
be a conversation in which Newprime I is the salient object. Now imagine that
some student naïvelly claims that, if they try really hard to do the calculation,
they could find out which number Newprime I is.12 The teacher replies

Oh, no, the numbers you can find out with paper-and-pencil calculation
are relatively small, but that is a very large number and you could not
calculate it in a lifetime. . .
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There is no pointing accompanying the demonstrative ‘that’, but it should be
absolutely clear to the participants in the conversation what the reference is
(and also clear that the ‘it’ is anaphoric to the reference of ‘that’).

The perspective here defended goes against a conception of de re attitudes
such as [1], according to which

There are different sorts of de re representational relations, based on per-
ception,memory or communication, but however remote andmany linked
they are, they must be grounded in someone’s perception of the repre-
sented objects. (p.61)

There cannot be de re attitudes towards mathematical objects because there is
no perception of mathematical objects. Authors such as Bach, Bell and Hart
take, as we see, perception as the only source of de re beliefs, i.e., such beliefs
require either that the subject perceives the res, or that someone else, at the end
of a causal chain, perceives it. Against this tendency, Burge takes perception to
be a paradigm of de re beliefs, but holds that this paradigm can be extended in its
essential aspects to other interesting cases not involving perception. Actually
Burge presents two slightly different accounts of de re beliefs, as he would later
recognize in [5], although he embraces both of them:

• The first account (which, as he admits, is more general than the second,
but somewhat vaguer) sees belief de re as one “whose correct ascription
places the believer in an appropriate nonconceptual, contextual relation
to objects the belief is about" [4, p.346].

• The second account sees belief de re as closely tied to the presence of
“an analog of an indexical element used deictically, and pick out a re" [4,
p.347].13

Now Burge thinks that the admission of de re beliefs in mathematics might be a
problem for the second account since he (plausibly) assumes that there are no
indexicals in the language of mathematics. But, as we tried to argue above, even
in the absence of pure indexicals in the strictly formal language, we can have a
coherent notion of demonstration to abstract entities by exploring contextual
salience that can ground (or so we must argue) de re attitudes.14

One could perhaps object to the Newprime I example above that, the con-
text of the discussion that places it as saliently relevant is such that one has



250 Ariston Sócrates Soares Cruz and Marco Ruffino

only conceptual contact with Newprime I, but no direct, contextual and no “ap-
propriate nonconceptual, contextual relation" with it. We think that this is not
correct, or at least not granted. The character of the demonstrative ‘that’ em-
ployed by the teacher ensures that the aim is to talk about a proposition that has
Newprime I as element, and not the concept corresponding to the description
‘the next prime number to be discovered’. One could retort that this utterance
of ‘that’, similarly to all utterances of demonstratives in mathematics, has to be
taken as anaphoric to a description that popped out earlier in the conversation.
We find this thesis unmotivated. Grammatically, there is no difference between
using a perceptual demonstrative to pick an object that was previously made
salient by some description and using a demonstrative to pick a mathematical
object that was made salient by description. If a demonstrative can generate a
de re thought in the first situation, it can also generate a singular thought in
the second situation. (Or, alternatively, if the employment of a demonstrative
in the second situation has to be treated as anaphoric to the description, then it
should be so treated in the first situation as well; the appeal to any asymmetry
here would seem ad hoc.)

5. Demonstratives and Rigid Proper Names

As is well known, a central part of Kaplan’s theory is that indexicals are directly
referential devices. He offers the analogue of the so-called Kripke’sModal Argu-
ment both for pure indexicals ([14, Section V]) and for demonstratives ([14, Sec-
tion IX]). Kaplan’s point regarding demonstratives is that demonstrations work
in an almost entirely analogous way to definite descriptions of the demonstrata,
but the demonstrative terms have both the effect of rigidifying the demonstra-
tions/descriptions, on the one hand, and of creating devices of direct reference
when combined with the demonstrations/descriptions, on the other hand.

It is also well known that Kripke’s theory of proper names has two main
tenets. First, Kripke advocates the thesis that proper names are rigid and di-
rectly referential, and that definite descriptions eventually used in fixing the
reference of names go under a process that is similar to that of applying Ka-
plan’s ‘dthat’ operator. That is to say, a name has its reference fixed by a de-
scription and sticks rigidly to it, while the descriptive content properly speaking
(which might be non-rigid) becomes irrelevant as far as the semantic value of
the name is concerned. Second, Kripke embraces (mainly in Lecture II of Nam-
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ing and Necessity) a causal theory of reference according to which the reference
of a particular token of a proper name is to be explained by the causal chain
that connects the speaker to the object of reference. Although Kripke endorses
both theses (the first one more emphatically, while the second one rather tenta-
tively), they can be seen as independent from each other. At least one can hold
the first thesis without endorsing the second one. Kripke himself presents an
example of direct reference to a mathematical object (as we shall mention be-
low) which is consistent with the first thesis but does not fit the causal picture
of reference (since numbers are causally inert), so he might have taken the first
one as more fundamental. What we say in what follows is also consistent with
the first thesis but is incompatible with the second one.

From the Wettstein-inspired perspective that we favor in this paper, i.e.,
that demonstrations do not necessarily involve the perception of the demon-
stratum but can take place through a variety of contextual mechanisms, we
have a closer approximation between the Kaplanian semantics for demonstra-
tives and the Kripkean semantics for proper names. For Kripke, the prototype
case of proper name has its reference fixed by a description or cluster of descrip-
tions, but the latter is not part of the “official" semantic content of the name.
He does not restrict this picture to descriptions of objects of perception. Indeed,
some classic examples of reference-fixing provided by Kripke are of reference
to objects that are not given in perception. E.g., he presents the historic episode
([19, p.79, n. 33]) of the discovery of the planet Neptune and its baptism as
‘Neptune’ by the French astronomer Le Verrier in 1846 even before the planet
was actually observed for the first time. What Le Verrier had of Neptune prior
to observation was a purely theoretical description of a putative celestial body
that was, according to his calculation, responsible for observed perturbations
in the orbits of Uranus. In this case, Neptune is a concrete object and, hence, at
least in principle perceivable. But the fact is that (or so Kripke claims) Le Verrier
could name and have singular thoughts (and, hence, de re attitudes) towards an
object before perceiving it.15 But the same seems to hold for some abstract ob-
ject. Kripke presents at least one example to this effect, namely, of the baptism
of the real number 𝜋 in terms of the description ‘the ratio of the circumference
of a circle to its diameter’. In this case, we have a rigid name with its reference
fixed by a description that is also rigid. However, or so Kripke claims, the name
is not to be taken as a synonym of the description, but as a directly referential
device:
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It seems to me that here this Greek letter [𝜋] is not being used as short for
the phrase ‘the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter’ nor is
it even used as short for a cluster of alternative definitions of 𝜋, whatever
that might mean. It is used as a name for a real number, which in this case
is necessarily the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter. ([19,
p.60])

Here we have a description of an abstract object of which there can be no per-
ception and, however, once this object is captured by the description, it can be
referred to by the name ‘𝜋’ and be part of singular thought contents.

Under the contextual perspective of demonstrations, there is not much of a
difference in epistemic terms between demonstratives having abstract objects
as demonstrata and Kripkean proper names of these same objects.

6. Some Conclusions

As we have seen, while it is clear that demonstratives need complementation
for semantic completeness, there are different versions, even within Kaplan’s
own theory, regarding the notion of demonstration: a more restricted version
in which perception plays an essential role, and a more liberal version, in which
perception is not essential. And, correspondingly, there are different versions
also within Kaplan’s theory regarding the nature of demonstrata, one allow-
ing only for perceivable and another allowing for abstract demonstrata. We
have seen that the contextual understanding of demonstrations suggested by
Wettstein is a way of articulating the more liberal version. Consequently, we
have the theoretical possibility of accommodating, within Kaplan’s framework,
the demonstrative reference to abstract entities.

If we allow for this latitude concerning demonstrations and demonstrata,
we have that the reference to abstract entities made by means of demonstrative
is not essentially different from the same kind of reference made through rigid
names according to the Kripkean picture.16 Moreover, we can see the coherence
of the notion of de re attitudes with respect to abstract entities.

This allows for an interesting theoretical approximation between demon-
strative semantics and the semantics of proper names, an approximation that
is sometimes suggested (but never made explicit or detailed) in the writings of
both Kaplan and Kripke.
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Notes

1“Visual" is the typical case. But in principle, blind people can also produce tactile demonstra-
tion, e.g., touching a cup and saying ‘this is hot’. Perhaps we can talk of auditory demonstrations
when, e.g., we hear a loud sound coming from the street of tires suddenly braking followed by a
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bang and breaking glass, we say ‘oh, I hope nobody was hurt in that accident!’. The sound sequence
might be taken as the audible demonstration of an event accompanying ‘that accident’.

2Kaplan distinguishes the Fregean theory of demonstrations (which he endorses) from the Fregean
theory of demonstratives, which he rejects. The latter is the view (which he attributes to Frege) that
the description encapsulated in (or equivalent to) a demonstration is the semantic contribution of
a demonstrative plus demonstration. As we know, one of the substantial theses defended in [14] is
that demonstratives plus demonstrations form a directly referential device, and therefore its con-
tribution to a proposition is just the demonstratum.

3At some point Kaplan suggests that the modal behavior might be used to individuate demon-
strations:

It could be proposed that demonstrations be individuated by the principle: 𝑑1 = 𝑑2
if and only if, for all appropriate circumstances 𝑐, the demonstratum of 𝑑1 in 𝑐 =
the demonstratum of 𝑑2 in 𝑐. [14, p.515, footnote 39]

4She also argues that this is view is compatible with the treatment of demonstratives pre-
sented in Kaplan’s [15]. There, Kaplan allows for intentions playing a role in the disambiguation
of the demonstratum in very specific circumstances (when the demonstration is “ill-structured"),
and taken “within limits" [15, p.240]. But it isn’t clear to which extent Kaplan could be construed
as endorsing an early version of a hybrid view such as Reimer’s.

5Actually, demonstrations as semantically relevant is not one of the primary targets of Wett-
stein’s discussion; in fact, he wants to propose an account that represents an alternative both to
intentionalism and to the causal theory of reference applied to demonstratives.

6King calls his approach “CoordinationAccount”. It should be noted that he conceived this treat-
ment as broader than traditional theories of demonstrative reference, encompassing almost every
other context-sensitive expression such as comparative adjectives (e.g.: “less, “more”), possessives
(e.g.:“John’s pen”), relational terms (e.g.:“lover”, “enemy”), and so on. The notable exception be-
ing pure indexicals, which, following Kaplan, he considered to be fully explained in terms of their
conventional meanings [18, p.219]

7As against the causal theory of demonstratives,Wettstein says that “A speaker causally isolated
from an entity can still refer to it by uttering a demonstrative while pointing to it” [31, p.70]. He is
thinking primarily of demonstrative reference to concrete objects in a situation in which one might
be blindfolded. But the same can be held, or sowe think, of demonstrative reference of non-concrete
objects.

8We are not interested here on whether Kaplan is doing accurate scholarship of Russell, but on
the suggestion itself, since it reveals an aspect of Kaplan’s view on demonstrations that seems to
have been ignored so far.

9This possibility goes against Kaplan’s ([13]) earlier own account of de re propositional attitudes
as requiring a causal interaction between the subject and the res.

10We assume, without arguing for it, that mathematical and some other abstract entities are not
objects of perception. For another view, see [21].

11Here we elaborate in part on an example originally due to [12], although she employs it with
a different purpose. The topic of her discussion is the stipulative reference fixing of proper names
by means of descriptions. But if there can be such a reference fixing for names, we may use again
the same description for demonstrative reference to the same object. And in part we elaborate on
Donnellan’s (inspired on Kaplan)“Newman I" example, although the latter is meant as a case of
reference to a concrete future and so far unknown individual, while ours is meant as a reference
to an abstract and so far unknown individual. But the point is that, if there is direct reference by
means of ‘Newman I’ to a future individual with which there is no causal contact, then there can
be such reference to abstract entities as well.

12The largest known prime number (as of September 2021) is 282,589,933 − 1, a number with
24,862,048 digits. So, Newprime I must be larger than this already incredibly large number.
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13Burge is careful enough to say that the presence of the analogue of an indexical element is a
sufficient condition for a belief to be de re; he does not say that it is also necessary.

14In a classical paper on belief de re [4] only briefly mentions the possibility of extending this
kind of belief from the perceptual paradigm to non-perceptual cases. But he deepens the analysis of
non-perceptual cases in later work (e.g., [6], and offers a more detailed account and a richer set of
cases. Other entities mentioned by Burge as candidates de re thoughts without a causal connection
with the res are thoughts about my own self such as the Cogito (it does not cause my thoughts about
myself, it authors it, although the difference is subtle), some of our self-knowledge (although Burge
does not specify general conditions for this), thoughts about some of one’s own future actions
that one is about to carry out, and thoughts about abstract entities such as small numbers and
propositions in thought attributions.

15Some critics of Kripke (e.g., [8]) claim that Le Verrier could not have de re knowledge (or any
other kind of epistemic attitude) properly speaking with respect to Neptune because, at the time
of the baptism, he had no acquaintance whatsoever with Neptune. These critics take acquaintance
to be a necessary condition for de re attitudes. However, in a latter series of lectures on the topic
of contingent a priori truths, [20] replies that, although it is reasonable to expect that some form of
identity criterion is necessary for reference (and, therefore, for de re attitudes), we do not need to
slide from a reasonable identifiability criterion into an acquaintance requirement, which would be
the strongest form of such criterion. In the Neptune case, although Le Verier had no acquaintance
with Neptune, he had some identity criterion to distinguish it from any other object. The relevant
description that fixes the reference of ‘Neptune’ is actually not just ‘the cause of the perturbations
in the orbits of Uranus’ but ‘the cause of the perturbations in the orbits of Uranus according to
Newtonian mechanics’. I.e., the description is actually quite complex and brings into the picture the
possibility of locating Neptune precisely in the sky, so that if a celestial body is seen at a time and
place different from those predicted by the complex description for Neptune, we would have to say
that that celestial body is not Neptune. Therefore, the Neptune case is one in which we do have an
identifiability criterion without the need of acquaintance.

16Again, we mean the picture of proper names as directly referential devices with descriptive
reference-fixing, not the causal picture of reference.


