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What Was Kripke’s Mistake?

Scott Soames argues in Beyond Rigidity: The Unfinished Semantic Agenda of Naming and Necessity that the rigid designation of names propounded by Saul Kripke can be explained by a direct-reference theory of meaning.  However, according to Soames, this explanation entails that Kripke made a mistake when he said that identity truths expressed with two names are not knowable a priori.

Kripke refrained from accepting the direct reference thesis that names have only their referents as meanings, and I will argue that his reluctance is vindicated by the fact that names have senses that determine their referents.  Kripke’s mistake was not his denial that simple identities are knowable a priori but rather his too-hasty conclusion that names lack descriptive senses.     

Kripke said repeatedly that he was not ready to subscribe to a theory of meaning for names.  Early in the first lecture of Naming and Necessity he said that he was “not entirely able to see [his] way clear through” the problems of referent determination, substitution failure, and existence attribution that were “really very powerful” reasons in favor of “the Frege-Russell view, or some suitable variant” (1980: 27, 29).  A few years later he reported in “A Puzzle about Belief” that “the apparent failure of codesignative names to be interchangeable in belief contexts remains a mystery, but the mystery no longer seems so clearly to argue for a Fregean view as against a Millian one” (1988: 111).  Finally, in the preface to the 1980 edition of Naming and Necessity he insisted that he “never intended to go so far” as to assert “a purely ‘Millian’ picture of naming, where only the referent contributes to what is expressed” (1980: 20).

What Kripke clearly established is that names are rigid designators.  A name that refers to an individual with respect to any world or circumstance of evaluation refers to it with respect to every world in which that individual exists and never refers to another individual.  Since names designate rigidly, either two names have the same referent, and a sentence with the names flanking the identity predicate is true at every world in which that referent exists; or else they have different referents, in which case the identity sentence is not true at any world.  This means that on a weak interpretation of necessity, where sentences are counted necessary truths if they are true with respect to every world in which their terms have referents, true identity sentences involving names are necessarily true (1977: 68).

Kripke further argued that although true identity sentences containing two names are necessarily true (in the weak sense just specified), they are not knowable a priori.  To know whether a simple identity sentence with names is true is to know whether the two names designate the same individual.  Since names designate their bearers, to know whether two names designate the same individual is to know whether an individual bears both names.  Whether an individual bears two names is a historical fact knowable only empirically, so true identity sentences are not knowable a priori.

Near the end of his second lecture Kripke argued against a priori knowledge of simple identity propositions by describing a counterfactual world in which two distinct stars appear from Earth’s perspective just when and where morning Venus and evening Venus actually appear.  These two stars have names spelled and pronounced like Venus’s names ‘Phosphorus’ and ‘Hesperus’.  With respect to this world, which is like our world in first appearances, the sentence that looks and sounds like our sentence ‘Hesperus is Phosphorus’ is false.  Since we can know only by empirical investigation that our world is not this counterfactual world, we cannot know a priori that our identity sentence is true (1980: 103-4). 

Soames believes that Kripke made a mistake in this argument against a priori knowledge of identity truths.  Soames’s objection to the argument depends on an implausibly thin notion of names and sentences that Kripke does not share.  Soames holds that each occurrence of the same phonological and orthographic form is a recurrence of the same name.  On this conception, names are semantically uninterpreted linguistic forms that exist independently of particular bestowals, bearers, or histories of occurrence.  This latitudinarian way of individuating names means that, on Soames’s reading of Kripke’s argument, the very same two names—not just names of the same phonology and orthography—occur in both worlds (2002: 6-7).  So the same identity sentence containing these two names occurs in both worlds.  This sentence, with its names tied to no particular bearers, does not express a proposition.  It is an uninterpreted form that can be used to express one proposition “in our language” and other propositions in other languages.  Soames says that it is an empirical question what proposition is expressed “in our language” by the identity sentence with its uninterpreted names, but insists that “that has no obvious bearing on the question of whether [the proposition expressed] is a priori” (2002: 8).  Soames concludes that Kripke has not shown that we cannot know a priori that Hesperus is Phosphorus.  He thinks that all Kripke has shown is that we cannot know a priori whether a particular sentence is used in our language to say that Hesperus is Phosphorus.

Soames’s criticism misses the mark.  Kripke has made it quite clear that nothing that he says about names is true unless one gives “a particular reading”  or “a fixed understanding” to a sentence containing a name (1980: 8).  In the present argument, Kripke clearly specified “a counterfactual world in which ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ were not used in the way that we use them, as names of this planet, but as names of some other objects” (1980: 104).

The phonological and orthographical forms of ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ divorced from any bestowal on individuals are not names.  A name occurs in a chain or network of communication that traces back to the name’s origin in the naming of an actual or supposed individual.  Kripke nowhere treats bare, uninterpreted linguistic forms as either names or sentences.  He can’t.  His thesis that names are rigid designators would be obviously false if names were mere forms.  Uninterpreted forms do not designate; but if one were to think of the forms as names, then the same name would have different referents at different times and worlds.

In the preface to the 1980 edition of Naming and Necessity Kripke warns explicitly against misunderstandings based on thinking that different individuals could have the same name.  He explains that “to speak of the ‘truth conditions’ of a sentence such as ‘Aristotle was fond of dogs’, it must be taken to express a single proposition. . . . it must be fixed whether ‘Aristotle’ names the philosopher or the shipping magnate” (1980: 7-9).  These two men have only “phonetically the same name” (1980: 9).

The names stipulated to occur in Kripke’s counterfactual world are names of counterfactual stars, and they occur in counterfactual chains of communication.  They are not Venus’s names.  They are only phonologically and orthographically like Venus’s names.  Kripke’s point is that a speaker has no way to know a priori which is his world.  He cannot know, without empirical investigation, whether he is using names that have the same bearer or names that have separate bearers.  This means that a speaker has no way to know a priori whether an identity sentence containing two names is true or false.  

Soames is compelled to dispute Kripke’s hard-to-dispute thesis that identities expressed with two names are not a priori because he accepts another of Kripke’s theses: that names are nondescriptional.  This thesis asserts that “it is . . . not the case that the reference of a name is determined by . . . unique properties satisfied by the referent and known or believed to be true of that referent by the speaker” (1980: 106).  Soames reasons that nondescriptionality entails that the only semantic content of a name is its referent, so a true sentence of the form a=b expresses the proposition expressed by a sentence of the form a=a, which is knowable a priori (2002: 6, 236).

One of Kripke’s theses must be mistaken.  It seems that either he is wrong about the semantics of names, or he is wrong about the epistemology of identity sentences.  Soames believes that the epistemological thesis is false, but Kripke’s mistake is his claim that names are nondescriptional.

Kripke was largely right about the semantics of names.  Names are rigid designators, so any description that picks out an individual at some worlds but not at every world in which it exists cannot express the sense of a name.  Furthermore, since identities expressed with synonymous terms are knowable a priori, any description that does not combine with a name to express an a priori true identity cannot express the name’s sense.  Finally, competent speakers recognize a term’s referent by its satisfaction of a sense condition, so any description that fails to express the property by which ordinary speakers identify a name’s referent cannot express the name’s sense.

Kripke’s conditions on senses for names, taken together, do not entail that names are nondescriptional.  They merely entail that the sense of any name is (1) a property that does not belong to different individuals in different possible worlds, (2) a property that can be known a priori to belong just to the name’s referent, and (3) a property that speakers use to identify the name’s referent.  There is a property that satisfies all three conditions: being the bearer of the name.

All of the features that Kripke required in the sense of a name are to be found in this distinctive word-reflexive sense.  Word-reflexive sense results from the fact that a name is introduced for the exclusive designation of its own bearer.  A name gets whatever bearer it may have at its origin.  Either it is bestowed on an individual and designates it, or else it fails to get a bearer and is vacuous.  Like other words, a name is an abstract artifact that has a phonological form, a syntactic category, and a meaning.  Unlike other words, a name has a word-reflexive meaning that makes it proper to its bearer.  When a name is evaluated with respect to a world in which its bearer exists, it designates that individual.  It cannot refer, with respect to any world, to another individual because it has no other bearer.  A name gets its bearer from its bestowal, at its origin, on an actual or supposed individual.  Any name with another bearer is another name with another origin.

A name need not occur in a circumstance of evaluation in order to refer at (with respect to) that circumstance.  The condition to be satisfied by the referent is a simply relation to the name—being its bearer.  The sense condition is not being known by the name or any other relation involving speakers who use the name.  So a name designates its bearer at any circumstance in which the bearer exists.

Identity sentences with a name on one side of the identity predicate and a descriptive expression of the name’s word-reflexive sense on the other side express analytic propositions knowable a priori, e.g. “Aristotle is the bearer of ‘Aristotle’.”
  If one is asked who Aristotle is, it is not informative to reply that he is the bearer of ‘Aristotle’.  One who asks about Aristotle by name has already identified him as that name’s bearer.  The request is for another way to identify Aristotle.

Kripke had cogent objections to every proposed descriptive sense of a name that he examined, but he did not consider the word-reflexive sense.  It appears that he misunderstood it when it seemed to have been espoused by William Kneale.  Kneale said that ‘Socrates’ means ‘the individual called “Socrates”’ (1980: 68).  Unfortunately, Kripke interpreted Kneale as proposing that the sense condition for ‘Socrates’ is being the individual the speaker refers to by ‘Socrates’, so that the referent is determined by being in a three-place relation with a speaker and the name (1980: 72).  On this reading Kneale’s proposal is uselessly circular.  Kripke remarked that it “seems to be no theory of reference at all. . . . ‘He refers to the man to whom he refers.’  If this were all there was to the meaning of a proper name, then no reference would get off the ground” (1980: 70).

Kripke did not consider that Kneale might have used the word ‘called’ in the two-place sense of ‘named’ rather than in the three-place sense of ‘referred to by’.  When ‘called’ is read as ‘named’, Kneale’s proposal is correct: a name designates the individual whose name it is.  Mistakenly thinking that he had exhausted the possible descriptive senses for names, Kripke came to the false conclusion that proper names are nondescriptional.

If Kripke had given Kneale’s brief and ambiguous sentence the more charitable reading, no doubt he would have realized that the rigid designation of names is fully explained by their word-reflexive senses.  Explaining the rigidity of names would not have been left to become an item in an unfinished semantic agenda, and the theory of reference would not have taken its recent detour through direct-reference theory.
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� More carefully, since negative free logic applies here, it is an analytic truth known a priori that Aristotle, if he exists, is the bearer of ‘Aristotle’.





