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Saul Kripke Naming and Necessity is a seminal work in the field of philosophy, particularly in the
areas of metaphysics, epistemology, and the philosophy of language. Published in 1980, Kripke's text
revolutionized the way philosophers think about names, reference, and necessity. In this article, we
will explore the key themes of Kripke’s arguments, the implications of his theories, and how they
have influenced contemporary philosophical thought.



Introduction to Kripke's Arguments

In "Naming and Necessity," Saul Kripke challenges the descriptivist theory of names, which posits
that a name is equivalent to a set of descriptions that identify the referent. He introduces a novel
framework for understanding how names function in language, emphasizing the importance of rigid
designators—terms that refer to the same object in every possible world.

The Rigid Designator

A rigid designator, as defined by Kripke, is a term that refers to the same object in all possible
worlds. For example, the name "Aristotle" refers to the same individual, Aristotle, in every
conceivable scenario, regardless of the various properties or descriptions that could be attributed to
him. This notion contrasts sharply with non-rigid designators, which can refer to different objects in
different possible worlds.

Key Characteristics of Rigid Designators:

1. Consistency Across Possible Worlds: Rigid designators maintain their reference regardless of the
context or scenario.

2. Independence from Descriptions: The identity of the referent does not rely on an array of
descriptive traits.

3. Clarity in Identity Statements: This framework allows for straightforward identity statements,
such as "Hesperus is Phosphorus," which, under Kripke’s analysis, have a clear truth value based on
the reference of the names rather than their descriptive content.

Names vs. Descriptions

Kripke presents a compelling critique of the descriptivist theory. Traditional descriptivism suggests
that the meaning of a name is equivalent to a set of descriptions associated with that name. For
instance, the name "George Washington" might be understood as the individual who was the first
President of the United States, a general during the American Revolution, and so on. However,
Kripke argues that this approach is flawed for several reasons:

- Failure of Descriptive Theories: Descriptions do not capture the referential power of names. For
example, someone might know all the descriptions associated with "George Washington" but still fail
to identify him correctly.

- Counterexamples: Kripke offers examples such as "the inventor of the telephone" to demonstrate
that a name can refer to an individual (e.g., Alexander Graham Bell) even if the descriptions fail to
identify that individual accurately.

- Necessity and Contingency: Kripke distinguishes between necessary truths (which must be true in
all possible worlds) and contingent truths (which could be false in some possible world). He argues
that some necessary truths are tied to the referential aspect of names rather than descriptive
content.



Necessity and Contingency

In "Naming and Necessity," Kripke introduces the distinction between necessary and contingent
truths, which fundamentally reshapes our understanding of modality.

Necessary Truths

Necessary truths are statements that cannot be false in any possible world. For example, "All
bachelors are unmarried men" is a necessary truth because the definition of "bachelor" entails being
unmarried. Kripke argues that names can also denote necessary truths when they refer to
individuals in a rigid manner.

- Example of a Necessary Truth: The statement "Water is H20" is necessary because, in any possible
world where water exists, it must be composed of H20 molecules. This assertion relies on the rigid
designation of "water" as H20.

Contingent Truths

Contingent truths, on the other hand, are those that could have been otherwise. Kripke highlights
that while some truths about individuals may seem necessary, they can actually be contingent based
on the nature of the properties ascribed to the names.

- Example of a Contingent Truth: "Barack Obama is the 44th President of the United States" is
contingent because, in a possible world where different historical events transpired, this statement
could be false.

Implications of Kripke's Theories

The implications of Kripke's work are profound and far-reaching, influencing various domains of
philosophy, linguistics, and cognitive science.

Impact on Metaphysics

Kripke’s arguments have significant implications for metaphysics, especially concerning identity and
existence.

- Identity Across Possible Worlds: Kripke’s rigid designators allow for a clearer understanding of
identity across different possible worlds, challenging previous notions of how we understand
existence and identity.

- Essentialism: His work supports a form of essentialism, where certain properties are seen as
essential to the identity of an object, furthering discussions in metaphysics about what it means for
something to exist.



Influence on Philosophy of Language

Kripke's theories have reshaped discussions in the philosophy of language, particularly in the
context of reference and meaning.

- Challenges to Descriptivism: By providing a robust critique of descriptivism, Kripke has prompted
philosophers to reconsider the nature of names and reference in linguistic analysis.

- New Frameworks for Understanding Meaning: His ideas have led to the development of alternative
theories that account for the complexities of linguistic reference and the role of context.

Repercussions in Epistemology

In epistemology, Kripke's work raises questions about how we acquire knowledge and what it means
to know something.

- Knowledge of Necessity: The distinction between necessary and contingent truths informs
discussions about what we can know with certainty and how that knowledge is formed.

- Counterfactual Reasoning: Kripke's models of possible worlds allow for an exploration of
counterfactual reasoning, which is essential in understanding causation and belief.

Conclusion

Saul Kripke Naming and Necessity represents a transformative moment in philosophy,
fundamentally altering our understanding of language, reference, and modality. Through his
introduction of rigid designators and the distinction between necessary and contingent truths,
Kripke has opened up new avenues of inquiry that continue to influence contemporary philosophical
thought. His work challenges previous assumptions and invites ongoing exploration into the nature
of names, identity, and knowledge, making "Naming and Necessity" an indispensable text in the
philosophical canon. As philosophers continue to grapple with the implications of Kripke’s ideas, the
legacy of his contributions remains a vital part of the discourse surrounding language and reality.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main thesis of 'Naming and Necessity' is that proper names are rigid designators that refer to
the same object in all possible worlds where that object exists, challenging the descriptivist theory of
names.

How does Kripke differentiate between a priori and a



posteriori knowledge?

Kripke distinguishes a priori knowledge as knowledge that can be known independently of
experience, while a posteriori knowledge is dependent on empirical evidence. He argues that some
necessary truths can be known a posteriori.

What are rigid designators according to Kripke?

Rigid designators are terms that refer to the same object in every possible world in which that object
exists, as opposed to non-rigid designators, which can refer to different objects in different possible
worlds.

What implications does Kripke's work have for the philosophy
of language?

Kripke's work implies that the meaning of names is not reducible to descriptions, leading to
significant discussions about reference, meaning, and the nature of linguistic expressions in the
philosophy of language.

How does Kripke's view challenge Descriptivism?

Kripke challenges Descriptivism by arguing that names do not simply stand in for descriptions;
instead, they have a direct referential function that does not depend on the attributes or descriptions
associated with the named entity.

What is the significance of the 'Godel example' in Kripke's
argument?

The 'Godel example' illustrates that the same individual can be referred to by different names or
descriptions that convey different properties, emphasizing the distinction between identity and the
descriptions we associate with names.

What role does necessity play in Kripke's philosophy?

Necessity in Kripke's philosophy is crucial for understanding how certain truths can be both
necessary and known a posteriori, which suggests that some truths about the world are not merely
contingent but hold in all possible worlds.

How does ‘Naming and Necessity' influence contemporary
debates in metaphysics?

'‘Naming and Necessity' has significantly influenced contemporary debates in metaphysics,
particularly in discussions about modal realism, the nature of identity, and the relationship between
language and reality.
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