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Introduction. 
This paper is not about fictional or mythological names. I have got 
nothing to say about them. I start with general considerations that can 
be of use for the understanding of the main argument of the paper, and 
then move on to the claim that proper names need not be referential or, 
at least, need not be solely referential. Such an argument is supported 
by considerations in Capone   (2020), according to which, in the speech 
act of exemplification, proper names lose their referential function, 
being simply materials for exemplification (even if in the same example 
a non-referential name and a referential one can occur if one of the 
names in question belongs to a well- known person of the past (e.g. 
Aristotle)). Even if the claim in Capone (2020) is more drastic and 
extreme than the claim I defend here, it clearly shows that the use of a 
name in some cases need not be referential if the illocutionary force is 
not assertoric. We shall deal with cases that are non-assertoric and 
where names  are not used to merely refer to objects but are used to call 
someone  or to express some other illocutionary force. The main 
argument in this paper is that, sometimes, names are used for calling 
people and they can appear in isolation; thus, they are not grammatical 
subjects and are not solely referential (cases of NPs that can appear in 
isolation have been discussed by Wayne Davis 2005). I assume that the 
view that names are only used to refer makes sense only if an NP is 
inserted into a sentence/utterance that can be evaluated for truth or 
falsehood or in a non-assertive speech act where the NP constitutes an 
object of desire or a goal, etc.  – in other words, it will constitute an 
argument of the verb. When an NP appears in isolation (e.g. in the act 
of calling) and the predication act cannot be reconstructed thanks to 
contextual clues, it is not required as argument of the main predicate. I 
assume that external arguments of predicates refer, in that the referent 
is needed so that the speaker can say something about it. Internal 
arguments refer to things, in so far as those things are needed to qualify 
or specify further the predicate. I also consider that NPs (proper names) 
used in an act of calling are not sentential fragments in the sense of 
Stainton (2005), who confines himself to fragments of assertions. 
‘Calling’ can be considered a speech act with felicity conditions, and 



should be considered in relation to various contextual clues that 
determine its interpretation; in many cases, the act of calling is parallel 
to some other co-occurring illocutionary act. I finish the paper by 
arguing that the act of reference is not associated with perlocutionary 
effects, while the act of calling is. I notice that perlocutionary effects 
should be kept distinct from the multiple illocutionary effects that may 
be associated, through contextual clues, to the act of calling someone. 
The main claims of the paper are the following: 
 
 
using names to call someone is distinct from using them merely to refer to 
someone, in that it is more complex; to be used solely for reference, a name 
that appears as external argument of the main verb must be conjoined with 
an implicit or explicit predicate. The act of calling people requires the 
intention that they have the de se thought “I am being called”; we can call 
someone for a variety of purposes, including waking them up; we normally 
call someone by their name, whereas their names are just one of an 
unlimited array of NPs we use to refer to people (e.g. pronouns). 
 
Map of the paper. 
In this paper, I put in question the idea that Proper Names are merely 
used to refer. I consider that this idea stems from a view of language 
that does not throw proper light on contextuality. From the very 
beginning, I argue that the issue can be seen in a better light through a 
theory of language use that considers language games as embedded in 
a society and a culture. I accept the idea that there are norms for 
introducing names in society and for using them in an appropriate way. 
Even if, for most philosophers, referring is the basic function of proper 
names, I propose that in a number of cases proper names are not 
essentially used to refer (although it is possible that the name allows a 
combination of referring and other functions). The referring function of 
names broadly correlates with the assertive function of the utterance in 
which the name occurs or with speech acts whose aim is to modify 
reality and, therefore, persuade, modify, create, destroy, etc. objects 
(often referred to with proper names). However, there are other types 
of speech acts where proper names are not only used to refer, but, 
instead, to call someone. The same utterance may have more than one 
function, from the illocutionary point of view, but a proper name, as 
situated in different contexts, may have more than one perlocutionary 
function. I argue that while the speech act of referring is always a 
diagonal speech act, the speech act of calling someone (by the use of a 
proper name) is not a diagonal speech act but a self-sufficient, 
autonomous, primary speech act. Hence there is a clear difference 
between referring through an assertion and referring as part of calling, 
where referring is incorporated into the main speech act. In an assertion, 



referring is a prerequisite to providing a referent about which a property 
is asserted. Predication and reference are intertwined. In a speech act 
other than an assertion, there need not be a predicate, and referring and 
calling (or some other speech act) are intertwined. I propose that the 
learning of the speech act of calling by the use of a name requires 
certain syntactic considerations, that prima facie contradict Chomsky’s 
binding theory. I then put forward the view that learning one’s name 
requires, at some stage, knowledge of the semantics of de se structures 
(see Castañeda 1964). 
 
 

1. Names and norms for language use 
A name is usually considered a device for referring to something (an 
object or an individual), usually combined with a predicate, which 
specifies something about the referent in predicating a property of the 
referent. Of course, there is nothing surprising about this, as the name 
often allows us to select a thing in the world, which must at least satisfy 
the presupposition that it bears such-and-such a name. Of course, if we 
knew as little as that, the assertion in which the name is embedded 
would be scarcely informative. We would simply know that there is an 
x, the speaker wants to draw our attention to x, so that he can predicate 
a property of it, and the thing bears that name. Of course, in some 
situations such information will do, but in others we demand more of a 
theory of names and, in particular, that there should be a route from the 
use of that name to the referent the speaker has in mind. A rule about 
the use of names could consist in a ceremony (or something like it) that 
allows/compels the right participants to use that name in association 
with that thing (a baptism is involved for human beings; technical 
names can only be coined by those who invent a theory, etc.). For those 
who want to make a comparison between the rule that assigns a name a 
referent (actually, things should be the other way round; there should 
be a rule saying that a certain referent is associated with a certain name) 
and the character of pronominals and indexicals, I will ask them to be 
cautious. The character of a pronominal allows us to determine the 
referent in a certain context; thus, pronominals have almost infinite 
interpretations given a large number of contexts in which they could 
occur. The same name can be used for different individuals, but we 
could take the different occurrences of a certain name to be cases of 
homonymy. We are in the presence of different rules, while the 
character of a certain expression can be considered a single rule, which 
produces a great deal of interpretations. The rule that fixes the referent 
for a certain name is based on an illocutionary act, which need not 
coincide with assertions. It can be considered an injunction to use a 
name in a certain way. As Garcìa-Carpintero (2000, 2018) says, it could 



be an illocutionary act like ‘Let us call x y’. Sometimes the introduction 
of a name can be done though presupposition accommodation, as when 
the issue arises whether we should call our cat ‘Mary’ or ‘Molly’ and  
one of the participants says ‘Molly is a very nice cat’. If nobody objects, 
the presupposition is accommodated and the rule for using that name 
gets crystallized into linguistic use.  
 The story about names, actually, should be a bit more complicated 
than this. The relationship between the name and the thing it names 
should be mediated by a concept, not necessarily a concept involving a 
definition or a description. Davis (2005), discussing Searle on proper 
names, says that names are associated with an intentional content: 
sometimes it can be an image of the object, sometimes a memory of the 
object, sometimes a more defined concept (e.g. John = the man you 
introduced to me yesterday). However, we may agree up to a point that 
proper names are assigned by groups of people to certain human beings 
or animals or objects, although once the name is circulated it may be 
subject to language change (thus, language use departs considerably 
from the original stipulation and starts to look as emanating from an 
arbitrary sign in the sense of Saussure; I could not agree more on this 
with Davis, who warns us against accepting the causal theory of names; 
but even those who propend for a non-causal theory of names have to 
agree that names originate from certain speech acts, although at some 
point the name starts to look like a number of other  arbitrary linguistic 
signs). We also agree that, in some cases, names can work like 
predicates (even in this case language change may play a role in the 
transition from one category to another (see Xerox (brand) à xerox 
(verb)). 
 
 

2. Names as devices for reference 
Names are usually considered devices for reference. They are said to 
directly refer to the selected object through singular reference. This 
view, that connects names with reference, may not be the whole story, 
as it presupposes that names are used in assertions (in subject positions) 
to select the things to which we attribute certain properties or predicates 
or in non-assertive speech acts whose function is to obtain or modify a 
certain object. When we talk about the reference of names, we are 
already invoking a bit of context (not a particularized context, but 
certainly a general syntactic context), and we are presupposing 
grammatical modes of combination (a predicate being saturated by an 
external argument, usually expressed by the grammatical subject or one 
that involves an internal argument, too), as well as certain pragmatic 
functions, as  predicating a property of an object expressed through a 
grammatical subject (the assertive function) or a conative function 



directed at a certain object. To get to an assertion, from the subject-
predicate structure we still need further contextual information, as we 
have to exclude, for example, that we are exemplifying a grammatical 
use (in which case only a didactic force is applicable). An assertion 
minimally requires a speaker who volunteers some information to 
satisfy the informational demands of the co-participants and who has 
direct or indirect evidence for the proposition communicated and, 
furthermore, commits himself or herself to both defending the 
proposition expressed or defending the evidence in virtue of which he 
has expressed such a proposition. (This is not the exhaustive story on 
the illocutionary force of assertion, but it will do for the time being (see 
Capone 2002; Goldberg 2015, for further details). 
  
 
We have now prepared the premises which will allow us to argue that 
if a name occurs only as part of the locutionary force of a certain 
sentence, the name may well be empty (that is, without reference), in 
addition to accepting that if the name occurs as part of a certain speech 
act (e.g. calling someone), it will not only refer in the sense that it will 
only provide a referent of which something can be predicated (think of 
appositions as possible predicates), but it will provide the referent (or 
call attention to the referent) needed for the purpose of executing a 
certain action that is different from asserting p. Calling may require a 
vocative usage. In languages like English, the vocative case clearly does 
not exist, but we can see vocative uses as in ‘John, will you help me 
tomorrow?’. It is of some interest that these vocative uses do not mark 
the function of calling someone; furthermore, for authors like XY (p.c.), 
the proper name has a vocative use, even if it does not work as an 
argument of the main verb, and is obviously referential (as there may 
be an anaphoric link between ‘you’ and ‘John’). Should we, then, say 
that only utterances whereby the speaker calls someone have got proper 
names that are not merely referential? Much depends on how we define 
the predicate ‘referential’. If only reference were at stake in uses of 
‘John, will you help me tomorrow?’, then we should be able to replace 
‘John’ with a coreferential term. But, leaving aside amnesia cases, in 
which one has a second name, but does not remember having it, clearly 
the proper name ‘John’ cannot be replaced by the pronominal ‘you’. 
Why? Presumably because being referential is not the main function of 
the use of the NP; the NP is used for calling one’s attention, in addition 
to referring to the person whose attention is being called. XY (p.c.) 
brings our attention to the case in which one replies to the 
question/request ‘John, will you help me?’, with the utterance ‘Are you 
referring to me?’, which shows that by using ‘John’ the speaker is 
indeed referring to someone. One could possibly reply that the request 



for clarification may be considered as being about the use of ‘John’ or 
the use of ‘you’.  But suppose that it is about the use of ‘John’; this may 
well show that referring to someone and calling attention to someone 
may be two simultaneous acts. Now I expect the objection that for ‘you’ 
and ‘John’ to be coreferential, it is necessary that ‘John’ is referential. 
But who says that ‘you’ should be coindexed with ‘John’? ‘You’ is 
capable of having interpretation as a deictic element. Of course, it 
would be very surprising if you did not refer to John, but to someone 
else, given that the speaker is drawing John’s attention. But this may 
receive a pragmatic explanation. ‘You’ inherits the mode of 
presentation (the name) from ‘John’, but not its reference, which is 
established deictically and not anaphorically. Admittedly, this is not a 
desirable view. Presumably, linguists and philosophers may have a 
reason for wanting to stick to the view that a use of ‘John (pause)’ is 
referential. Suppose that my intention is complex: on the one hand, by 
using ‘John (pause)’ I am calling the hearer’s attention to himself, on 
the other hand I want to show other people (bystanders) that I am 
referring to John. But this could be done either through an illocutionary 
act (referring to someone) or through a perlocutionary act. We may 
certainly choose to accept the view that by drawing someone’s attention 
to himself is an illocutionary act and that referring to someone is also 
an illocutionary act. But if we choose to accept that, by using the name, 
I am referring to someone and inviting the hearers to consider this 
person the referent talked about as a consequence of my drawing to 
hearer’s attention to himself, then it is not clear to me that the use of 
‘John (…)’ is clearly only or merely referential. Thus, I conclude that 
Wayne Davis’ view is not devoid of ambiguity. However, his idea that 
an utterance of ‘John, will you help me?’ can be used to refer to x but 
not to call x (B: Are you referring to me?: B:*Are you calling me?) 
seems only to show that in some cases referring to x and calling x may 
be different things. But this does not show that in all cases, one cannot 
call someone and refer to him at the same time. 
 

3. On learning one’s name. 
 

I assume that learning one’s name is cognitively more difficult than 
learning someone else’s name, in so far as learning one’s name in 
general involves a monological dimension or narratological dimension, 
while learning one’s name involves mastery of a dialogical dimension. 
Learning one’s name involves use of a first-personal perspective and 
mastery of the dialogical roles related to ‘I’ and ‘You’; such dialogical 
roles, as was clear to Benveniste (1971) involve awareness of the 
speaker’s role and, thus, the dimension of speaking to someone else. 
You cannot know the function of ‘I’ unless you also know that the 



hearer will have to interpret ‘I’ as ‘You’. This interchange of dialogical 
roles is necessary in the learning of pronominals but is not required for 
the learning of proper names attributed to someone else. It is one’s own 
name that causes problems because it is intrinsically related to the 
syntactico-semantic structures ‘I am PN’. 

Now, let us go back to the problem of learning that I am Alessandro 
(that my name is Alessandro), which I (like everybody else) certainly 
tackled in the past, when I was a small child. What this problem 
certainly has to reduce to is how the child learns the name without 
having available at least a bit of structure like ‘I am Alessandro’. For 
those who are not persuaded that children, from the very beginning or 
from early ages, use syntactic structure, I will merely concentrate on 
the idea that learning a name, for a child, at some stage of his life 
reduces to the issue of proffering or at least mentally having in mind a 
structure like ‘I am Alessandro’. Now, although this looks like a trivial 
sentence, it is quite complicated to demonstrate how this structure is 
compatible with the binding theory by Chomsky (1981), according to 
which a name should not be bound inside the governing category (the 
simplest clause, in this case, that contains elements capable of 
governing and assigning case to ‘I’ and ‘Alessandro’). Since 
Alessandro is bound by ‘I’ within the simple clause, there is a first 
prima facie conflict with the binding theory. I assume this problem can 
be simply remedied, by having a different structure in the logical form, 
which should start with ‘I am myself’. At this point, we can insert some 
appositive clause, which modifies ‘myself’. This structure is perfect, 
since ‘myself’ being an anaphor, can be bound within the governing 
category, and ‘Alessandro’ is used as an apposition and, thus, will not 
occur as main argument of the verb. Now, if I am correct, even at the 
very beginning of the learning problem, the child has to learn the 
meaning of the essential indexical; she essentially recognizes herself as 
‘I’, but the modification through an apposition introduces a conjunction 
at logical form, as the sentence seems to combine together two clauses 
(two pieces of knowledge): I am myself; myself is called ‘Alessandro’. 
Higginbotham (1989) clearly saw that modification is the logical 
equivalent of conjunction. ‘He rudely answered’ should be analysed as: 

 
There was an event e of A’s answering (a question) and the event was 
rude (the answer was rude). Of course, there is the other interpretation 
according to which the actor answered the question and he was rude in 
so far as he answered it (he should not have answered, for some reason). 
 
If my considerations on the syntactic story involved in learning one’s 
own name are correct, one should accept that the task of learning one’s 
name presupposes knowledge of the essential indexical, knowledge of 



syntactic modification and knowledge of the binding theory. This is not 
to say that knowledge of one’s name should be articulated like this from 
the very beginning, but, at some point, it should turn into linguistic 
knowledge, which involves all these structures. 
 
But, in fact, children have to live with the difficulties of the syntactic 
theory (and if their knowledge were, at least in general, innate, things 
would be much easier). I do not easily forget that when, at the age of 
seven, I knocked on the door of one of my school-mates’ houses, the 
question was normally asked ‘Chi è?’ (Who is there?). And my answer 
was ‘Sono io’ (It is me), quite an uninformative answer by some 
standards. However, when one reflects carefully on this, one 
immediately spots at least part of the logical form ‘I am myself, 
Alessandro’. Of course, I should have said that a different interpretative 
possibility of ‘I am Alessandro’ could be ‘I am ‘Alessandro’’, but this 
logical form needs some adjustment, since, given as it is, it amounts 
identification between a human being and a name, which is certainly 
not what we may want to intend, when we say ‘I am Alessandro’. The 
right logical form would be ‘I am called’ Alessandro’’. But this would 
hardly be informative or very informative, as one may legitimately 
reply ‘So what? I know many Alessandros’. I should perhaps specify 
that when I answered the question ‘Chi è?’ by saying ‘I am myself’, I 
did not mean ‘I am called ‘Alessandro’, but I volunteered a structure 
like ‘I am myself, Alessandro’, where the constituent ‘Alessandro’, 
intended as an appositive or syntactic modification, had to be 
recuperated through the signature of the voice. The utterance worked 
by using a sort of password, an aural signal that worked as a signature 
and allowed me in. This is the only way to explain the phenomenon 
syntactically and, above all, pragmatically. 
 

4. Names without reference and names as speech ats. 
Capone (2020) (also see, Capone forthcoming) discusses cases in which 
NPs lose their normal referential potential. By reporting this research, I 
at least want to propose that it should not surprising that NPs, and in 
particular proper names, are not necessarily used to refer to things or 
individuals; and, thus, we may find more acceptable the view that NPs 
(in particular, proper names) are not only used to refer to someone but 
also (e.g.) to call someone. Strawson was clear about the fact that if an 
NP (he had in mind definite descriptions like ‘The king of France’) fails 
to refer to a thing, it was useless to apply a predicate to it1. Usually 

 
1 There is a large class of exceptions to this rule.  'Santa does not exist' is true even though the 
predicate 'does not exist' is applied to a name without a referent.  'Santa is a real person' is false, 
but has a predicate applied to a referentless name. Nevertheless, the general claim can be put 



application of a predicate to an NP results in an assertion (if the sentence 
containing the NP in question is in declarative form) that can be said to 
be true or false, that is to say it can be evaluated by checking that its 
truth-conditional import is verified by a state of the (actual) world. If an 
NP, in particular a definite description, fails to refer, then either one 
says that the issue of the truth or falsehood of the sentence considered 
does not arise, or one replaces the faulty definite description with a 
different one that, presumably, the speaker has in mind, but did not utter 
because he made a performance mistake or because his perception of 
things went wrong (the man drinking a Martini, in fact was drinking 
something else (see Donnellan 1966)). Definite descriptions normally 
refer through a conceptual component that restricts the range of the 
objects that can be selected, as these must satisfy the conceptual 
component (the mode of presentation) of the description. Proper names, 
instead, are not associated with a descriptive component that must be 
satisfied by the object, except for a thin component of the metalinguistic 
type – it is presupposed that the object is called ‘…’, bears the name 
‘…’. Of course, this may work as well as a restriction of some sort, 
because we will be looking, after hearing the NP/Proper Name, an 
individual or animal or object (say a toy) that bears that name. However, 
since many individuals or things bear the name ‘…’, this is only a step 
towards discovering the referent, as we have to rely on certain 
contextual clues (someone who bears the name ‘…’, with whom both 
the speaker and the hearer are familiar, someone we have recently 
encountered or talked about, etc.). The route to the referent is not easy, 
even if we are led to believe, given what Garcia-Carpintero (2018) says, 
about the introduction of a name into a community, that things might 
be easy. It is not enough to know that a list of people have been given 
the name ‘…’ through a procedure that looks like one of those situations 
described by Austin and that amounts to a complex speech act subject 
to felicity conditions. We should select from that list a suitable referent, 
one that fits the intentional content of the name (Davis 2005), one that 
at least is compatible with the predication involved in the assertion. This 
is not to say that the process of understanding the use of an NP that is 
not a Proper Name, but a definite description, is an easy one. In the case 
of ‘the King of France’, the process is quite easy as there is only a king 
of France (in the world where there is such a king) and the uniqueness 
condition associated with the description helps (and is satisfied by the 
context). But what about the case of ‘The table’ uttered in a place where 
there are more than one table? (See Elbourne 2013). Here, clearly, 
contextual conditions have a role to play in identifying the referent that 

 
forward that the assignment of predication to an NP makes sense if the NP refers to an object or 
an individual. Fictional names, mythological names, etc. are exceptions. 



the speaker has in mind in uttering the expression. The considerations 
made by Strawson about the issue of truth or falsehood not arising when 
the definite description does not identify a referent, because there is no 
referent that can satisfy the description, can be extended to proper 
names. I say ‘John went to London’, but there is nobody in our common 
circle of friends who bears the name ‘John’. Then we might have 
problems in deciding whether the statement is true or false. Certainly, 
some John went to London, given that there are many people called 
‘John’ in the world, but this is not enough to make the statement true. 
It must be a John that the speaker has in mind, that satisfies the 
intentional content of ‘John’. But none of his friends are called ‘John’. 
This is clearly a genuinely puzzling case. 

It is now time to report what Capone proposed in a paper on the use 
of certain names in certain didactic context (Capone 2020). It is well-
known that during lectures, especially lectures on syntax or semantics 
(but not during history lectures, where names are typically used to refer 
to real people, who actually existed in the past) we make or invent 
examples, whose point is to exemplify a certain rule and to show that 
some other rule does not apply. As a teacher, my favourite name is 
‘John’, but other teachers may have other preferences, they may use the 
names of their children, or parents, or dogs, or friends, etc. Whether I 
use a name or some alternative does not really matter, and the 
grammatical point is demonstrated regardless of the name used. The 
name, in such contexts, is used to exemplify a certain rule, but is not 
used in a canonical way, to identify a referent. Students know this well 
and do not ask silly questions such as ‘Am I the John you are talking 
about?’ or ‘Who is John?’ or ‘Do we know John?’. They know very 
well that I am playing the language game (to use words by 
Wittgenstein) ‘explaining a rule’ and exemplifying it; this is the only 
point of choosing some names: I am simply filling some empty spots 
and any names might be interchangeable here. Of course, one might add 
complications to this story. What happens if a name is fictional and 
another name is real, as in ‘John likes Aristotle’? Clearly, the name 
‘Aristotle’ will be understood in the normal way, by referring to 
Aristotle. Similarly, in a philosophy lecture, in which I discuss Leibniz’ 
law in the context of propositional attitudes (e.g. Mary believes that 
Cicero was clever’) I do not proceed to replace the name Cicero with 
Tully just because I am making an example. If the example has to show 
how Leibniz’ law is blocked in certain contexts, the name Tully clearly 
cannot be replaced with any other name. Now, the lesson to draw from 
consideration of these cases, is that one does not want to assess the truth 
of an example, especially a grammatical one. We are not really 
interested in whether the proposition that John went to London is true 
or false. And this fits in well with the general consideration, of 



Strawsonian origin, that if a name fails to refer, then the statement (that 
contains it) cannot count as true or false, it is even silly to consider the 
possibility of its being true or false (of course, exceptions exist: see 
fictional names). 

 The considerations so far are a prelude to the general 
considerations that proper names need not be used to refer to 
individuals or things or are not solely used to refer to things, given that 
the speech act the speaker is engaged in may play a role in the 
interpretation of an NP (and, in particular, of a proper name). My 
objection to the generalizations that proper names are essentially 
devices of direct reference is not based on a predicativist view, 
according to which a name refers through a predicate (there may be 
more versions of this view), but on the common sense consideration 
that the issue of reference is not merely related to the issue of truth and 
falsehood (in that only an assertion or a speech act suitably similar to 
an assertion can be true or false). The referential function and other 
functions can be combined even if the predicative function is absent. 
      When we are calling someone (John!), we are clearly not proffering 
a sentence that, once contextualized, becomes an utterance, but we are 
proffering an utterance. Furthermore, we are not merely or principally 
referring to John, that is to say requiring that the hearer identify John 
because we have something to predicate about him. The participant who 
is being addressed as ‘John!’ is not required to provide a referent in the 
expectation that the speaker will talk about that referent (by a 
description), but he is required to identify himself as the person called.2 
He may have enough information from the direction of the gaze and 
from the fact that nobody else is there. Most importantly, ‘John’ cannot 
be replaced with ‘you’, which we would expect if only reference were 
involved. The use of names in the vocative does not, contrary to what  
García-Carpintero says for the general case of the use of the nominative, 

 
2 XY (p.c.) says: “I think calling requires that the speaker intends someone to identify 
himself as the person called, but I do not think there is any sense in which the callee 
is required to do anything.  For one thing, he may not even hear the call.  Or he may 
mistakenly think someone else with the same name is being called.  Or he may have 
amnesia, forgetting what his name is”. Am I successful if I call someone and that 
person, in so far as she does not hear the call, does not respond to me? I would say 
that in a sense I tried to call the addressee, but I did not manage to do so. Calling is 
similar to running. Even if I do not reach the place where I am going, even if my 
running does not come to completion, I have been running (there have been several 
events of running). But, have I brought my action to completion? I would say No. 
So, if I am calling someone, I may be engaged in several events of calling, but the 
calling does not come to completion and I did not manage to call my addressee by 
obtaining a reaction. So, I think that calling does not merely require activities, but 
also a telos and the speech act is accomplished only when the telos is reached. There 
is an intended conventional perlocutionary meaning in the action of calling. 



identify an X, such that X bears the name Y, but is an instruction to 
identify oneself with the person being called by using the name Y. 
Normally, NPs (and Proper names) are not associated with a de se 
conceptual component. But in the case of calling someone by using the 
name e.g. ‘John’, the speaker instructs the hearer to identify himself 
with the person called, by the use of the name ‘John’. The hearer can 
understand the speaker’s intention only by using a de se component (see 
Castañeda 19643, Higginbotham, 2009, Capone 2010, Capone 2016). 
And the speaker must have the intention that the hearer use a de se 
component in the identification of himself as the person called. This is 
very different from the use of a proper name in the nominative. In the 
use of a proper name in the nominative, what García-Carpintero says 
about the minimal presupposition that X bears the name Y is true and 
useful (in that it reconciles a theory of direct reference with a Fregean 
theory of modes of presentation (senses)). In the case of calling 
someone ‘John’, expecting that he notices that I have called him (as I 
want to speak to him), I am still presupposing that the X I am calling is 
called John, but clearly here one has two modes of presentation and not 
one (one of them includes ‘I’). But this works out only in case of 
someone who normally calls the hearer by saying ‘John!’. What 
happens, instead, if one uses an interrogative format, as in ‘John?’. At 
this point I am doing two things, I calling someone by using ‘John?’ 
and I am also asking him whether his name is ‘John’. But things are not 
as simple as that. Why should we be interested in whether he bears the 
name ‘John’? After all, many people bear the name ‘John’. We are, 
instead, probably interested in whether he is the John we were waiting 
for (At the airport, I am meeting a passenger from GB, whom I should 
take to the University of Messina. I know his name is ‘John’, but, 
clearly, I would not take to the University any person who bears the 
name ‘John’, but only the John I was waiting for). 

 

3 As Feit and Capone (2013) explained, “using several clever and engaging examples, Castañeda forcefully ar- 
gues that ‘he*’ is an essential indexical in that it cannot be replaced in an attribution like (5) by any of the following: (a) 
a pronominal that refers to Obama, (b) a description that denotes Obama, (c) a proper name for Obama, (d) a deictic, (e) 
the pronominal ‘I’. What should be emphasized, and what is perhaps most important to Castañeda’s project, is that in 
attributions of de se attitudes ‘he*’ cannot be replaced with a definite description or with a demonstrative pronoun”. 
This paper seems to bring Castaneda’s view one step forward, as I offer considerations on proper names and de se. A 
proper name cannot receive a ‘de se’ interpretation; however, by calling someone by the use of a proper name, we ask 
the callee to be identified with the person (or animal) called, but before this identification process takes place, the 
calleed should identify himself as the person being called, regardless of the name used. In fact, the name used could be 
wrong; but this would not prevent him or her from identifying himself/herself with the person called. S/he would have 
to think the thought ‘I am the person being called’ and this would be a ‘de se’ thought because it minimally requires 
identification of the subject with the person who has the thoughts s/he has. The predication would add another type of 
identification ‘the person being called’. 

 



 Before ending this section, it may be worthwhile considering that 
scholars have thought it necessary to distinguish between three 
categories: a) proper names as applied to persons; b) proper names as 
applied to animals; c) proper names as applied to objects. It is normally 
thought that c is inappropriate (it is true, children can call their dolls by 
name, but this is only a pretend world). Our considerations on ‘de se’ 
thoughts clearly establish why c is inappropriate, given that objects are 
not capable of de se thoughts. One thing is certain, even if we used 
names to refer to objects, an object could not learn its own name; thus, 
there would be an asymmetry between the way we use names with 
people and the way we should use them with objects. The discussion of 
point b is more problematic. At this point scholars may find it debatable 
whether we could use names with animals or not; if we use names with 
animals, we surely anthropomorphise them. If there is a reason for not 
wanting to use names with animals, that is because animals should not 
be considered capable of having de se thoughts. This is not to say that 
an animal cannot learn its name. When I call my dog Angel (after a 
transition phase in which he has to learn that that is its name), he learns 
to respond to its name. But nothing can really make it certain that he 
learns its name through de se thoughts. For what we know, he could 
have a third person thought about Angel. Nothing guarantees that he 
thinks ‘I am Angel’ or ‘My owner is asking me to go to him’. For the 
dog to have a de se thought he would have to have a language with 
certain structures, which he does not have. The fact that he responds 
does not tell us what he thinks when he does. Perhaps he has 
rudimentary thoughts, but not linguistic ones that can approximate the 
complexity of de se thoughts. His thoughts may be partially linguistic 
(as a constituent is represented by the proper name), but, as far as we 
know, instructions could be understood by the dog through visual 
gestures (Come!: movement by the hand). The name could, 
furthermore, be perceived not as a device for calling someone, but as 
the equivalent of a visual gesture for calling attention and for indicating 
that an action is required. The fact that the dog turns round when he 
hears its name could be interpreted as awareness that an instruction that 
must be executed has been given. Given that the owner normally 
interacts with him, he would perceive the utterance as directed at him 
(There is puzzling evidence in support of this in the fact that, whenever 
I call my dog Angel, the other puppy Serenella comes instead). If two 
dogs are present, gaze could disambiguate the intention. Of course, we 
know very little of how dogs interpret such utterances, but what is 
certain is that they lack the linguistic structures required to learn proper 
names, that we humans normally deploy. 
 
 



5. Felicity conditions and the act of calling someone. 
 

Calling someone is a language game that may be constrained by rules. 
You call someone, whose attention is directed to something else (he or 
she is involved in an activity which is different from the one you are 
proposing that he be engaged in). Calling will have the result that the 
person called will look at you and will be ready at least to engage in 
conversation/interaction with you.  Calling may intersect with other 
illocutionary effects. By calling someone you may be proposing that 
she stop doing a certain activity, that she will start doing a different 
activity, you may be proposing that a certain activity is wrong (she 
should not do it). The conflation of two speech acts can occur because 
the speech act that follows the calling is implicit. It is a tacit utterance 
that depends on the calling. It may serve to make explicit the reason for 
the calling, its main purpose. The name is used in calling someone 
because, even if it cannot exhaustively limit the range of possible 
referents, in that context (where presumably there are no other people 
bearing that name), it is enough to select a certain person. Calling is 
usually done through a name, not through a pronominal. The reason 
may be that the pronominal (‘you’), given its character, is capable of 
selecting anyone at all; furthermore, being possibly plural, it can also 
be used to select a collection of people at the same time4. The use of the 
name, at least, restricts the act of calling and serves to select someone 
who bears that name.  But that is different from referring to a certain 
person, through a name, because reference involves the idea that we are 
going to say something about that referent, or that we want to obtain or 
modify a certain object, not that we are selecting a person to do 
something. In reference, when one uses an NP or a proper name only to 
refer, the focus is on predicating something, or on an action that aims 
at an object or at modification of that object, not in asking someone to 
prepare himself for some generic action, to be specified later on. Thus, 
reference can be established through pronominals too (You were very 
happy yesterday), as these may be enough to talk about a referent, 
provided that the hearer identifies the referent in question and is either 

 
4 XY (p.c.) writes: “It is not usual to use a pronoun to call someone, but it is sometimes done.  I can 
call someone whose name I do not know by saying "You there!"  or "You! With the red dress!". 
These examples look quite odd when translated into Italian. But I suppose they are more or less 
acceptable in English because the pronominal is escorted by an expression that disambiguates 
and makes the meaning more precise. It does not make much difference to my claim as in the 
same way as we expect proper names to be either devices for reference or ways to call someone, 
this could be applied to pronominals. But it is excluded that a bare pronominal could be a device 
for calling, because it could be used in principle to refer to anyone at all, whereas we expect that, 
in an act of calling, the speaker intends the hearer to identify himself as the person called. It is to 
expected that while a pronominal can be used to refer to someone or something, it cannot be 
used to intend the hearer to identify himself with the name used in the calling. 



able to assign some property or predicate to the referent or identifies the 
referent as part of executing a certain action. Calling does not involve 
predicating a quality of a referent or identifying a referent in the course 
of an action aimed at modifying the referent and even when the implicit 
action proposed as a reason for calling someone is made explicit, we 
need at least two utterances to see how an action is related to calling. 
On this view, referring is something done by a speaker in relation to an 
argument of the verb (possibly an external argument, if we are focusing 
on the subject position; alternatively, an internal argument if the focus 
is on modifying a certain object). (Merely) referring to someone is not 
something that can be done in isolation, because it is related to syntactic 
structure and referring would be meaningless outside the sentential 
frame, determining that referring is something to be done on the basis 
of an external (but sometimes an internal) argument of the verb. 
Referring and predicating are intertwined. A predicate is satisfied by an 
external argument, whose purpose is to restrict the process of referring. 
Calling is not related to a sentential frame of the type  (NP) [VP] or 
(NP) [VP (V  NP)]. Thus, I am clearly proposing that it would be wrong 
to identify calling with a certain explicit structure like ‘I am calling you, 
John’. This is clearly an assertion, possibly an elucidation of what one 
is doing, but certainly not a performative expression capable of 
expressing and carrying out the act of calling. Suppose we want to 
analyse ‘John!’, as an implicit performative utterance, equivalent to ‘I 
am hereby calling you, John’ (which is different from ‘I am hereby 
calling you: John’). Clearly, there is a pernicious circularity, because 
we are paraphrasing the utterance ‘John’ by using again the utterance 
‘John!’, which is still in need for an elucidation. We cannot go out of 
this circle. A possible way out of the circle would be to use just a 
pronominal in the elucidation utterance, as in ‘I am calling you’. But 
this hardly counts as an elucidation, given that ‘you’ is variable in 
content and depending on the context (if there are more people around), 
it may refer to someone other than John. The result of uttering ‘You’ in 
calling someone is that all present will look at you waiting for a further 
remark. The speech act of referring (if we want to stick to Searle’s 
(1979) terminology in ‘Expression and Meaning’) is an auxiliary 
speech act and does not make sense unless it is embedded in an 
autonomous speech act, globally associated with a certain function. In 
fact, it is not clear, as Searle implies, that one can have an act of 
reference which is autonomous; in other words, we cannot have an 
utterance of the type ‘NP’, unless NP is interpreted, as argued by 
Stainton   (2005), as a fragment which is part of a sentence that needs 
to be reconstructed (pragmatically) by adding other materials. Thus, if 
someone at a conference utters (rather cryptically) ‘A Pragmatics & 
Society editor’, the utterance has not to be understood as an autonomous 



act of reference, but a more complex structure like ‘That is a Pragmatics 
& Society editor’ (I am not excluding other possible interpretations). 
The fragment, in other words, has to be inserted into a subject/predicate 
structure, where it can be a subject or part of a predicate (e.g.  a non- 
predicative function of the NP could be ‘A pragmatics and Society 
editor has just arrived’). As we can very well see, the NP need not serve 
to identify a referent if it is part of a predication act: in this case, it will 
merely have a predicative function. 
 
6. Other speech acts done by using a name. 
There may be a number of speech acts that can be accomplished by 
calling someone by name. For example, one can wake up one’s partner. 
Mary can say ‘John!’ to wake him up. This speech act is done by 
producing noise that interferes with one’s sleep. The speech act is tacit, 
because no words are used with the exception of the name. Of course, 
the effect could be secured by uttering any utterance whatsoever or even 
a noise that is not produced by the voice. However, if the speech act is 
reiterated while the addressee wakes up, the utterance can be said to 
obtain a conventional effect. Of course, one needs contextual clues in 
order to define it as waking someone up. The fact that the hearer was 
sleeping, the fact that the name was uttered and, thus, the hearer was 
selected as a person to be woken up, the fact that the utterance was 
proffered by avoiding shouting or bumping an object onto the table all 
militate in favour of the intention of producing an action that be called 
a waking up. 
 Calling someone by using a name sometimes can be considered a 
threat. Much depends on how this is done, on whether the speaker is in 
a position of power, whether there is a history of violence behind this 
speech act. The name can be pronounced in a derogatory way and this 
may be conducive to a pejorative interpretation. It is true that one of the 
norms of society is to try and find a positive interpretation of an 
utterance or an action and to prefer a positive to a negative 
interpretation; but while this is valid in general, it is not valid for 
particular cases of utterance, especially if  there is a story of domestic 
violence and abuse behind. As Kecskes (2019) says, precedents can 
somehow shape meaning (or at least connotative meaning). 
 Sometimes we use a name to prevent someone from doing 
something that should not be done, although he has an inclination to do 
it. This could be called the speech act of inhibition. Surely the name 
could be completed by a less fragmentary syntactic and semantic frame 
(John, don’t do it!), however sometimes the urgency of the situation or 
the embarrassment of being involved in an unacceptable situation may 
reduce the utterance to a sentential fragment and the name might be 
enough to express the speaker’s intention to inhibit the actor’s urge to 



do something (as when my dog Serenella jumps on someone with the 
intention of playing with her and I, being even too aware of the 
consequences of her action, try to inhibit her urge to jump on someone 
by crying ‘Serenella’, as loudly as I can. She could guess from my tone 
of voice that I disapprove of her action and it may be inhibited). With 
human speech acts, I may utter a name, more or less in a louder voice, 
to inhibit an action and by counting on the hearer to be able to 
reconstruct the missing part of the speech act (John, don’t do it!). The 
speech act may be a mixture of speech acts: threatening; expressing 
disapproval; inhibiting. The referential function occurs as a prerequisite 
to the non-assertoric speech act, although we may wonder whether 
referring in calling someone’s attention to something and referring in 
the course of predicating something of the referent are the same actions. 
In referring to someone in calling one’s attention to something, we 
expect the person called to identify himself as the person called. In 
referring to someone in the course of predicating something of him or 
her, we require identification between the thing referred to and the 
object which is being assigned a predicate. 
 
 
The meaning potential of a name is wide-ranging, but its possibilities 
are increased by presuppositions that have a role to play in colouring 
the utterance. To reduce names to the issue of reference seems to me to 
be blindly ignoring the difficulty of the issue. Reference does not seem 
to be the right concept behind names, as used in the vocatives, because 
the immediate question arises: Why is the speaker referring to 
something? What is the purpose of referring? If the speaker does not 
intend to predicate something of the referent in the context of a speech 
act, then why the need for referring to something or someone? At one 
point we may start to ponder on the fact that ‘referring to someone’ may 
divide into two possibilities: calling someone’s attention to himself as 
the possible agent of an action, calling someone’s attention to an 
object/human being that is part of a description of what things (states 
of the world) are like. This bifurcation may well require another article. 
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