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Abstract

This paper systematically reviews and critiques the traditional solutions of descriptivism and direct
reference theory, along with their limitations, in addressing the long-standing problem of “empty
names and reference” in analytic philosophy (e.g., “Sherlock Holmes,” “Sun Wukong”). It argues that
both approaches share a presupposition of a “unitary function of reference,” which, when applied
to empty names, either posits non-existent entities or undermines the integrity of meaning in state-
ments. To transcend this shared presupposition, the paper creatively calls into question the classic
question of “what empty names refer to” and reframes it as: “When referential intentions fail due to
the non-existence of the object, how can meaning be grasped and systematically generated?” Build-
ing on this, the paper synthesizes John Searle’s theory of intentionality, the later Wittgenstein’s
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concept of “language games,” and insights from cognitive science’s framework theory to construct a
novel “two-tiered semantic-pragmatic integration model.”
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