If names are rigid designators, does this have any metaphysical consequences?


One way to answer the descriptive-semantic question ‘what is the semantic value of a proper name?’ is to say that a name is a rigid designator, and hence the semantic value of a proper name is merely its referent. Alternatively, one might assert that the value of a name is some general concept, like a definite description, that “mediates”
 between the name and its referent. On this view an object will be the referent of a name if it fits the facts that form the definite description. Kripke, in his lectures on Naming and Necessity advocates the Millian view that names are rigid designators. He also discusses certain metaphysical concepts in those lectures, and this has led some to believe that he may think certain metaphysical consequences follow from this semantic theory of the value of names. Still others dispute the validity of the semantic theory itself because they believe that it has unpalatable metaphysical consequences. It is hard to see how this can be, however – can rigid designation, a semantic theory, have metaphysical consequences?


Before we can go any further towards answering this question, a little clarification is needed as to what, precisely, we mean by the phrase ‘rigid designator’. It seems simple enough to explain that a rigid designator is a term that “designates the same object in all possible worlds”
; and if names are rigid designators, then, they will refer to the same object in all possible worlds, independently of the properties of that object. So, for instance, I may fix the reference of the name ‘Hitler’ by the description ‘the German dictator from 1934 to 1945’, but it will still make sense to ask the question: ‘What if Hitler had never become a dictator?’ That we can ask this question indicates that it is possible for ‘Hitler’ to still refer to Hitler even where the properties we use to fix the reference of the name ‘Hitler’ no longer apply to Hitler. I.e. there is a fully determinate possible situation (a possible world) in which Hitler was not a German dictator, but was still the referent of the name ‘Hitler’.

However, one might ask: what happens in the case of possible worlds where Hitler was never born? Can a name designate something even when it does not exist? Should we modify our definition to say that a rigid designator is an expression that designates the same object in all possible worlds in which it exists? Kaplan argues that we should not
. In order to make sense of the sentence: ‘Hitler might not have been born’ we have to be able to use the name ‘Hitler’ to refer to Hitler in a possible world where Hitler never existed. If names are rigid, and we hold that objects can be contingent, then we must use the ‘obstinate’
 use of the word rigid, in which names designate the same object in all possible worlds, including ones where the referent does not exist. It is also worth emphasising that this is not to make a metaphysical claim about the name itself, i.e., that the name ‘Hitler’ must be used to refer to the actual German dictator, even if he never existed. As both Kripke and Salmon point out, it is a mistake to suggest that because we call Hitler, ‘Hitler’, he might not have been called ‘Gertrude’ in another possible world
.

So, assuming that names are obstinately rigid designators, why might one believe that this leads to any metaphysical conclusions? Certainly one would be inclined to agree with Searle that one should not: “attempt to read real or alleged features of language into the world… [or make] the metaphysical mistake of deriving ontological conclusions from linguistic theses”
. It will not affect the theory of rigid designation if someone has merely drawn illegitimate metaphysical conclusions from it, however. Hence, the accusation must be that the Millian theory of names already has some metaphysical element from which metaphysical conclusions are drawn. Stalnaker points out, though, that if this is the case, then one should still be able to separate out what is semantic in the thesis, and evaluate that separately. If this is not possible, then it becomes a question as to whether it is illegitimate to draw metaphysical conclusions from the Millian thesis
.

The particular objection Searle makes to Millian semantics is that it presupposes “a basic metaphysical distinction between objects and properties or aspects of objects”
. The suggestion is that for names to designate an object regardless of what properties it has necessitates the metaphysical view that objects are some strange combination of a “propertyless self and its properties”
. Yet Kripke, who holds the Millian view, also rejected this idea of objects
. Use of the possible worlds framework and rigid designation merely provides a way to express the idea that an object is “separable from its properties”
. I.e. the object we call Hitler is separable from the property of being a German dictator. 

Now, Kripke does think that there are properties that an object is not separable from. He suggests that in order for object x to be identical to object y they must both have had the same origins. So, one could imagine that Adolf Hitler would not have been Adolf Hitler if he had not been born to Alois and Klara Hitler. This is not to say anything about the name ‘Adolf Hitler’, however; the property of being born to Alois and Klara is a property of the object to which the name refers, and not the name itself. I had to look up the names of Hitler’s parents on the internet
, yet I knew who the name ‘Hitler’ referred to before I knew who his parents were, which would suggest that the property, or properties, that make Hitler, Hitler is not synonymous with the name ‘Hitler’. 

It is notable, however, that the metaphysical idea that an object may have certain essential properties whilst having other accidental properties is compatible with both theories of reference. So why does Searle object to the metaphysical distinction between particulars and their properties, or imply that it originates from the Millian theory of reference? Stalnaker thinks Searle has made the mistake of conflating the two theories
. 

On the Fregean picture Searle supports, a name, such as ‘Aristotle’ is synonymous with a definite description consisting of a cluster of properties. It is, hence, an analytic and necessary truth that Aristotle has the sum of the properties attributed to him. As Stalnaker points out, this claim says nothing about the true person Aristotle; it is the name ‘Aristotle’ that is synonymous with the properties attributed to Aristotle, and so there are no problems raised about the traditional distinction between objects and their properties
. However, if one were to combine this with the Millian view, so that ‘Aristotle’ will rigidly refer to the same object as well as satisfying a certain cluster of properties, one is then able to draw the conclusion that Aristotle is necessarily connected with the properties that identify him.

This is, of course, an illegitimate move. The Fregean theory is in direct contradiction with the Millian view that the name refers to the referent regardless of its properties. On the Fregean view the object a name refers to will be the one that satisfies most, or a weighted most, of the properties commonly associated with the name. On the Millian view the very properties we use to pick the referents of names may be different in other worlds, whilst the name still refers to the same thing. Nor must these properties be true of the object in the actual world – on the Millian view, if it is false that Hitler was a German dictator, this is a false fact about Hitler, not a true fact about anyone else. On the Fregean theory Hitler would simply be whoever satisfied the relevant properties. Also, if the associated properties designate more than one object, or none at all, then nothing will be uniquely identified by the name; whereas on the Millian view a name will always designate only that which it was intended to designate
.

However, Salmon maintains that Kripke does, nonetheless, attempt to get the metaphysical consequence of essentialism from the semantic theory of reference. Salmon claims this argument from what he calls the ‘modern theory of reference’ to essentialism is to be found in footnote 56 of Kripke’s Naming and Necessity. Though, in a later edition, Kripke declares he never had any intention of basing his argument on his theory of reference alone
, it will be worth our while to see if it is possible to ‘prove’ essentialism from a semantic thesis and trivial, uncontroversial premises alone. 

The precise principle Kripke is attempting to ‘prove’ is that: “If a material object has its origin from a certain hunk of matter, it could not have had its origin in any other matter”
 (he admits this principle may need some refinement, particularly due to the vagueness of the phrase ‘hunk of matter’). Nothing in the footnote explicitly says that Kripke is trying to deduce this principle from his theory of reference, so what makes Salmon think that he is? Well, Salmon takes the assumption of the necessity of distinctness as being a theorem of the modern theory of reference
, and in the context of the argument, one can understand why he might do so.

The first premise consists of the necessity of distinctness, which is entailed by the necessity of identity. This is simple and uncontroversial; it starts from the fact that, necessarily, every object is identical with itself: (x) ( (x=x); from which follows the fact that if x and y are identical, they are also necessarily identical: (x)(y)(x=y ⊃ ( x=y)
. So, the necessity of distinctness will follow ∀x ∀y (x≠y ⊃ ( x≠y) for if there were some object, z, such that x=z and y=z, then x would be y
. So far this does not seem to be linked to rigid designation, but it is the next step in the argument that motivates this.  

Kripke states the following (let us call this premise P): 

Let ‘B’ be a name (rigid designator) of a table, let ‘A’ name the piece of wood from which it actually came. Let ‘C’ name another piece of wood. Then suppose that B were made from A, as in the actual world, but also another table D were simultaneously made from C.

By calling A, B, C, and D names, Kripke makes them rigid designators, so that he is then able to move from the actual world, in which B is made from A, to another possible world W2 where B is once more made from A, but another table D, is made from a different block of wood, C. Then, because of the necessity of distinctness, and the fact that B≠D in W2, it is necessary that B≠D in all worlds, as B and D are rigid designators. From this Kripke concludes that it is necessary that B originate from A, and D from C.


Salmon is right in saying this needs some refinement. Firstly, Kripke neglects to deal with the problem that two tables could be made from the same ‘hunk of matter’. This is a fairly trivial problem, however for it may be that P can be modified so that it merely requires that “A and C be nonoverlapping hunks of matter”
 (call this P1). 

However, this is not the only problem Kripke faces. All we can specify before D’s construction is that in W2 ‘some other’ table is constructed from C at the same time as B is constructed from A, and it is only once this inference has been drawn that we can label the table ‘D’. One might well question whether only one table can come form the same piece of wood – perhaps the table, whilst not being B, could be E or F?
 The conclusion Kripke needs to reach is that it is not possible that B could be made from C, which can be seen as the equivalent of saying that any table that is made from C is not B:  ( (x)[T(x, C) ⊃ x≠B]. However, the conclusion he in fact reaches is simply that in any possible world in which D is constructed from C, D is not B: ( [T(D,C) ⊃ D≠B]
. 

Salmon proposes this further premise to make Kripke’s argument plausible: 

P2: If it is possible for a table x to originate from a hunk of matter y, then, necessarily, any table originating from hunk y, is the very table x and no other.

This premise, added to the premise that it is possible for two distinct tables to be constructed out of two non-overlapping and distinct hunks of matter, and combined with the necessity of distinctness, would seem to lead us to the desired conclusion that it is necessary that any table constructed from C is not B. 

However, as Salmon points out, this is no longer a trivial premise being used in combination with the theory of reference, it is a rather strong essentialist principle which asserts that if a table, x, might have originated from a hunk of matter y, then the table x has an essential property: “the feature that no table distinct from it originates from y”
. Some might argue that one might make a table of different style or design from the same wood, and that this might then be called a ‘different’ table. Salmon thus proposes the modification to P2 that table x should be made to a certain plan P such that anything originating from hunk of matter y according to plan P is the table x, and no other
. 

The truth of this is not as clear as Salmon makes out, one could imagine a situation in which, perhaps, one commissions a table to be made, but then later reflects that if one had had more money at that time, that table could have been made to a much fancier design than it actually was. It seems to be merely a matter of intuition, one way or the other. Salmon’s point stands, however; use of P2 negates the aim of deriving essentialism solely from a theory of reference and uncontroversial philosophical premises. The modified version (P2’) is also, though, a substantive metaphysical principle not derived from the theory of reference. Either way, it would seem that essentialism is not being derived from the theory of reference.

Salmon then goes on to suggest that principles like P2 and P2’ are faulty on their own account, but the key point for our discussion is that they are not entailed by rigid designation, and it is these premises that allow us to argue for essentialism. What of the necessity of distinctness, though, one might ask. Well, Salmon himself admits the letters A, B, C, and D need not be taken as names, they may be taken as free variables
. This does not affect the argument, as free variables are also rigid, and, indeed, the necessity of identity, from which the necessity of distinctness follows, is outlined by Kripke with the use of free variables. I would suggest that Kripke’s use of names in footnote 56 is more a result of the context of his other lectures, and to make the point that A, B, C, and D were rigid, than out of any desire to base his essentialism out of his theory of reference.


From this it is clear that Kripke’s essentialism does not follow from the theory that names are rigid designators. However, it could be suggested that if a name designates the same individual in all possible worlds, this presupposes that the same individuals can be found in different possible worlds
. If this were the case then accepting Krike’s theory of reference would have metaphysical consequences.


However, Stalnaker shows that rigid designation is, in fact, compatable with alternative metaphysical pictures in which the same individuals cannot be found in different possible worlds
. Take, for instance, the metaphysical picture that a particular individual is just the ‘”coinstantiation of a certain set of qualities.”
 A pure Leibnizean version of this metaphysical picture brings the result that Hitler could never have any properties different from those he did in fact have, which includes relational properties, such as the fact that he died 38 years before my birth. The thesis that names are rigid designators is perfectly compatible with this view, it merely entails that sentences like “Hitler was a German dictator” are true only in the actual world.  This consequence of the combination of these metaphysical and semantic theses is anti-intuitive, and that suggests that one of the theses is wrong. Should one decide to abandon the metaphysical thesis in response to this result, though, it will be an intuitive response to the alternative resolutions as presented to us in the possible worlds framework, and not a metaphysical consequence of the theory of rigid designation. 


So, it seems that the attempts to show that the theory that names are rigid designators results in metaphysical consequences all fail. They are either based on a mistaken conflation of the Millian thesis, and the Fregean one, or the thought that the necessity of identity is a theorem of the Millian theory of reference. The other possibility is that they simply confuse the fact that anti-intuitive results come from certain metaphysical pictures in conjunction with the Millian thesis, with the idea that one must reject these metaphysical pictures in the light of the Millian theory.
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