saul kripke naming and necessity

saul kripke naming and necessity represents a pivotal moment in 20th-century philosophy, particularly in
the philosophy of language and metaphysics. Kripke's groundbreaking work, primarily stemming from his
1972 lectures published as Naming and Necessity, fundamentally challenged prevailing theories of
reference and introduced the concept of rigid designators. This article will delve into the core arguments of
Naming and Necessity, exploring Kripke's critique of descriptivist theories, his introduction of direct
reference and causal theories of reference, and the profound implications for our understanding of names,
necessity, and modality. We will examine how Kripke's seminal ideas continue to shape contemporary

philosophical discourse on these crucial topics.

Understanding Saul Kripke's Naming and Necessity: A
Philosophical Revolution

Saul Kripke's Naming and Necessity is a landmark philosophical text that reshaped the landscape of analytic
philosophy. Before Kripke, the dominant view regarding proper names was the descriptivist theory,
which held that a name refers to an object by virtue of a description or a set of descriptions that the object
uniquely satisfies. Kripke launched a powerful critique of this widely accepted view, arguing that it fails to
account for the intuitive ways we use and understand names. His work introduced radical new concepts
that have become cornerstones of modern philosophy of language and metaphysics, influencing debates on

reference, modality, and the nature of identity.

Kripke's Critique of Descriptivism: Undermining the Traditional

View

The central target of Kripke's initial attack in Naming and Necessity is the descriptivist theory of names.
This theory, often associated with philosophers like Gottlob Frege and Bertrand Russell, posits that a proper
name functions as a shorthand for a definite description. For example, the name "Aristotle” might be
understood as referring to the person who was Socrates' pupil, taught Alexander the Great, and wrote
Nicomachean Ethics. According to descriptivism, if an individual fails to satisfy the description associated
with a name, then that name does not refer to them. Kripke meticulously dismantled this edifice by

presenting a series of compelling thought experiments and logical arguments.



The Epistemic Objection to Descriptivism

One of Kripke's primary objections to descriptivism is its counterintuitive implications regarding our
knowledge of names. Descriptivism suggests that to know what a name refers to, one must know the
associated description. However, Kripke points out that ordinary speakers often use names without being
able to provide a definitive description of the referent. Consider the name "Gé6del." Many people use this
name to refer to the logician who proved the incompleteness theorems. Yet, it is plausible that someone
might know of Godel through hearsay or simply by associating the name with a famous theorem, without
being able to accurately and uniquely describe him. If descriptivism were true, such usage would be

problematic, as the speaker wouldn't possess the necessary descriptive knowledge for reference.

The Modal Objection to Descriptivism

Another significant challenge Kripke posed to descriptivism comes from considerations of modality,
particularly the concept of necessity. If a name refers to an object via a description, then that object

necessarily satisfies the description. For instance, if "Aristotle” means "the student of Plato," then any
possible world in which Aristotle existed must also contain the person who was the student of Plato.
Kripke argues that this is not how names actually work. He contends that some propositions express

necessary truths, and these truths can be known through the use of proper names.

The "Rigid Designator” Concept: A New Framework for Reference

To overcome the limitations of descriptivism, Kripke introduced the concept of a "rigid designator." A rigid
designator is a term that refers to the same object in all possible worlds in which that object exists. Names,
according to Kripke, function as rigid designators. When we use the name "Aristotle," we are referring to
the specific individual who lived in ancient Greece, regardless of what properties that individual might
have possessed in other possible circumstances. This means that the sentence "Aristotle was a philosopher”
would be true in any possible world where Aristotle exists, even if in that world he had different

contemporaries or pursued different professions.

The Causal Theory of Reference: How Names Stick

Kripke also proposed a causal theory of reference to explain how names acquire and retain their referents.
He argued that a name is introduced into a linguistic community through an initial "baptism" — a ceremony
or event where a speaker uses the name to refer to a particular individual. This initial use then gives rise

to a chain of communication, where subsequent speakers use the name based on their acquaintance with



other speakers who used it, ultimately tracing back to the original baptism. The reference of the name is
then transmitted through this causal chain. This "historical” or "causal" theory contrasts sharply with

descriptivist accounts, which focus on the properties associated with the name.

The Notion of Necessity in Kripke's Philosophy

A central theme woven throughout Naming and Necessity is the nature of necessity and its relationship to
identity and empirical truths. Kripke made a profound distinction between truths that are necessary and
truths that are contingent, and he argued that some contingent truths, when expressed using names, can

reveal necessary truths about identity.

Necessary A Posteriori Truths: A Paradoxical Insight

Perhaps one of the most startling contributions of Naming and Necessity is the concept of "necessary a
posteriori” truths. These are truths that are necessary — meaning they hold in all possible worlds — but can
only be discovered through empirical investigation. Kripke's famous example involves the identity
proposition: "Last night, if I went to sleep, I had a dream.” Now, let's consider the name "Aristotle." The
statement "Aristotle was a philosopher” is, for Kripke, a necessary truth. However, we discover that
Aristotle was a philosopher through historical and empirical inquiry. This is in contrast to a priori truths,
which are known independently of experience, such as "2+2=4." The existence of necessary a posteriori
truths challenges the traditional philosophical dichotomy between necessary truths (which were often
thought to be knowable a priori) and contingent truths (which were typically seen as knowable a

posteriori).

Identity Statements and Rigid Designators

Kripke's analysis of identity statements is deeply intertwined with his theory of rigid designators. Consider
the statement "Cicero was Tully." Both "Cicero" and "Tully" are proper names that, according to Kripke,
function as rigid designators. They refer to the same individual in all possible worlds. If the statement
"Cicero was Tully" is true, then it is necessarily true. This is because if "Cicero" and "Tully" are rigid
designators referring to the same person, then in any possible world where that person exists, the
statement asserting their identity holds. This contrasts with statements involving descriptions. For
example, "The mayor of London is the leader of the Labour Party" might be true today but false in another
possible world where these two roles are held by different people. The truth of identity statements

involving proper names, therefore, hinges on the rigid nature of the names themselves.



The Metaphysics of Modality: Possible Worlds and Their Implications

Kripke's work significantly influenced the logical and metaphysical analysis of modality. He employed the
"possible worlds semantics" to rigorously define concepts like necessity and possibility. A proposition is
considered necessarily true if it is true in all possible worlds. A proposition is possibly true if it is true in at
least one possible world. Kripke's account provided a robust framework for understanding modal claims and
their relationship to identity, reference, and knowledge. The notion of rigid designators plays a crucial role
in this framework, allowing for clear and consistent modal assessments of identity statements and other

propositions.

Impact and Legacy of Saul Kripke's Naming and Necessity

The publication of Naming and Necessity sent ripples through the philosophical community and continues
to be a subject of intense study and debate. Kripke's arguments have had a profound and lasting impact on
various branches of philosophy, from the philosophy of language and mind to metaphysics and
epistemology.

Influence on the Philosophy of Language

Kripke's rejection of descriptivism and his advocacy for direct reference and causal theories of reference
fundamentally altered the trajectory of the philosophy of language. His work provided powerful tools for
analyzing how names acquire meaning and how they successfully refer to individuals. The concept of rigid

designators remains a cornerstone in discussions about reference and the semantics of modal languages.

Implications for Metaphysics and Identity

The implications of Naming and Necessity for metaphysics are equally significant. Kripke's exploration of
necessary a posteriori truths and his analysis of identity statements have led to a deeper understanding of
the relationship between empirical facts and necessary truths. His work has provided a framework for

discussing the essential properties of objects and individuals, further contributing to metaphysical inquiry.

Ongoing Debates and Contemporary Relevance

Despite its age, Naming and Necessity continues to be a fertile ground for philosophical discussion.



Contemporary philosophers grapple with its arguments, extend its implications, and propose alternative
theories. Debates surrounding the scope and limitations of causal theories of reference, the nature of rigid
designation, and the interpretation of modality all stem, in part, from Kripke's pioneering work. The
enduring relevance of Naming and Necessity is a testament to its intellectual rigor and the profound
questions it continues to provoke about the fundamental nature of language, reality, and our knowledge of

it.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of Saul Kripke's 'Naming and Necessity'?

The central thesis is that names are rigid designators, meaning they refer to the same object in every
possible world where that object exists. This challenges the descriptivist theories of names, which held that

names are merely shorthand for descriptions.

How does Kripke argue against descriptivist theories of names?

Kripke uses thought experiments, like the 'G6del/Schmidt' example, to show that even if the descriptions
associated with a name change, the name still refers to the original individual. This suggests names have a

direct reference rather than being reducible to descriptions.

What is a 'rigid designator' according to Kripke, and why is it important?

A rigid designator is a term that designates the same object in all possible worlds. Its importance lies in
allowing us to make claims about necessity and possibility regarding individuals and their properties. For

example, 'Aristotle is a philosopher’ is necessarily true if Aristotle is necessarily a philosopher.

What is the distinction between 'a posteriori' and 'a priori' knowledge in

Kripke's work, and how does it relate to names?

A priori knowledge is knowledge gained independently of experience (e.g., "2+2=4"), while a posteriori
knowledge is gained through experience (e.g., "Water is H20'). Kripke argues that singular terms (like
names) can be known a posteriori (e.g., 'Aristotle was born in Stagira'), but once the referent is identified,
associated truths can be necessary and knowable a posteriori (e.g., it is necessary that Aristotle was

Aristotle).

How does Kripke's work on names impact the concept of 'necessary

existence'?

Kripke argues that if something exists, its existence is a contingent property, meaning it could have not



existed. However, he also suggests that if a being exists necessarily (like God, in certain theological
arguments), then its name would be a rigid designator that refers to this necessarily existing being in all

possible worlds.

What are Kripke's thoughts on identity statements, particularly those
involving names?

Kripke argues that identity statements involving names and that are true, are necessarily true. For
example, if 'Aristotle is Aristotle' is true, it's true in all possible worlds. He also argues that identity
statements of the form 'a=b', where 'a" and 'b' are rigid designators referring to the same object, are

necessary a posteriori if the identity is discovered empirically.

How does Kripke's theory of names challenge the Fregean sense-

reference distinction?

Frege distinguished between sense (the mode of presentation) and reference (the object referred to).
Kripke's rigid designators suggest that names primarily refer directly without relying on a Fregean sense
that might vary across possible worlds. While a sense might be involved in how we come to know who

someone is, the name itself, once established, rigidly picks out the referent.

‘What are 'metaphysical necessity’ and 'epistemic necessity' according to
Kripke, and how do they differ?

Metaphysical necessity concerns what is true in all possible worlds. Epistemic necessity, on the other hand,
concerns what is knowable or provable. Kripke's focus is on metaphysical necessity. He shows how
seemingly contingent truths, like "Water is H20', are actually metanecessarily true once the reference of

'water' is fixed, even though we discover it a posteriori.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Saul Kripke's Naming and Necessity, with short descriptions:

1. Rigidity and Reference: Kripke's Legacy in Metaphysics

This collection explores the profound impact of Kripke's work on our understanding of reference and
necessity. It delves into how Kripke's arguments for rigid designators and the necessity of identity
statements have reshaped philosophical debates across various fields. Essays likely examine the implications
for metaphysics, philosophy of language, and epistemology, assessing the ongoing relevance and criticisms

of Kripke's core ideas.

2. The Metaphysical Ground of Modality: Kripke and Beyond

This book investigates the foundational role of Kripke's possible worlds semantics in understanding modal



concepts like necessity and possibility. It goes beyond simply explaining Kripke's system to explore its
metaphysical underpinnings, questioning what it means for a world to be "possible." Contributors likely
discuss alternative interpretations of modality and explore how Kripke's framework can be extended or

challenged.

3. Rigid Designators and the Nature of Names

Focusing specifically on Kripke's concept of rigid designators, this volume examines its implications for the
theory of proper names. It analyzes how Kripke's causal theory of reference challenges descriptivist
accounts and explores the philosophical consequences of names necessarily referring to the same object in all
possible worlds. The book likely grapples with potential counterexamples and alternative theories of

naming.

4. Necessity, Contingency, and the A Priori: Kripke's Revolution

This work dissects Kripke's groundbreaking distinction between necessity and contingency, particularly
his famous examples of necessary a posteriori truths. It explores how his arguments reconfigured the
relationship between epistemology and metaphysics, showing that what we know a posteriori can still be
necessarily true. The book delves into the implications for our understanding of knowledge, truth, and the

limits of human cognition.

5. Modal Logic and its Metaphysical Assumptions: A Kripkean Inquiry

This text provides an in-depth analysis of the modal logic developed by Kripke, connecting its formal
structures to metaphysical commitments. It explores how Kripke's semantics for modal operators implicitly
rely on a conception of possible worlds and their relationship to the actual world. The book examines the

philosophical baggage that comes with adopting Kripke's logical framework for modal reasoning.

6. The Problem of ldentity: Kripkean Perspectives on Essentialism

This volume tackles the philosophical problem of identity through the lens of Kripke's work, particularly
his arguments for the necessity of identity. It investigates how Kripke's insights challenge traditional
notions of essentialism and explore the criteria for identity across possible worlds. The essays likely address

the implications for objects, persons, and the persistence of properties.

7. Naming, Reference, and Meaning: Contemporary Debates after Kripke

This book serves as a comprehensive overview of contemporary debates in the philosophy of language,
directly influenced by Kripke's Naming and Necessity. It covers a range of topics including direct
reference, theories of meaning, and the semantics of demonstratives and indexicals, all framed by the
challenges Kripke posed. The collection showcases how philosophers are engaging with and extending

Kripke's seminal ideas.

8. The Contingency of Metaphysical Necessity: Critiques of Kripke's Doctrine

This critical examination directly addresses Kripke's central claims about the nature of metaphysical
necessity, questioning its supposed incontestability. It presents philosophical arguments that seek to
undermine Kripke's assertion that certain truths are necessarily true in all possible worlds. The book likely

explores alternative conceptions of necessity or proposes ways in which Kripke's necessity might be



contingent.

9. Kripke's Theory of Reference: A Philosophical Reconstruction

This work offers a detailed and systematic reconstruction of Saul Kripke's influential theory of reference. It
breaks down the key components of his arguments, including the causal theory, the critique of
descriptivism, and the concept of rigid designation. The book aims to clarify and defend Kripke's positions

while also identifying areas for further philosophical development and debate.
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