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In this paper, I will outline some of the important points made by Kripke and 
Putnam on the meaning of natural kind terms. Their notion of the baptism of 
natural kinds– the process by which kind terms are initially introduced into the 
language – is of special concern here. I argue that their accounts leave some 
ambiguities that suggest a baptism of objects and kinds that is free of additional 
theoretical commitments. Both authors suggest that we name the stuff and then let 
the scientists tell us what properties it really has, and hence what the real 
meaning is. I contend that such a barren baptism, taken at face value, cannot 
succeed in the semantic roles it has been assigned and that softening the stance 
on baptism suggests a more subtle and complex relation between reference and 
theoretical commitment than has emerged thus far. 
 

The meaning of a natural kind term has been a frustrating puzzle for philosophers of 

language for quite some time.  Do they denote real universals?  How would doing so explain 

their generality?  Why do the particulars under their scope include so many exceptions to so 

many criteria (e.g. albino ravens and green lemons)?  Some of the most influential pieces in 

recent years have come from Kripke (1972) and Putnam (1962, 1973 and 1975) as they 

developed the ‘new theory of reference’.  Both were sharply critical of so-called “cluster 

concept” accounts of meaning and favored a view that began with a presumption of direct 

reference for names and kind terms.  I will offer several criticisms of the Kripke/Putnam view 

here, though they are not meant as a defense of any of the older views that Kripke and Putnam 

were criticizing. 

I will be particularly concerned with Kripke and Putnam’s picture of the initial 

introduction or “baptism” of a kind term, which I take to be a piece of philosophical mythology.  

By “mythology” here I do not mean to suggest anything pejorative; myths may be false, but we 

do not tell them to record history anyway.  They serve as narratives to encapsulate and illustrate 

beliefs, expectations and theoretical commitments.  Kripke himself says, “Rather than giving a 

set of necessary and sufficient conditions which will work for a term like reference, I want to 
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present just a better picture.”  (Kripke (1972, pg. 93).)  Whether a single baptism of any kind 

term ever occurred, as opposed to a gradual semantic drift from one term into another perhaps, is 

not of concern to us here.  The notion illustrates a line of thinking, rather than offering some sort 

of definition; we must consider whether the picture they sketch serves a position we should 

ultimately endorse.  If it does not, I should be compelled to explain why the picture holds such an 

intuitive grasp on us.  I will offer just such a response. 

Kripke and Putnam were reacting to an account of naming laid out by Frege, Russell and 

Searle before them.  On that view, proper names were analyzable as clusters of descriptions.  The 

meaning of “Aristotle” would be a cluster of descriptions like “the author of Nicomachean 

Ethics, the teacher of Alexander the Great, etc.”  The referent of the name was whatever filled all 

or most of those descriptions uniquely.  Thus, the content of names could be analyzed and our 

grasp on them explained even if they did not refer, just as Russell analyzed definite descriptions 

like “The present King of France.”  Kripke argued that the cluster theory had to be false because 

we could (and frequently do) discover that some or all of those descriptions are not true of the 

original referent of the name.  We might discover that Nicomachean Ethics was ghost written 

and that Alexander the Great merely invented the story of Aristotle’s tutelage to make all the 

other emperors jealous.  Kripke mentions the Biblical figure Jonah as someone who most experts 

believe existed but did none of the things widely attributed to him.  Therefore, there could be no 

a priori knowledge of such facts about the referent of a proper name solely in virtue of the 

stipulated descriptions made at the name’s introduction.   Such facts, if true, are not analytically 

true. 

Instead, Kripke contends, proper names are rigid designators, with any sort of 

implications or associated descriptions being matters established after or in light of that 

denotation.  Kripke notes that much the same can be said of natural kind terms and Putnam 

develops this theme.  “Gold” when we introduce the term might imply that something is a rich 

yellow in color, very dense, very ductile, etc.  Subsequently, we might find that none of the 

descriptions characterize most of the gold in the world and our original sample was actually quite 
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atypical in these respects.  “Planet” is one term for which this is just about true; it once implied a 

luminescent body tracing perfect circles (with some epicycles) in the crystalline spheres of the 

heavens.  Yet it implies none of those things any longer although there are planets and all the 

things we thought were planets then are still things we think are planets.  Putnam develops the 

complementary point that meeting all or most of the descriptions in such a cluster does not make 

something of that kind, either.  We might find a clear potable liquid much like water, but that 

would not make it water if it lacked certain microstructural properties.   

The last point here may seem incongruous to the careful reader: why should a description 

of microstructural properties settle the matter for us when all those other descriptions could not?  

Kripke and Putnam both suggest that the introduction or “baptism” of a kind term determines the 

reference and that reference is preserved by certain sorts of causal links connecting token 

utterances by members of the present linguistic community to those of past and future 

communities.  So long as the reference is secured by those links, scientists can investigate the 

natural world and find those properties that are essential to the original sample and others like it 

(e.g. our ancestors dub some stuff “water”, university research departments are invented, 

scientists discover that water is necessarily H2O).  These facts will be necessary, but not analytic, 

and we cannot know them a priori. 

The objections I wish to lodge against the baptismal picture offered by Kripke and 

Putnam will require some reconstruction and an ascription of some views to those authors that 

they themselves do not explicitly endorse.  Those ascriptions will generally not be matters of 

citing actual assertions on their part, since the point I wish to make emerges from what I see as 

the neglect of certain questions in favor of other considerations.  It is not impossible that the 

authors might agree with some of what I have to say in this case, though I believe that doing so 

undermines some of the more important aspects of their projects.  So we must begin by 

examining what the position Kripke and Putnam endorse on natural kind terms would entail and 

what further commitments we would have undertake in light of this. 
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The crucial question at stake for us here is: what sort of thing is the introduction of a kind 

term and what do we strive to do in undertaking such a task.  Kripke and Putnam both idealize 

this task in terms of a ‘baptism’ - a public act (even a ceremony) in which ostension determines 

the referent of the new name or kind term.  In both cases, the authors emphasize that this 

determination cannot be a matter of some cluster of descriptions serving as the determinants.  

Given the open possibility that any one of those descriptions may be false of the referent and the 

further (if more remote) possibility that none of them turn out to be true of the referent of a name 

or kind term, no one of them can be analytically true of the referent.  Kripke takes this as reason 

to adopt a view akin to that of Mill, on which names serve only to denote their reference and 

connote nothing further; whatever else we might assert of the object or the kind would not be a 

matter of the meaning of the name.  (1972, pp. 26ff, and much of the first half of the book)  

Along similar lines, Putnam takes kind terms to be close cousins to indexicals whose semantic 

significance consists solely in their standing for an object in a given context of utterance. (1973 

pp. 706ff)  Unlike indexicals that shift their reference from token utterance to token utterance, 

both authors suggests that there is a string of reference-preserving causal links (Kripke (1972, pp. 

91-3, 96-7, 106) and Putnam (1972 and 1975)) between those who use the name or kind term 

correctly.  Of course, we should not think of this as a string so much as a multitude of strings, 

crisscrossing between speakers like swiftly proliferous tangles of dendrites.   

This picture of chains of communication serves as a way of synthesizing two apparently 

disparate elements of a picture of semantics in order to avoid a Fregean indirect account of the 

reference of these terms.  An ostensive demonstration - placing the referent before us - would 

seem to obviate the need for further description in specifying it.  No description serves us like the 

thing itself.  The notion of a chain serves us by making the specification of that referent by 

ostension a repeatable piece of content that can recur and be reused by speakers who inherit the 

term from other speakers.  If both of these components were viable and could be coupled 

together to do the work described here, no form of conceptual mediation would be required to 

introduce a name or kind term. 
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One thing I believe both Kripke and Putnam are right about is this notion of a chain of 

communication.  Like many others (not least of all Kripke himself), I think Kripke’s suggestion 

that some links are “reference-preserving” leaves us to wonder just which ones and just how they 

do it.  My own conviction is that any satisfactory answer to that question will have some 

normative component addressing how we inherit commitments to make assertions and inferences 

involving sentences that incorporate these terms according to proprieties governing their usage.  

Such chains are not merely causal, they are anaphoric, as Brandom has suggested.  (1994, pp. 

305-22, 571-3 and 579-83)  However, this point hardly spells the end for Kripke and Putnam.  

They can both accept it, or some close cousin of it, as an elaboration of their view, though some 

might want the normative parts of this story naturalized into causal terms in the long run.  Much 

hangs on this point, but not much that I want to say here. 

My primary concern here is with the nature of that initial introduction of a term and how 

‘pure’ a baptism we can actually give to an object or a kind.  By ‘pure’ I mean to suggest the 

degree to which a successful baptism may be achieved without conceptual mediation in the form 

of descriptions or theoretical commitments.  At various points, both these authors seem to 

endorse a deep division between an account in which theory and description can mediate the 

fixing of a referent and one in which they cannot.  (Putnam, especially in his later writings, 

seems to endorse a more moderate line that might hint at other options, which I will describe in 

passing.)  Worries about the historical accuracy of a baptismal event aside, the real concern here 

is one of conceptual priority in determining semantic content and establishing epistemic 

standards.  No one has ever denied that there are in fact descriptions and theoretical 

commitments associated with names and kind terms; Kripke and Putnam only wanted to argue 

that we must fix a referent for these terms in order to inquire what sorts of descriptions are 

properly (even essentially) associated with it.  If those descriptions and theoretical commitments 

are not analytically true of their referents, which almost all of us will assert, then Kripke and 

Putnam seem to invite the thesis that we can only proceed by fixing a referent without 

descriptions that would be analytically true of the referent and then allowing our inquiry to tell us 
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which synthetic truths about the object or kind to accept.  By fixing the reference, we give 

ourselves a kind of anchor that dictates the course of subsequent inquiry, which is to say that it 

holds a certain sort of conceptual priority in looking at the meaning of a name or kind term.  

Even if there is nothing to be gained from looking for the point at which someone’s actions first 

brought the word into the language, they remain committed to the point that some fixing of the 

referent and the sort of content this would confer must have this sort of priority over any sort of 

description or theoretical commitment that we could give at any point.  If this is so, it is not clear 

how there could be any sort of conceptual mediation of the baptismal event, for any presumption 

of authority for description in fixing a referent in that case fly in the face of the entire account.   

A simple, binary opposition on this point is surely too simple, and it will be my aim later 

to say something about how we might search for a middle way.  We may also find some space 

opening up between the views of Kripke and Putnam on these matters, despite the common 

assumption that they are of one voice when it comes to the New Theory of Reference.  The 

ascription of this “hardline” view is also undercut somewhat by Kripke’s acknowledgement that 

some baptisms are a matter of offering some set of descriptions. (1972, pp. 94-6, 106) For 

instance, since it was never firmly established who killed Mary Ann Nicholls and Annie 

Chapman in London in 1888, but the person who committed these crimes came to be known as 

‘Jack the Ripper’.  Here we seem to have a case in which the referent is fixed entirely by 

description, albeit tendentiously since we are not entirely sure that we have actually picked the 

referent out (the killings may have been committed by several people and claimed by one hoaxer 

who knew many important details).  Kripke's inclusion of such possibilities includes a substantial 

qualification though: 

"[E]ven if in some special cases, notably some cases of initial baptism, a 
referent is determined by a description, by some uniquely identifying 
property, what that property is doing in many cases of designation is not 
giving a synonym, giving something for which the name is an 
abbreviation; it is, rather, fixing a reference.  It fixes the reference by some 
contingent marks of the object.  The name denoting that object is then 
used to refer to that object, even in referring to counterfactual situations 
where the object doesn't have the properties in question."  (1972, pg. 107) 
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Thus, while descriptions may play a role, it seems to be a disposable one, a sort of crutch to get 

us started but not one to have any authority once the matter of a term's reference at its 

introduction has been settled.  Putnam suggests a somewhat greater role for such descriptions, 

incorporating them into a "stereotype" that most users will be familiar with down the line, even 

though it lacks the depth and explanatory detail of a full scientific account.1  (See Putnam 

(1975).) 

This is also a curious example to include in Kripke’s account, for the very reason that this 

name is part of the lexicon is because we have thus far failed to fix a referent at all.  We do not 

know who Jack the Ripper was, nor even that there was a single individual we could call Jack the 

Ripper; the apparent use of a name stands in as an expression of an assumption on our part that 

such an individual exists.  It stands in as the explicit invocation of several commitments on our 

part - there is a single person who committed all these murders, that he wrote the letters that went 

to the newspapers, etc. - rather than an actual attempt to pick out an individual.  In this way, the 

dubbing of Jack the Ripper is conspicuously dissimilar to any other case of a baptism that Kripke 

and Putnam consider at length.  While it is true that our introduction of a natural kind term might 

fail to baptize an actual natural kind, as must have happened when ‘phlogiston’ became part of 

the language, a case like the introduction of ‘Jack the Ripper’ is still a different sort of 

accomplishment.  Rather than failing to pick something out when we point, it is as though we do 

not actually point at all.  This gives us reason to think that even Kripke’s reasons for moderating 

the hardline I have described may not be reasons to do so.   

Thus, much of the material here seems to imply that we will be pushed towards a 

dichotomy between a successful determination of a direct referential relation in a baptism and the 

                                                
1 This is a controversial suggestion in its own right, since the very things that most users of a 

language put into the stereotype are not only out of place in a scientific account, but simply 
false.  For instance, most English speakers believe that tomatoes are vegetables (they're fruits) 
and in the not-too-distant past believed they were poisonous (they're not). 
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establishment a conceptually mediated indirect referential relation as espoused in the Fregean 

tradition.  The reasoning would involve the following inference: 

(A) Any description of a referent - particular or kind - is contingent and 
revisable, and therefore not analytic to the kind. 

(B) Reference to a particular or kind in using a name or kind term is not 
mediated by any descriptive resources, but is instead direct. 

 
What troubles me is that both authors apparently take (A) to be reason to accept (B) in 

characterizing the introduction of terms into the language.  This would rest on the assumption 

that descriptions and theoretical commitments in the baptism process are either a priori and 

analytic and play an indispensable role or synthetic and determined a posteriori after the referent 

has been fixed, and thus play no role in a baptism at all.   

However, there seems to be a third way between these two that is a more correct picture 

than either alternative.  We might instead say that all baptisms of kinds involve some set of 

conceptual resources to fix their referent and the application of some such set of resources is an 

ineluctable part of that process, though the set of commitments we take up is subject to revision 

pending changes to our theories (usually in the case of natural kind terms) or simple mistakes 

that can be reconciled in the right ways.  (Just which are the ‘right’ ways is something I will 

address below.)  Such a view makes the conceptualization of a referent in its baptism a matter of 

pragmatic necessity, if we understand ‘pragmatic’ here not simply in terms of prudence and 

economy of means, but in the more robust sense of what is constitutive of purport (and hence 

partly constitutive of success) in that sort of linguistic activity.  Explaining the way in which 

such conceptual mediation could be part of the process without implying analytic truths about the 

referent will be a matter of explaining the possibility of revision of these theoretical 

commitments in a way consistent with their role in the baptism of the object or kind.  I should 

stress at this point that most of what I will have to say from here on that is new will be about 

kinds and kind terms, rather than particulars and proper names.  Some will be inclined to think of 

these two semantic categories as so closely bound to one another that they merit a joint analysis, 

but I would argue to the contrary and have done so elsewhere.  (See Author (Forthcoming)) 
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One old objection raised against something like a pure baptism that I have described is 

Geach’s account of the role of sortals in disambiguating the referent of a name.  Geach’s account 

will be familiar to most readers, but Kripke’s response to it bears some consideration.  Geach 

(1956) suggested that an act of naming must involve a commitment to some sortal term to 

disambiguate its referent and establish its identity over time and across possible circumstances, 

e.g. I must say “That person will be called Bill Clinton” or otherwise establish that I am picking 

out a human being, rather than a time slice or a stray quark or the mereological sum of all the 

things five feet from my finger.  Kripke seems uncomfortable with such proposals, for they 

conflict with the notion that the meanings of proper names are set by some form of direct 

reference.  To make some sortal commitment part of the sense of the name would thus undercut 

the picture sketched in Naming and Necessity.  

Kripke expresses his reservation in a somewhat tangential footnote, accompanied by a 

pair of objections: 

The sortal is then in some sense part of the meaning of the name; names 
do have a (partial) sense after all, though their senses may not be complete 
enough to determine their references, as they are in description and 
cluster-of-description theories… So ‘Nixon is a man’, ‘Dobbin is a horse’, 
and the like would be a priori truths. (Kripke 1972, p. 115n(58)) 
 

Here we can see Kripke’s endorsement of the assumption that I mentioned above: if these sortal 

commitments are to enter into our sense of what a name means, then we must know them a priori 

since they can only be analytic truths established as part of a baptism.  Kripke offers a caveat and 

two objections: 

I need not take a position on this view here.  But I would briefly mention 
the following: (1) Even if a sortal is used to disambiguate an ostensive 
reference, surely it need not be held a priori to be true of the object 
designated.  Couldn’t Dobbin turn out to belong to a species other than 
horses (though superficially he looked like a horse)? …Perhaps Geach 
should stick to more cautious sortals.  (2) Waiving the objection in (1), 
surely there is a substantial gap between premise and conclusion.  Few 
speakers do in fact learn the reference of a given name by ostension; and, 
even if they picked up the name by a chain of communication leading 
back to ostension, why should the sortal allegedly used in the ostension 
be, in any sense, part of the ‘sense’ of the name for them?  No argument is 
offered here.  (An extreme case: A mathematician’s wife overhears her 
husband muttering the name ‘Nancy’.  She wonders whether Nancy, the 
thing to which her husband referred, is a woman or a Lie group.  Why 
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isn’t her use of ‘Nancy’ a case of naming?  If it isn’t, the reason is not 
indefiniteness of her reference.)  (Ibid., p. 115n(58)) 
 

Kripke’s remark that he “need not take a position on this view here” should be understood in 

context.  This tangent takes off from his famous considerations of whether someone might have 

had different parents or whether a particular table might have been carved from different pieces 

of wood.  Kripke’s worry here is that the attribution of a sortal in fixing the referent of a name 

cannot be a matter of a priori truth simply by virtue of what goes on in our head, as he took 

Kant’s view to imply (1972, pp. 117ff)  I would agree with this much for reasons I will elaborate 

later.  So his remark that he need not take a position here is not necessarily an endorsement of a 

more general agnosticism about the nature of baptisms and the meanings of names, as 

corroborated by the more skeptical tone of his second objection.   

I think there is something to be gained by imagining how someone who does not share 

Geach’s view that such sortal commitments would be known a priori might fill in their own 

version of this argument, so let us consider Kripke’s second objection first.2  The idea that 

                                                
2  A brief digression is in order here to address the very sortal ‘sortal’ and its proper usage.  

Some philosophers take ‘sortal’ to imply some commitment to essentialism while others do 
not.  If we use ‘common noun’, following Gupta (1980), as the most generic term for 
subsentential expressions that appear in predicates of the form “.. is a K” and commit us to 
both rules of application and rules of identity for their subject, then we have a basis to draw 
our distinction.  (‘Kind term’ is a separate distinction, since it may include mass terms like 
‘gold’ that do not imply such countability.)  The question as hand is whether standard usage 
would compel us to say that a common noun is a sortal if and only if anything that is an S is 
essentially an S.  Thus, ‘person’ might be a sortal, but ‘bachelor’ would not.  There is some 
support for a less restrictive usage though, roughly equivalent to Gupta’s notion of a ‘common 
noun’.  Lowe (See Wright and Hale (1999)) for instance suggests that the very idea of an 
essential property requires the notion of a sortal, while ‘sortal’ itself can be defined by saying 
that P is a sortal if and only if none of the wholes of which x is a part are P and none of x’s 
proper parts are themselves P.  Thus, ‘bachelor’ would be a sortal, since nothing of which a 
bachelor is a part (e.g. his family) is a bachelor, and no part of him (e.g. his legs) is a 
bachelor.  I am not really here to defend or attack essentialism, so for the time being, I will 
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someone could employ the name “Nancy” and attribute something to “Nancy” without knowing 

in that token instance whether Nancy was a woman or a cleverly named group, etc., is a point 

that I believe the sortal proponent can grant to critics.  To assert that some commitment is part of 

the sense of an expression is not to say that we cannot attribute an understanding and proper 

usage to someone who does not know all that she is committed to in using that expression.  We 

generally know water when we see it and mean “water” when we say it, but most of us are 

oblivious to its more esoteric chemical properties.  We would expect the professor’s wife to be 

suitably restricted in what she could say and have us attribute a meaningful assertion to her.  She 

could surely say “I don’t know who Nancy is” or “Nancy is taking up all your free time!” but we 

might be suspicious if she suddenly announced, “Nancy is shorter than my sister.”  The sortal 

proponent can grant all of this, and refine their position by making two claims; (1) the initial 

inclusion or “baptism” of a name into the language requires some sortal commitment to 

disambiguate its referent, and (2) subsequent usage of the name is possible so long as there is 

some fact about the rule of identity by which the referent should be reidentified, even if some 

users are not aware of that rule in token instances.   

The second claim here addresses Kripke’s worry most directly.  We must incorporate this 

commitment as part of the sense of a name to provide a basis for evaluation of its correct usage.  

This is not to say that the sortal commitment is one made out of practical expediency – as 

something like a mnemonic device would be – but as a reflection of the semantic significance of 

the name.  Should it denote, there should be a fact of the matter about what it denotes and to 

assert that we grasp the meaning of the name should oblige us to settle such facts when the 

situation demands it.  Kripke may be right that naming takes place even if the professor’s wife 

does not know who is named by “Nancy”, but she would seem to do so only by riding piggyback 

on someone else’s semantic work in this context.  (In a sense, the success of her use of the name 

in naming Nancy is akin to an anaphoric link.)  We grant her no greater grasp on the meaning of 

                                                
employ the more general sense of ‘sortal’ and make note if and when the difference becomes 
significant. 
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the name.  There still must be some fact about who is named by “Nancy,” if anything at all, and 

this is where sortal terms come into play.  The link between the disambiguation of a referent by a 

sortal and its inclusion in the sense of the term lies in the need to reidentify and hence regularly 

repeat the selection of a referent, which requires some standard by which correct selection can be 

established.  (Of course, this makes the sortal at most a part of the sense.)  If this is so, we may 

wonder whether our sortal commitments are therefore analytically true and known a priori of 

their referents.  The salient objection here is that they surely cannot be so if a baptism can fail or 

if we can simply make an error in performing one, which brings us to Kripke’s first objection. 

The first objection requires a much broader response.  If our sortal commitments may 

change - say by discovering an error - then the sortal commitments we make must not be 

necessary conditions on our successfully naming something.  (Here we will address what I meant 

in saying that we can reconcile the ‘right’ sorts of mistakes above.)  Critics of the sortal view 

might even argue that such revisions prove that the sortal commitment is not part of the act of 

naming.  If the sortal commitment can be revised, then it must answer to something prior to 

itself, which implies that something must be in place to fix the reference before any sortal 

commitment is made, making the sortal an afterthought.  This seems like a compelling argument, 

but I will take issue with the notion that revision necessarily implies that there is something that 

fixes the reference prior to a sortal commitment.  (It will however require that we abandon 

Geach’s contention that the sortal is something we can know a priori.)   

Consider what is involved in endorsing a revision; it is not simply a detour from present 

practice, but a specific sort of rejection of what had previously determined our linguistic practice.  

We are not simply changing on a whim, but rather asserting that given what we know and what 

we would endorse in our most careful and considered deliberation, we should endorse one 

commitment or one rule or one way of doing things other than we previously did, and those who 

made the decisions we are now revising should have done so, too.  In many cases, we cannot 

hold them in lower esteem since the evidence that compels such a revision was not available to 

our semantic ancestors.  But we must find them responsible in just the following way: were they 
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to find themselves in our position, with our evidence, they would make the same revision and 

would make it in their case in hindsight as well.  In the case of the set of revisions in question 

here, we must be entitled to say that what we now know would lead us to a different conclusion 

and that what we know of the original coining of the name would entitle us to draw that different 

conclusion as well.  For instance, suppose we had coined Moby Dick’s name by pointing to “that 

fish over there” and thus associated an inappropriate sortal with the name.  The observations at 

the time, coupled with our more developed theory of biology, would license a revision.  If 

revising the sortal from some K1 to some K2 (where K1 ≠ K2) fits the practice I have described 

here, then we are asserting that given the evidence available to us, the sortal commitment always 

should have been to K2.  If so, this does not undercut the role of the sortal term in the 

introduction of a name; though we mistook another sortal for the correct one, the proper 

introduction of a name would still require a sortal in any case.  The possibility of revision may 

put us in the perilous position of constant openness to challenge, but not to any greater extent 

than we already face that with most of the language. 

One point that remains is the nature of these sortal commitments in the baptism of a 

natural kind.  (From here on, I will speak solely of natural kind terms, as their introduction 

involves some issues I think are of broad and underappreciated significance.) Kripke moves from 

the semantics of proper names directly to the semantics of natural kind terms entirely on the 

basis of similarities that he promises to elaborate upon. There is clearly a significant semantic 

difference between proper names and sortals, but we can agree with Kripke that there is 

something common about the ways in which they are introduced.  One of the key similarities 

between proper names and kind terms is their role in questions of identity.  Sortal terms 

sometimes function like singular terms, which makes them fit for identity claims like “Iron 

sulfide is fool’s gold” or “hydrogen is the most abundant element in the universe.”  Accordingly, 

we must ask what the sortals used to prescribe that identity are and how their rules of identity are 

established.  In naming someone, we say “That person will be called Jocelyn,” (or at least 

implicitly commit ourselves to such a claim) while in introducing a kind term we typically say, 
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“This kind will be called K” or “Things of this kind will be called K” or “This kind of stuff will 

be called K.”  Though there are important differences between sortal and mass terms, let us set 

them aside for the moment.  The sortal term would seem to be the very term “kind” itself.  This 

seems consistent with the notion that we are not merely picking out a particular, but noting it as 

an instance of something broader and thus making a point of some greater theoretical 

significance.  If we could access and refer to whole kinds all at once, and I will not argue 

whether we can or cannot, then we could say, “x is the same K as y.”  In cases where we want 

assert that two particulars, x and y, are members of a common kind, rather than saying “x is the 

same S as y,” we must say, “x is of the same kind as y.”  This distinction between the two 

notions “being the same K” and “being of the same K” is often given short shrift.  Though they 

are related in ways I will describe, they are not one and the same.   

The relation between “being a kind” and “being of a kind” cashes out in the notion of 

similarity.  The pragmatic significance of this is that asserting that something is of a kind obliges 

us to say, and perhaps show, that it bears the right sort of similarity to other members of the kind 

to a sufficient degree.  Some deviation is present among the members of any kind, and the degree 

of deviation we will accept among members of a given kind is part of the process of 

incorporating kinds and kind terms into our theories.  Quine (1969) endorses this notion so 

wholeheartedly that he suggests the very notions of a kind and of similarity are two sides of the 

same coin.  At any rate, the notion of similarity among members is the most pragmatically 

significant fallout from the notion of a kind, and one that may suggest a further set of problems 

for Kripke’s view. 

Two points present themselves to us.  First, there is no logically simple or absolute notion 

of similarity that can inform our judgments and usage of kind terms.  Even if the ability to judge 

similarity is hardwired into organisms like us, the way in which any two (or more) objects are 

similar varies between classes of similar objects.  There is no sense in which one of those 

similarities is prior or more basic than the other and no significant way in which the similarities 

are the same.  Part of settling when we have an adequate conception of a kind is determining just 
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what the notion of similarity must be made relative to in order to enrich it enough to inform our 

judgment about kind members.  If there is no logically or conceptually simple notion of 

similarity to be had, and yet there is some sense of similarity that binds together all the members 

of a particular kind, then this compels us to say that the notion of similarity operative in 

governing the usage of natural kind terms must be established or developed specifically for that 

kind.  There may be significant overlap between the operative notions of similarity for different 

kinds, but if such notions were one and the same, the pragmatist in all of us should be compelled 

to say that those notions could not serve the role of differentiating different concepts of kind and 

applying them in real situations.  Each kind term’s notion of similarity will therefore be unique 

to it.  Even Putnam makes this point, describing the similarity relation involved in introducing a 

kind term as a "theoretical" relation, where this entails a posteriori theoretical inquiry tied back 

to some paradigmatic local example, rather than a priori reasoning.  (Putnam (1973, pp.670-4) 

What drives the formulation of these various notions of similarity, I would argue, is the 

explanatory strategies and demands of the theories in which they appear.  Given sufficiently 

liberal criteria, anything is like anything else in some respect, but natural kinds and natural kind 

terms are interesting because the similarities among members of their domains are fruitful in 

accounting for the regularities of the natural world.3 That accounting inevitably rests on certain 

fundamental assumptions about how the explanatory project is to be conceived and executed, e.g. 

using the term “water” and taking it to be a natural kind term ultimately commits us to the view 

that the world is made up of certain combinations of its most basic material components, that 

water is one of them, that its parts have a distinct microstructure, etc.  As Putnam suggested, 

there can be an epistemic “division of labor” whereby we permit usage of the term even by those 

                                                
3 Similar things could be said about social kind terms like “bachelor” or “slave”, though their 
role lies more with the explication of prescriptions on social behavior, which some would say is 
not on a par with natural explanation.  Whether the kind terms of moral theories and the social 
sciences are more like those of the natural sciences or the social rules described here is an 
interesting question that I will not address here, though I suspect that they are closer to those of 
the natural sciences. 
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who are not well-versed in theory for everyday purposes, though there is a certain obligation to 

defer to the results of theoretical inquiry.   

The point I am suggesting is that the notion of similarity by which we say that some 

things are “like” the object present at the original baptism of the kind is one that must come to us 

in the form of a further set of theoretical commitments.  There is no singling out and baptizing 

the stuff of the natural world without at least implicit commitments to theoretical assumptions 

and expectations about how carving out that kind will play into explanations of the natural 

world.  None of this should imply a return to the cluster-concept theory.  Such theories made 

descriptions and commitments associated with a kind term true of the kind and known to us a 

priori by virtue of the very act of introduction, where the suggestion I am making involves no 

such a priori certainty and does not attribute unrevisability to the commitments surrounding the 

baptism.  They may be revised just as Kripke showed they should be; perhaps all of them merit 

revision in light of further evidence, but not all at once.  Nor is this meant to suggest that the 

theoretical commitments surrounding a kind term should have an absolute priority over the 

reference of the term.  The intuition behind the New Theory of Reference would suggest that we 

allow the object itself to guide us, fixing a referent and allowing it to guide our inquiry.  Surely 

we do want to be guided in some way by the world when it comes to natural kinds, but it would 

also seem clear that selecting an object to serve as a guide is possible only against a backdrop of 

commitments that informs our choice of objects.  The two must run hand-in-hand, not in 

competition.  This much is clear when it comes to kind terms for particulars and masses that are 

unobservable in the strongest possible sense; the baptisms of “quark” and “boson”, such as they 

were, were as soundly ensconced in purely theoretical methods and as far from direct reference 

via an ostensive act as any distinctions we could probably make.  But what about kind terms that 

had a role prior to our contemporary theories?   

Think of Putnam’s (1973) example of the baptism of “water” for a moment.  Putnam 

himself says that the deciding factor in determining whether something is water or not must lie in 

a determination of its microstructural properties, which is clearly a theory-laden notion.  But that 
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choice of criteria is only one such theoretical commitment among a great many others.  There are 

purely negative commitments, such as eliminating volume, shape and other physical properties 

of particular masses of water that are not salient to the notion of similarity for this kind and kind 

term, even though they may be salient for others (e.g. biological species).  We also had to make 

commitments to both liquid and solid forms of the same stuff, even though liquids vs. solids is a 

distinction we might make and might think was somehow prior.  Most importantly, in taking up 

the term, we took it that “water” named some uniform or basic stuff in the world, something that 

might be important in explaining and understanding the natural world we inhabit.  Our distant 

ancestors might not have explicitly invoked such terms, but we cannot say that they thought they 

were naming this stuff unless they share something like those commitments.  Unless they really 

did mean nothing more than “clear, potable, tasteless liquid that freezes in cold weather,” and 

thus really did have a word that gerrymanders the stuff of the natural world while accidentally 

coinciding with one of ours in some cases, we must attribute our commitments to them.  Their 

refusal to revise along with us does not reveal two different senses of “water,” but two different 

words altogether.  To take out such theoretical commitments is to take out what was “natural” 

about our kind terms in the first place.  They must answer to the evidence of the world, and our 

effective means for putting them to that test lie in finding them a place with a framework of 

theoretical commitments. 

A further reason to believe in the importance of the notion of similarity packed into a 

natural kind term is its priority in making ostensive acts possible.  The possibility of such acts 

rests on the possibility of singling out particulars in advance of the act in order to determine them 

as the referents of speech acts.  As suggested by the arguments about sortal terms above, the act 

of pointing or gesturing in a particular direction is not sufficient to disambiguate potential 

referents.  To this point, I have emphasized the role of sortal and other theoretical commitments 

in determining correct usage subsequent to the ostensive act.  However, it should also be clear 

that such commitments must precede any successful ostensive act.  In order to select a particular 

that is fit to exemplify and introduce the kind term, we must have some conception of what kind 
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we want to pick out and what about different particulars will allow us to recognize them and 

include them in the kind.  The act would be insufficient if it did not set such a standard, and 

setting that standard would not be possible without a prior set of commitments to the explanatory 

role of the kind term and criteria of similarity for other particulars.  To say that we have baptized 

a kind is to invoke a notion of success that is itself tied to the development of the theories in 

which it plays an explanatory role.  Thus, even Putnam's suggestion that kind terms have a 

function akin to indexicals - being tied to "the water around here" or some such - presumes that 

we can select a referent in that introductory phase, which is an achievement we can only attribute 

to ourselves in retrospect in the light of subsequent successful inquiry.  Tying our term to 

anything "around here" thus only feeds the need for some form of conceptual mediation. 

Why is this picture in need of some correction?  If what I have said about the nature of 

theoretical commitments surrounding natural kind terms is true, then the choice between a 

completely commitment-barren baptism and an a priori necessary set of descriptions is one we 

need not face.  I agree that we do not want to retreat to the Russell/Frege/Searle picture of 

naming, but fixing the reference of a term is not something that could be done without a theory 

and its commitments in the background.  Only with those commitments in place and with some 

of them at the fore for those who introduce the term and set the standard for subsequent usage is 

it possible to even single out which particulars we want to be the focus of our baptism and which 

kinds we hope to link them to in doing so.  The baptism is not the beginning of the semantic 

content of a name or a kind term, but a point of coalescence for the more empirical modes of 

language use and the more abstract sorts of theoretical reasoning we do.  To think of baptisms as 

the genesis of a term, its emergence within the semantic void, is to overlook the concerns about 

theoretical commitments I have described and to distort our picture of the role of these terms in 

the language. 

If what I am saying here is correct, then ‘baptism’ may be the wrong metaphor to capture 

what is at stake in the introduction of a natural kind term into the language.  A more fitting 

metaphor might be that of a graduation or commencement, as a student would have at the end of 
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her studies.  The event codifies or makes explicit a process that stretches into her past and 

suggests the course of her future.  The process climaxes with the introduction of the term, 

reaching a stage where our conceptualization allows us to specify a referent (or the sorts of 

things that will fall under the kind)), which in turn greatly enhances our capacities to enhance 

and revise that conceptualization.  The metaphor has one other implication worthy of note: as 

grand as a commencement ceremony might be, a degree can always be revoked if we discover 

some illicit conduct on a student’s part.  Conduct on a community’s or an individual scientist’s 

part seems unlikely to be illicit in quite the same sense, but what we attempt to do in introducing 

a term into the language is something at which we might fail in a way that it is difficult to 

imagine a real baptism failing.  Given the perpetual possibility of evidence obliging us to revise 

theory, there always exist the possibility that our past inquiries may be rejected as false or 

misleading or out of place in our new paradigm, taking their kind terms with them.  We live with 

the persistent possibility that claims in which we putatively refer to natural kinds or make 

inferences about particular objects may in fact have no such content because there simply are no 

such kinds.  Thus, the ongoing usage of a natural kind term that is ostensibly linked back to some 

initial introduction can be so linked only in virtue of the ongoing development of a theory in 

which it occurs.  The success of any baptism is thus a matter open to constant reevaluation, as is 

the success of any speech act that occurs along the chain.  

Now, these criticisms are not meant to imply that ostension cannot be involved in the 

introduction and subsequent regulation of the usage of a kind term.  We can satisfy our intuitive 

sense that there is something significant going on in a baptismal act so long as we revise our 

notion of just what it accomplishes.  It is pivotal to this point that we distinguish between the 

introduction of some point into linguistic practice and merely making some point explicit where 

it had not been so before.  The pragmatic significance of one over the other is that a genuine 

introduction establishes something that had not been there before, while an explication only 

gathers elements that were there all along and presumably underlie something that was already 

implicit in our linguistic or social practice.   Given this distinction, baptismal acts could be 
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construed as explications of clusters of theoretical commitments that we have already made.  To 

extend the metaphor a bit, we have already decided what to name the baby before we get to the 

church, but the ceremony serves as a public declaration of these commitments.   

Having a public act like a baptism answers several important pragmatic demands.  First, 

it allows individuals within a language community to compare the commitments they have made 

as individual speakers with the set of commitments that the community as a whole would 

endorse. Ideally, it will serve to lay out just those commitments we all should endorse as a matter 

of practice.  Some or even most of us may not have considered the possibility of such a kind 

term, simply as an accidental matter of fact about our participation in the social practice up to 

that point.  This has the dual role of facilitating individual correction (in case I am calling the 

wrong stuff “water”) and facilitating community-wide revision (in case one or some of us have 

an interesting insight that most of us had missed).  Among groups of language-using rational 

agents, there is always a tension to be resolved between what commitments individual agents 

make and those that the process of theoretical inquiry would ultimately compel them to accept.  

Baptisms can facilitate this by setting a firm set of prima facie parameters for the usage of a term 

that can then be endorsed or revised on the basis of subsequent inquiry.  This role is by no means 

trivial, and it would seem to speak to the intuitive appeal of ostensive baptismal acts. 

There is also a significant theoretical payoff to the picture of baptism as coalescence that 

I have described here.  It makes sense of both the prototypical public baptism (the community 

huddles around a bright yellow stone and someone announces, "We shall call this and stuff like it 

'gold'") and the full range of exceptions to the Kripke/Putnam baptismal picture (from private 

baptisms to 'Jack the Ripper').  On my view, where the baptism is not the introduction of a 

concept or a name ex nihilo, but a stage in a developing and ongoing set of discursive practices, 

these exceptions need not be anything unusual.  We are not equating the meaning of the term 

with any set of commitments, so each of those commitments may be revised.  The only 

difference between cases in which we fix the reference by descriptions and Kripke and Putnam’s 

mythical baptism is that there is a diminished role for public displays and occasions of 
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observation.  Pointing and other ostensive cues are not parts of the speech acts in those 

exceptional cases, but there are many circumstances in which we can imagine why that would be 

perfectly reasonable.  When we are looking for Jack the Ripper, he is not available for ostensive 

acts.  We cannot even say with certainty that there is one killer; cases of serial murder sometimes 

turn out to have multiple participants.  Given our evidence, we must be committed to the 

presence of some sort of homicidal agent, but determining the actual referent is beyond us at this 

point.   

In some cases, determining the referent lies beyond us in a more substantial way.  

Suppose I am a physical chemist working on the elements of the actinide series, and suppose I 

believe I have some interesting conclusion about an element well past the end of the series - 

something with an atomic number over 200, perhaps.  Such atoms have probably never existed in 

the actual world, and probably could not be created even under artificial laboratory conditions, 

but we could certainly name those elements and make some important claims about the 

properties they would have.  Hugh Mellor (1977) has also made this point in criticizing Putnam.  

Historically, we find an actual instance of this in Mendeleev’s positing of germanium (though 

not under that name) and correct anticipation of non-trivial properties well in advance of an 

isolation of an actual sample of it.4 The fact that the reference of such terms is uncertain at best 

and probably null is beside the point.  There is a bundle of theoretical commitments and 

consequences in hand that plays he same sort of explanatory role - albeit a highly abstract and 

hypothetical variation of that role - that natural kind terms were assigned to play.  This is why 

such terms still seem "real" or "meaningful" to us, even though their emergence in our linguistic 

practice does not have the sort of public, observable character of other natural kind terms.  That 

public character is not constitutive of or the genesis of the semantic content of those terms, but 

rather the initial manifestation of a nexus of commitments we had already made.5 

                                                
4 This example also appears in Hempel and Oppenheim (1948). 
5  Thanks go out to Chris Latiolais for his helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper, as 

well as to anonymous referees. 
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In this paper, I will outline some of the important points made by Kripke and 
Putnam on the meaning of natural kind terms. Their notion of the baptism of 
natural kinds– the process by which kind terms are initially introduced into the 
language – is of special concern here. I argue that their accounts leave some 
ambiguities that suggest a baptism of objects and kinds that is free of additional 
theoretical commitments. Both authors suggest that we name the stuff and then 
let the scientists tell us what properties it really has, and hence what the real 
meaning is. I contend that such a barren baptism, taken at face value, cannot 
succeed in the semantic roles it has been assigned and that softening the stance 
on baptism suggests a more subtle and complex relation between reference and 
theoretical commitment than has emerged thus far. 
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