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The need for a metaphysical account of rigidity

Emphasis on the question how cognitive significance is mediated by modes of presentation has made it
appear mysterious how we can have genuine de re thought. What is it that allows us to reach out to an
object, even in the absence of any descriptive information about it. Our answer should be clear: its name.
It is its name that ties us to the object, through a chain of entia successiva from the original baptism to our
use of it.

Terminology:

• names: whatever non-descriptive and non-syncategorematic words there are (if any)
• reference: whatever relation holds between names and the world (if any)
• referent: whatever stands in that relation on the world-side (things and pluralities thereof)
• semantic value: that in virtue of which a world stands in the language-world relations it does
• rigid designation: a reference relation that is modally invariant

How do the non-syncategorematic words of our language relate to the world?

• predicates (quantifiers? mass terms?): by describing it
• names: by referring to it

Suppose word X has semantic value Y . Two different questions, two different answers:

• The predicate X has semantic value Y because Y effects the distinction X represents. Two degrees
of arbitrarity: (i) Saussurean ‘arbitrarity of the sign’: another predicate Z ̸= X could have been
bestowed with semantic value Y ; (ii) world-relativity: Y could have effected another distinction than
it in fact does.

• The name X has semantic value Y because Y is what X represents. Only arbitrariness of the sign,
no world-relativity.

An illustration:

• “ “F” is true of all Fs”: superficially contingent (we could use “G” to talk of the Fs) and deeply
contingent (of there were other Fs than they actually are, we would talk about them using “F”);

• “ “a” refers to a”: superficially contingent (a could have been called “b”), but deeply necessary (with
respect to any world, “a” is the name of a and not of any other thing).

Kripke’s distinction: a weak rigid designator designates the same individual in all worlds in which that
individual exists and otherwise does not designate anything, whereas a strong rigid designator designates
the same individual in all worlds (Kripke : - )

We can distinguish between weak and two notions of ‘strong’ rigidity, where

(i) a weak rigid designator designates the same individual in all worlds in which that individual exists and
otherwise does not designate anything other than that individual (Kripke : - )



(ii) a persistently rigid designator designates the same individual in all worlds in which that individual
exists and does not designate anything in all other worlds,

(iii) a obstinately rigid designator designates the same individual in all worlds (Salmon : – )

Unfortunately, rigidity in any of these senses is not sufficient to characterise proper names. Descriptions
encoding modally and temporally stable conditions like “the positive square root of ” and “the offspring
of gametes G” are classified on a par with proper names. This is why, in his foreword, Kripke ( :
, fn. ) distinguishes de jure rigidity “where the reference of a designator is stipulated to be a single object,

whether we are speaking of the actual world or of a counterfactual circumstance” from mere de facto
rigidity of a modally stable description. This distinction has given rise to a lot of discussion and it seems
fair to say that no clear account of the difference has yet been given. In our account, the distinction is
as clearcut as it could be: names, being processes, depend on their causal origins in ways no description
could ever do.

Characterising rigidity as some kind of modal covariance, all these definitions make themodal link between
the name and its bearer symmetric, while, intuitively, it is not. The name depends on the bearer in a way
in which the bearer does not depend on the name. It is part of the nature of the name to refer to its bearer,
while it is not part of the nature of the bearer to be called the way she is. The contingency of (??) is not
the contingency of the thing named, nor of the naming, but of the name itself.

Thesis: If what Kripke said about the modal behaviour of names is true, it is true in virtue of the nature of
names.

A rigid designator is essentially and existentially determined by its referent: the name is a mere tag, without
descriptive content, nothing but a name for its bearer: two rigid designators for the same thing differ only
notationally and thus ‘arbitrarily’ (de Saussure : ). The rigid designator is determined by its referent
– it is the referent itself, not any descriptive condition, that tells us how and what the designator is. The
referent of some use of a name is “the individual that enters into the historically correct explanation of
who it is that the speaker intended to predicate something of ” (Donnellan : ).

Rigidity is determined by use

That names are individuated by coordination among utterances is not really a new idea. In retrospective,
it can be seen lurking behind much of what has been said in the last thirty-five years about the rigidity of
proper names, i.e. the fact that they keep their reference constant across both actual and counterfactual
circumstances. The question naturally arises how proper names can be bestowed with such an amazing
capacity - and it seems a plausible idea that it is our use of them, and the intentions guiding that use, that
make them keep their reference:

“What kind of linkage can insure that a name keeps the same reference in all possible worlds?
[…] On the one hand names and other genuine singular terms must keep their reference
in order for quantification to make sense. On the other hand, history is full of examples of
names that due to confusion have come to change their reference. It took me many years to
notice something that should have struck me immediately: What I show in this dissertation
[(Føllesdal )] is not that names and other referring expressions keep their reference in all
possible worlds, I show only the conditional statement that if quantification into modal (and
other intensional) contexts shall make sense, then names and other referring expressions have
to keep their reference.
We have hence no guarantee that names keep their reference, we only know that if we get
confused about reference, then we get confused about quantification. When we use a name, a

. This modal asymmetry is the same than the one Fine ( ) used to criticise modal accounts of essence: {Socrates} depends on
Socrates, but Socrates does not depend on {Socrates}, while necessarily, each one exists iff the other does.



pronoun or a quantificational variable, we signal that we intend to keep on referring to the
same object, and we commit ourselves to do our best to keep track of it. […]
Constancy of reference is therefore not something which is guaranteed, but something we
must strive for when we use singular terms. It is a norm that we are expected to live up to as
language users.” (Føllesdal : xxviii-xxix)

Names keep their reference when used to describe counterfactual situations because we coordinate these
tokens with their uses in describing the actual world. This explains their rigidity. “These expressions
[variables, most proper names] are intended to keep on referring to the same object throughout all its
changes and throughout our changing opinions and theories concerning the object.” (Føllesdal : )

Intentions of coreference are sometimes even built in the very definition of rigidity:

“…the view [expressed in Naming and Necessity] supposes that a learner acquires a name
from the community by determining to use it with the same reference as does the community.”
(Kripke : )
“Kripke’s point […] was that given that, as a matter of fact,

( ) Water is H2O

[…] and given that (Kripke points out) speakers intend that the term ‘water’ shall refer to just
those things that have the same lawful behavior and the same ultimate composition as var-
ious standard samples of actual water (i.e. speakers have such intentions even when talking
about hypothetical cases or ‘possible worlds’), it follows that ( ) must be true in every possible
world…[…] this ‘metaphysical necessity’ is explained by mundane chemistry and mundane
facts about speakers’ intentions to refer.” (Putnam : – )
“Someone uses a substance term rigidly if, in talk of any counterfactual or hypothetical situ-
ation, she uses it to refer to whatever in that situation the same substance as the substance
referred to by the term in the actual situation.” (Putnam : )
“…a name is initially bestowed on a thing specified by description, and on each subsequent
occasion is used with the intention of continuing to refer to what it has been being used to
refer to.” (Burgess : )

Against Evans: meditation without mediation

It follows that to refer with some name to its referent, no knowledge of (about) the referent is required:
Evans’ Russell-principle, that speakers need some cognitive fix on the referent, has to be rejected:

“What connects the student’s utterance [that Aristotle taught Plato and drank hemlock] to
Aristotle is not the student’s cognitive fix on Aristotle. What connects utterance to referent
is rather the fact that the student is using a linguistic devise that, as our social practices go,
refers to Aristotle. Linguistic expressions, as parts of a public practice, attain a kind of life of
their own. One who uses a name participates in a public practice, and refers to the name’s
conventional referent.” (Wettstein : )

. “Someone uses a substance term rigidly if, in talk of any counterfactual or hypothetical situation, she uses it to refer to whatever
in that situation the same substance as the substance referred to by the term in the actual situation.” (Putnam : ) Cf. also the
characterisation of rigidity by Burgess ( : ): “…a name is initially bestowed on a thing specified by description, and on each
subsequent occasion is used with the intention of continuing to refer to what it has been being used to refer to.”

. Evans ( : , fn. ) abandons his ‘principle of identification’ for what one says but maintains it for what thought one intends
to express. But this too has to be rejected



François Récanati writes in this connection that “[the] distinctive feature [of non-descriptive thoughts] is
their object-dependence: they would not exist if the corresponding reference did not exist.” (Récanati :
).

This is entirely wrong:

“Thinking about an object is an essentially mediated relation. […] Only in virtue of (a) the
thinker’s apprehending the representation, and (b) that representation’s representing an object, can
the thinker be said to be thinking about that object.” (Eaker : )

The nature of names; referential indeterminacy

transcendental argument: referential indeterminacy

Because empirical evidence only provides information about the assent patterns of sentences, there is no
fact of the matter in Quine’s behaviouristic semantics which one of the group of sentences with the same
stimulus-meaning is the correct translation of a the hitherto un-parsed foreign sentence. The radical inter-
preter’s decision “what expressions to treat as referring to objects, and, within limits, what sorts of objects
to treat them as referring to” (Quine : ) is not just underdetermined, but unconstrained by all possible
empirical evidence:

English general and singular terms, identity, quantification, and the whole bag of ontologi-
cal tricks may be correlated with elements of the native language in any of various mutually
incompatible ways, each compatible with all possible linguistic data, and none preferable to
another save as favored by a rationalization of the native language that is simple and natural
to us. (Quine : - )

But even if we impute our referential apparatus on the natives’ language, i.e. assume that their ontological
categories are roughly the same as ours, we still have only an essentially structuralist account of their
ontology, leaving open the possibility of unintended, ‘Pythagoreanistic’ interpretation (Quine ).

Quine’s point: there is no neat distinction between counterfactual and counterlinguistic hypotheses about
names.

Metaphysical rigidity against widescopism, empty and descriptive names,
syntactic priority thesis

benefit : de facto rigidity, widescopism and rigidified descriptivism are off the table

Neither (merely) de facto rigid singular terms, nor terms that are invariably ‘taken’ in wide-scope, nor
rigidified descriptions are proper names. I thus agree with Sidelle ( : ) that the metaphysically im-
portant distinction is not between rigid and non-rigid expressions, but between reference through sense
(which may or may not be de facto rigid) and reference through identity (which is automatically de jure
rigid) and with Soames ( : – ) that the non-descriptionality of non-descriptional terms is a more
fundamental semantic feature of these terms than their rigidity.

benefit : empty names are disguised descriptions

. Ironically, this matches well with the Evans/McDowell conception of object-dependent senses: Evans notes that “the sense of a
singular term is a way of thinking about a particular object: something that obviously could not exist if that object did not exist to be
thought about.” (Evans : – ). Evans also calls these modes of thought ‘singular’ or ‘Russellian’: “it is a general fact about
non-descriptive representations that they involve a relational, extrinsic condition of reference distinct from the intrinsic condition
of satisfaction of the representation. And it is a property of descriptive representations that the two sets of conditions coincide: the
conditions of reference of a descriptive representation are its conditions of satisfaction.” (Récanati : )



Having a metaphysical, rather than linguistic criterion for name-hood allows us to say that empty names
are only “apparent names” (Frege : ). This relieves us of the obligation to say that fictional names
are necessarily empty (Kripke : ).

benefit : there are no descriptive names

Evans used his famous Julius case (Evans ) to illustrate the contingent a priori:

If someone fixes a meter as ‘the length of stick S at t0’, then in some sense he knows a priori
that the length of stick S at t0 is one meter, even though he uses this statement to express a
contingent truth. But, merely by fixing a system of measurement, has he thereby learned some
(contingent) information about the world, some new fact that he did not know before? It seems
plausible that in some sense he did not, even though it is undeniably a contingent fact that S
is one meter long. (Kripke : )

Evans invited us to stipulate that “Julius” denotes the inventor of the zip. He then contends that

( ) Julius invented the zip.

is a priori and what he calls ‘superficially contingent’. But there are two problems here. The first, discussed
by Evans, is that there might have been no or no unique inventor of the zip. So what is a priori, if anything,
is not ( ) but “If there was a unique inventor of the zip, then Julius invented the zip”. But there is a second
problem too. Consider:

( ) ϕ(whoever is the ϕ)

and let us assume that “the ϕ” picks out a unique person in our world. The problem is that we have no
assurance whatsoever that this person is ϕ , i.e. that ( ) is true.

We do not have to know anything about the inventor of the zip to stipulate that he is to one we intend to
call “Julius”. If we understand “the inventor of the zip” in “Let “Julius” denote the inventor of the zip” in
this referential and not in the attributive sense, we cannot be sure that we named thereby the actual inventor
of the zip, given that we do not know who the inventor of the zip is.

If we, however, stipulate that our reference-fixing description be true of the thing reference to which is fixed,
we get an empty notion of the a priori. Here is why: The original argument for the apriority of ( ) had the
following form:

( ) Let “Julius” denote whoever invented the zip. Then it is a priori that Julius
invented the zip.

The crucial question now is: what does this stipulation amount to? If it does not amount to excluding any
worlds from our consideration where the person who invented the zip there is not called “Julius” there, it
might amount to excluding any worlds where the person we would have called “Julius” if we lived there did
not invent the zip there. Here we have a double modality. There are two ways to cash it out. Either
we take the stipulation to fix a two-dimensional intension for “Julius”. This would mean that we thereby
fix not only our actual language, but also the language we would speak in counterfactual circumstances.
Alternatively, we suppose that the stipulation is made in any world which we consider as actual. What is

. Cf.: “It thus appears suitable to describe names simply as those constant expressions which replace variables and are replaced
by variables according to the usual laws of quantification. […] To be is to be the value of a variable.” (Quine : )

. This corresponds to the ‘shallow’ notion of the a priori where a statement is a priori if it expresses a truth (as used) in every
context (cf. Stalnaker : ).



means to “keep the language fixed” and to “retain the concept of the real actual world” Chalmers ( : ),
then, is to stipulate that they use the same words with the same meanings to fix the reference of “Julius”
than we do (cf. also Kripke ( : )):

…for this representation [of ( ) as a contingent a priori truth] to be right, we must add that
the stipulation in question was made in each of the worlds i, j and k. One who did not know
about the stipulation, or did not understand it, would not know that the statement was true.
(Stalnaker b: )

We can also rule out Sidelle’s office persons (Sidelle : ): “Prez” denotes an entity that is constituted
by all past, present, future and merely possible Presidents of the US, in the sense in which rivers and statues
are constituted by different portions of water or clay at different times and in different worlds. But it is not
a name.
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