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ABSTRACT. Few philosophers today doubt the importance of some notion of rigid designation, as 
suggested by Kripke and Putnam for names and natural kind terms. At the very least, most of us want 
our theories to be compatible with the most plausible elements of that account. Anaphoric theories of 
reference have gained some attention lately, but little attention has been given to how they square with 
rigid designation. Although the differences between anaphoric theories and many interpretations of the 
New Theory of reference are substantial, I argue that rigid designation and anaphoric theories can be 
reconciled with one another and in fact complement one another in important ways. 
 
1. RIGID DESIGNATION AND ANAPHORA1 

Since Kripke’s lectures in 1972 that gave rise to Naming and Necessity, the notion of a 
‘rigid designator’ has been the focus of considerable attention in the theory of reference. A series 
of articles by Hilary Putnam before and after those lectures helped to spread the word. (In 
particular, see Putnam (1973) and (1975)). The most straightforward formulation of rigidity is 
says that rigid designators are terms that designate the same referent in all possible worlds. This 
might be thought of as implying that rigid designators always take wide scope in modal 
contexts,2 but as Kripke (1980) has pointed out rigidity cannot simply be a matter of scope in 
modal contexts, for rigidity and non-rigidity of designation also appear in non-modal contexts. 
Thus, we cannot take rigid designation to be simply a matter of taking wide scope in modal 
contexts; its character is more general and pervasive than that. Efforts to reconcile such cases 
with the notion of rigidity have generally focused on the inclusion of the object or kind itself in 
the truth conditions for any sentence in which the designator occurs. Roughly speaking, a term 
is a rigid designator when the truth conditions of any sentence in which it occurs involve the 
object so designated in its satisfaction conditions. (See Recanati (1997, pp. 10–16) and Peacocke 
(1975, p. 110)). 

The notion of ‘‘involvement’’ here may be too vague for some, including myself. No 
doubt any sentence that included a rigid designator would lead us to some sort of concern for 
the object so designated by that expression, and not simply with whatever object or objects 
happened to fit some implicit or explicit set of descriptions, thus focusing on the object rather 
than any elaboration of what we say of it. However, this intuition does not yet offer us a more 
robust account of rigidity as a feature of subsentential expressions. Even if a truth conditional 
theory of meaning focuses on sentences, it must have something to say about why certain 
expressions invoke only their referents and others import some set of mediating descriptions. A 
common response, one that Kripke at least mulls over for some rigid designators in Naming 
and Necessity, is that certain expressions simply designate their objects and have nothing more 
to them than that. According to this view their semantic significance does not lie in their 
standing for a further series of linguistic items (as descriptivism suggested), nor in classifying 
further referents as predicates do. They simply designate their objects, establishing a word-
world relation that serves as an explainer of their contribution to the sentences in which they 
occur. Not all rigid designators would fit this model by anyone’s estimation, but it is one that 
must be considered quite seriously for proper names and natural kind terms.3 I have my doubts 
about such models and about the explanatory role of such relations in semantics, but I will not 
elaborate them here. Instead, I will offer an account of rigidity that preserves the most 
convincing aspects of Kripke’s and Putnam’s accounts, but does so while employing only 
linguistic relations as semantic explainers. Part of what must be done here is to elaborate how 
an anaphoric account might speak of ‘‘picking things out’’ without appealing to a form of direct 



reference. Such a notion would defy articulation in pragmatic terms, since it is simply a bare 
fact about referents and words that demands no active engagement, conceptual or otherwise, 
from speakers. So it cannot play a role in this account. 

For now, I would like to assume that there is something right about the notion of rigid 
designation and that it encapsulates something that every natural language spoken by agents 
like us should exhibit, though this is not an endorsement of any of the more specific definitions 
of rigid designation in terms of scope or truth conditions. I make this caveat here because what I 
would like to do it examine how it fits with a particular account of meaning and reference and 
how those accounts might illuminate some things about rigidity itself in the process. The 
account of meaning I will endorse here might be called ‘‘normative inferentialism,’’ following 
the work of Sellars (1963 and 1980) and Brandom (1984 and 1994). Such a view argues for the 
primacy of pragmatics in explaining semantics, asserting that the pragmatic significance of any 
sentence in the language is captured by a broadly construed notion of its ‘‘inferential role.’’ The 
semantics of subsentential expressions, such as singular terms and predicates are in turn 
explained by distinct sets of permissible substitution-inference licenses. As the name would 
suggest, such a theory makes the normativity of practical engagement key; inferences, 
assertions and actions are not simply made, they are licensed, permitted and recognized by 
other speakers who confer concomitant sets of commitments and entitlements accordingly. 

Such an account may appear to conflict with prevailing theories of reference. If 
inferentialism trades in relations between parts of the language, rather than parts of the 
language and the world, what can it say about reference? Brandom (1984 and 1994, Ch. 5) 
suggests that anaphora may be the basis of such an answer. Anaphora occurs when words or 
sentences gain their content from specific sorts of links to prior token utterances of words and 
sentences. The most familiar occurrence of this in natural languages is the use of pronouns, e.g. 
‘‘Jocelyn is a wonderful singer. She has a four octave range.’’ where the latter token utterance of 
‘‘she’’ gets its content by being contextually linked to the earlier utterance of ‘‘Jocelyn.’’ 
Anaphoric links are thus always intra-linguistic and suggest a regime of substitution-inference 
licenses by which token utterances may be linked to one another by the substitution of specific 
sorts of repeatable expressions. If we could present a way of having all the relevant occurrences 
of ‘‘refer’’ occur only in expressions that could be incorporated into an anaphoric account 
linking the token utterances of speakers, we would have the makings of such an account. 
Brandom suggests: 

A full-fledged pronomial or anaphoric theory of ‘refers’ talk can be 
generated first by showing how other uses of ‘refers’ and its cognates can 
be paraphrased so that ‘refers’ appears only inside indirect descriptions 
and then explaining the use of these descriptions as pronouns formed by 
applying the ‘refers’ operator to some antecedent-specifying locution. 
(1994, p. 305, emphasis added) 

Elsewhere Brandom more fully describes these ‘‘indirect descriptions’’ as ‘‘anaphorically 
indirect definite descriptions.’’ These are expressions that serve the role of pronouns by 
containing a description that specifies the term occurrence that is its anaphoric antecedent. For 
instance, suppose that Flynn says to me, ‘‘You should get this Miles Davis album. The Dark 
Prince is in fine form here!’’ Suppose that I, knowing less about jazz than Flynn does, forget 
whose album is in question here and say, ‘‘For my birthday, you could buy me that album from 
the guy Flynn referred to as ‘The Dark Prince’.’’ We can take the apparent singular term in my 
sentence – ‘‘the guy Flynn referred to as ‘The Dark Prince’’’ – to be anaphorically linked back to 
Flynn’s original utterance, rather than one whose content we grasp by a further word-world 
relation. Similar anaphorically indirect descriptions could be made available for more general 
forms of semantic discourse, e.g. ‘‘The person referred to as ‘Miles Davis’’’ can be seen as 
invoking anaphoric links to any number of token utterances that exemplify standard usage, 
though we will rarely go to the trouble of specifying these instances. Thus, uses of ‘‘refers’’ that 
play a role in semantic explanation can be taken not as expressions of a word-world relation, 
but as anaphoric operators that generate such indirect descriptions that link to prior token 



utterances. Traditional concerns about whether something out there is somehow related to our 
words then cash out into analyses of the anaphoric genealogy of their inclusion into the 
language and thorough scrutiny of the justification conditions for language-entry moves 
involving them, to borrow a Sellarsian phrase. The mechanics of converting all locutions in 
which ‘‘refers’’ or its cognates occurs into indirect definite descriptions requires some work, but 
others have addressed them in detail. For now, our concern will be with the broader 
significance of adopting such a theory. 
 
2. ANAPHORA AND RELATIONS 

Brandom has suggested the following synopsis of the significance of anaphoric theories 
of reference: 

[T]he truth of claims about what we are referring to by various utterances 
is not to be understood in terms of a relation of reference between 
expressions and the objects we use them to talk about. Following Sellars, 
it will be argued that ‘refers’ not be semantically interpreted by or as a 
relation and, a fortiori, not a word-world relation. (1994, p. 306) 

The boldness of this final claim may be misleading; anaphoric theories do of course 
involve relations in their analyses – anaphoric relations between token utterances. However, 
questions of whether our words co-refer or what a word refers to or whether it can be said to 
refer at all will not be settled by appeal to a relation to the world, but by appeal to the 
commitments and entitlements we secure for our own assertions and inherit from those to 
whom our utterances are anaphorically linked. Thus, an anaphoric link is not semantically 
significant because it is some real thing in the world (even if it happens to be) joining these 
utterances, but because by taking one utterance to be anaphorically linked to another, we take 
those speakers to be inheriting the same sets of commitments and entitlements from one 
another. When one of us initiates the use of a singular term, we take that term to be about 
something in virtue of some set of commitments and entitlements that characterize its usage. 
Subsequent speakers inherit these commitments (or some descendent set, altered by well-
defended revisions) via anaphoric links to past speakers. Thus, our causal relations to past 
speakers themselves are not what establish the relevant features of our semantic content, but 
rather our inheriting and sharing the pragmatic features that made for that same content in 
others’ utterances. 

I should make clear that the modifications I will suggest here are neither attempts to 
resuscitate descriptivism, nor smuggle it in using a different set of terms. Given the mention of 
commitments above, it must be emphasized that commitments surrounding rigid designators 
must not have the sort of unrevisable status that descriptions did in descriptivist accounts, and I 
shall address this at some length in sections 5 and 6. Anaphoric theories of rigidity and 
reference will still rub against the grain of many contemporary accounts, however. At least part 
of the momentum behind contemporary discussion of rigid designation has been a sense that at 
least some parts of the language should simply present the bits and pieces of the world in 
discourse, and by some intuitions that would seem to require a relation between word and 
world (or at least pieces of it) unmediated by further conceptualization. Rigid designation 
seems to beg for some direct word-world relation between designated and designator, but 
anaphoric theories are loath to admit such relations as semantic explainers. 

The general features of a response from my position are not hard to imagine, though as 
always there is much work and many devils in the details. Any suitable anaphoric theory 
coupled with the right body of ‘‘language-entry’’ conditions will yield a language in which 
word-types and appropriate token utterances do fall into the right sort of word-world relations 
as a matter of holistic fit with and adaptation to the world. One need not deny that there are 
word-world relations, nor that they are relevant to certain questions, in denying that they are 
the basis of a theory of meaning. But even supposing that this were true, it would not resolve 
the tension I am considering with respect to rigid designation. Rigid designation seems 
decidedly un-holistic in a way; at least our intuitive formulations of it seem to rely on more 



direct relations between word-type or word-tokens and world, such as designating the same 
thing in every possible world. The rest of the language or the rest of our commitments do not 
seem to have a part to play in the usual formulations of rigid designation, at least not yet. Rigid 
designation requires some sort of special consideration of the object so designated (if one is at 
all) and a more enlightening answer is needed from the inferentialist. 

So I will provide an account that preserves what is right about both sorts of accounts in 
terms amenable to one another. To put my view in sloganeering terms, rigidity is not a relation 
but a role. I will explicate just what that role would be by describing the pragmatic significance 
of taking a term as a rigid designator in terms of the commitments and entitlements incurred by 
speakers making assertions that incorporate them. The questions I am considering here will be: 
what is it to take an expression as a rigid designator and how can we express this in terms of the 
commitments we take up to defend and revise our usage in light of their being rigid 
designators? This account will be both holistic and diachronic, which I believe will ultimately 
offer us something more plausible than recasting rigid designation as a word-world relation. 
 
3. A NORMATIVE ACCOUNT OF RIGID DESIGNATION 

To see how a normative account of rigid designation is possible and the one we should 
adopt, we begin by considering how different categories of subsentential terms can be analyzed 
in terms of inferential proprieties. Following Brandom (1994 Ch. 6), we begin such an account 
by noting that we may differentiate singular terms from predicates by the proprieties governing 
substitution-inferences involving them. The goodness of substitution inferences involving 
singular terms is de jure symmetrical, whereas the substitution of predicates is asymmetrical in 
all but a few cases. For example: 

(1) Declan McManus wrote ‘‘Alison.’’  
(2) Elvis Costello wrote ‘‘Alison.’’  
(3) Mingus plays bass.  
(4) Mingus is a musician. 

The move from (1) to (2) and the move from (2) to (1) are equally good. We generally make this 
point explicit by granting a substitution license to speakers of the language in the form of an 
identity claim, e.g. Declan McManus is Elvis Costello. This entitles any speaker of the language 
to make inferences such as the one from (1) to (2) and (2) to (1), as well as whatever other 
assertions may be made involving only extensional contexts, and commits those speakers to 
recognizing the propriety of such moves when made by others. Inferences like the one from (3) 
to (4) are not generally called substitutions by many philosophers because they lack this 
symmetric structure, but we can look upon them as substitutions, for the content of one permits 
us to make a new assertion by replacing the first predicate with the second. In effect, 
entitlement to some assertion about a subject licenses us to replace one subsentential expression 
with another, much like our identity claim entitled us to substitute singular terms for one 
another. However, the move in the reverse direction, from being a musician to being a bass 
player is not a good one even though there are individuals who are so; one may be many things 
besides a bass player and still be a musician. This will be the rule for predicates, although it is a 
rule with exceptions. The occasional pair of predicates like ‘‘..is a groundhog’’ and ‘‘..is a 
woodchuck’’ have a comparable symmetrical substitutability among themselves. However, they 
each still bear an asymmetrical substitutability relation to other predicates, e.g. from either 
‘‘Flynn is a groundhog’’ or ‘‘Flynn is a woodchuck’’ one may infer ‘‘Flynn is a mammal,’’ but 
not vice versa. Singular terms do not establish such asymmetries at all, so for our purposes, 
such exceptions may be set aside. 

Of these two roles, rigid designators are clearly a subspecies of singular terms. What 
distinguishes them from non-rigid designators is the original intuition, mentioned above, that 
they designate the same object in all possible worlds. This invokes a sense of purport to 
designate those objects and kinds and hence the possibility of both success and failure at doing 
so. I would suggest that what makes for rigid designation is actually an inferential matter; 
purport to designate and describe kinds in counterfactual terms invokes an inference license 



based on entitlement to bodies of theoretical or historical claims. That is, to speak of an object in 
another possible world is to have some sort of license to infer to some set of claims invoking 
such singular terms from some set to which one is (or hypothetically might be) entitled. 

So how could we state a notion of rigidity in anaphoric and inferentialist terms? Let us 
say that a singular term designates rigidly if and only if it is conveyed anaphorically as an 
inference license with counterfactual import and that import is properly separated from 
reidentification issues (i.e. issues of how to identify or pick out a referent, or how others might 
have done so in the past). To say that such issues are properly separated is not to say that they 
are divorced entirely, but that they are set aside for certain modal claims and that such 
reidentification issues are always subject to revision in light of new evidence. These two 
sentences concisely summarize my view, but they will clearly require more elaboration and 
defense. Fleshing out this suggestion in a way that is both compatible with inferentialism and 
sufficient to capture our intuitions about rigidity will require four steps. First, I will motivate 
the move to associate rigidity with anaphora. Second, I will elaborate on the importance of 
inheritance of commitments and entitlements in anaphoric theories and how this may inform an 
account of rigidity. Third, in section 4, the work of the first two steps will be deployed to 
explain, if only briefly, the modal character of rigid designators. Finally, in section 5, I will 
address in some detail how we might have a notion of designators ‘‘picking out’’ a referent in 
ways mediated by various commitments while retaining the revisability that descriptivism 
fatally neglected. So first, why should we think of anaphora as a suitable basis for an account of 
rigidity in the first place? Kripke and Putnam both argued that rigid designation would require 
sharing the reference and meaning of an expression with past, present and future speakers 
through a ‘‘chain of communication.’’ 

Sharing and fixing reference must be a matter of establishing and preserving the 
semantic contribution that these expressions make to the language. We must somehow establish 
that we all refer to the same thing in order to make ourselves liable to the evidence it presents 
us with in one form or another; likewise, the entitlements we secure are things that we can pass 
on to others, and would certainly want to do so. The sense in which a designator succeeds or 
even purports to refer must inform our account of what makes subsequent utterances and 
inscriptions meaningful, which will be a tall order given the variety of things we can refer to 
and the heterogeneity of the relations we bear to them. No physical relation will be adequate to 
account for such shared and fixed reference, for we can rigidly designate objects and kinds that 
do not exist in the actual world, or existed long before any utterances or inscriptions were 
made. The common link between the Kripke and Putnam accounts and my own is that the most 
appropriate resolution to this would be to invoke a sense of inheritance between speakers. This 
invokes anaphoric relations, though neither refer to them as such. My diagnosis of this would 
be that rigidity and designation are of concern to us insofar as they contribute to the making 
and evaluation of claims, and in this respect the crucial goal is that we should share the 
reference of our terms, which anaphoric approaches ably assure. It becomes clear at this point 
that the sense in which we are literally causally connected back to the object itself is insufficient 
as explanatory fodder. What gets passed along in a chain of communication like this is not 
simply momentum or energy (though surely any such chain involves them), it is a set of 
commitments and entitlements to engage with the world that we inherit from and share with 
our fellow speakers. So rigid designation will turn out to be a subspecies of anaphoric relations, 
characterized by more specific sorts of epistemic and linguistic obligations. Such an account 
preserves the dependence upon fellow speakers of the language to secure the reference of our 
expressions, but without resorting to posits or ascriptions of descriptive content that would be 
immune from subsequent revision. The emphasis on inheritance in anaphoric theories will 
allow us to construct a notion of preserving reference such that ‘‘meaning ain’t in the head’’ but 
it remains a matter expressed in pragmatic and linguistic terms. 

The important distinction to make here is that in addition to the usual battery of causal 
connections to past events, anaphoric connections will invoke some normative notion of 
appropriateness; I don’t just utter the words of other speakers after they do, I use them correctly 



(hopefully) by accepting the appropriateness of those speakers’ usage and adopting certain 
licenses and restrictions on my own usage that I inherit from them. What I want to suggest is 
that the notion of inheritance and ‘‘preserving the intention’’ (to use Kripke’s phrase) invoked 
here is one that invokes a form of conceptual engagement at every turn, conveyed from speaker 
to speaker via anaphoric means. This process allows speakers to inherit the commitments and 
entitlements of other speakers in their community and thereby co-refer with them. To inherit a 
rigid designator from a chain of communication is to inherit a set of rational obligations with 
respect to reidentifying a referent, deferring to experts in certain cases, acknowledging certain 
inferences from claims involving those expressions, and revising one’s commitments as new 
evidence demands. Much of this will be true of non-rigid designators and other expressions as 
well, so the distinctively rigid character of some expressions will have to be articulated more 
specifically, particularly with respect to reidentification. 

Our second step involves explicating the role played by rigid designators in such an 
inferential economy. Given the inferentialist account described earlier, the role of rigid 
designators will be articulated in terms of patterns of inferences involving such expressions. We 
must thus consider how a sentence in which a rigid designator occurs may serve as both a 
premise and a conclusion in an inference. The primary fashion in which such a sentence could 
serve as a conclusion is as the result of a process of reidentification, e.g. we satisfy some set of 
conditions that allow us to assert, ‘‘That is Charles Mingus,’’ or ‘‘That is water,’’ perhaps in the 
course of an act of ostension. (I will address such conditions in greater detail in section 5). A 
rigid designator may occur in less central ways in sentences that serve as conclusions of 
inferences, say, as a direct object, e.g. ‘‘Eric Dolphy played for Charles Mingus.’’ Part of the 
rigid character of such expressions is that these sorts of secondary occurrences should be 
anaphorically linked back to the more primary ones described above. Sentences involving rigid 
designators may also serve as premises that imply further consequences, and thus their 
occurrence may be thought of as a license to make various inferences. We license such moves 
generally, and notably in counterfactual cases, because our inquiry into the world suggests 
some statements justify further inferential consequences even where they are not analytic 
consequences. Our inquiry suggests that sugar dissolves in water at STP, and thus ‘‘x is sugar’’ 
licenses one to claim that ‘‘x would dissolve in water at STP.’’ (Secondary occurrences for rigid 
designators in sentences serving as premises are also possible, given the sorts of considerations 
mentioned above). This comes to the fore for the natural kind terms, which we expect to play 
such pivotal roles in laws of nature and other explanatory models in the sciences.4 The 
justificatory license there is so powerful in the case of theoretically salient regularities, all things 
being equal, that we even permit inferences to claims about unexamined cases. The 
permissibility of various counterfactual assertions may also be granted, barring evidence to the 
contrary, e.g. we may imagine gold mountains or Charles Mingus as an accordion player in 
other possible worlds, pending some account of why we would be justified in prohibiting such 
assertions. 

The stipulative aspect of rigid designation comes to the fore here. In taking an 
expression as a rigid designator, what we do is extend to ourselves (i.e. any speaker of the 
language) an inference license to make some set of claims and inferences into which we may 
substitute those singular terms without counterfactual restrictions, pending a set of reasons for 
such restrictions. So I may stipulate a variety of claims involving a rigid designator for other 
possible worlds that I would not be entitled to in the actual world – Charles Mingus playing 
accordion, Ralph Nader as President, etc. – unless some broader theoretical account comes to 
prohibit such moves. I may entertain thoughts of other presidents, as I could once entertain the 
possibility of water with other microstructures or no microstructure at all (just a continuous 
‘‘stuff ’’ as some metaphysicians would say). Empirical inquiry has closed off the permissibility 
of such moves for ‘‘water’’ about as well as it could for now, although such restrictions remain 
revisable in principle. Water is H2O, as we confidently say. But such restrictions for rigid 
designators arise as a result of conceptually mediated empirical inquiry, not the parsing of 
expressions with descriptive content packed into something like a definite description. In this 



respect, Kripke and Putnam were quite right. Our entitlement to do so rests on some body of 
background knowledge about what is consistent with that object or kind remaining one and the 
same (e.g. an empirical scientific theory, or Kripke’s speculation that any individual person will 
essentially have the same parents, etc.), which in turn will cash out in terms of substitution-
inference licenses. Making this claim about counterfactuals and inference licenses more clear 
leads us into the third stage of our account, a closer look at how an inferentialist should 
approach modality. 
 
4. RIGID DESIGNATION AND MODALITY 

We began with a notion of rigid designation across possible worlds and have shifted to 
an account based in a chain of communication. Why so? The move in anaphoric theories to 
questions of how we take other speakers along such a chain of communication to be doing the 
appropriate sort of semantic work and what we expect and attribute to them and to ourselves in 
the process. What anaphora brings into the picture that I think can reconcile this inferentialism 
with the modal character of rigidity lies in the notion of inheritance. As we have discussed, 
speakers who join anaphoric chains inherit both the commitments and the entitlements that go 
along with the terms they use and the claims they make. Given varying levels of acquaintance 
and expertise with the commitments surrounding the use of rigid designators and the 
reidentification (if possible) of their referents, I may legitimately defer calls for the defense of 
such entitlements to previous speakers in the chain or experts who are currently part of it. I 
could only give the most rudimentary defense of the claim that water is H2O for instance, but 
my entitlement to say so comes from our best experts and I hand matters off to them. 
(Something analogous will hold for proper names and historical details). By doing this, 
assuming my anaphoric chains work out properly, I can be entitled to things that I want to say 
and lean on others to meet whatever demands arise in defending them. This is not out of mere 
laziness, either; the size and scope of our best accounts of both natural kinds and the history of 
particular objects is generally well beyond the practical capacities of even the most diligent 
among us and epistemic interdependence is thus wellmotivated if the best account is what we 
are after. 

Readers will no doubt hear echoes of Putnam’s ‘‘division of epistemic labor’’ here, but 
the important point is that an anaphoric and inferentialist approach accounts for its mechanisms 
and motivates them more effectively than other alternatives. It leaves us with a plausible 
account of how we might insist that focusing on the referent of a rigid designator is always a 
conceptually mediated process without the implausible claims that such mediating factors are 
known a priori and unrevisably, or that speakers must know all of the inferential moves 
licensed involving these terms. Anaphora lets us off those hooks by fleshing out the shared, 
social character of this process. Key to this and key to the modal character at stake here is that 
this shared approach frees speakers from personal and continuing obligations to defend all 
details of the inferential role of an expression. I may simply inherit that and need say no more 
about it. If Anne says to me, ‘‘Dan will be home late from work,’’ and someone later asks me 
where Dan is, I can say, ‘‘He will be home late tonight,’’ even if I have never met him and know 
nothing of consequence about him. By inheriting that anaphoric chain with its array of 
entitlements and (presumably) its more specific commitments satisfied by someone else, I still 
manage to refer. Being freed from such commitments, or leaning on others to address them, 
thus gives us a particular sort of freedom to make claims and use parts of the language that we 
otherwise could not. What I suggest is that the sense in which we can take rigid designators to 
refer to the same thing or same kind in all possible worlds is one such species of this sort of 
freedom. By joining anaphoric chains in our communities, we inherit whatever entitlements 
there might be to assert things using rigid designators, but we also inherit a freedom to stipulate 
some claims about them in other possible worlds, as well. The license to make modal claims is 
thus not a peeling away of inferential commitments to focus on the objects without them, but a 
limited permit to construct alternate sets of claims and licenses for various purposes without 
concern for more tangible questions of the reidentification of referents. 



Here, I should make at least a brief set of remarks about modality in general. These are 
not intended as a complete account of modality, nor even as entirely novel ideas, but rather as 
an elaboration of the relation between prevailing approaches to alethic modality and the sort of 
inferentialism that I have endorsed thus far. It would suggest that talk of alethic modality, 
including model-theoretical accounts of possible worlds, is not best thought of as empirical 
descriptions of real phenomena, but as a formal discursive approach to analyzing, expressing 
and codifying sets of permissible assertions and inferences. If possibilia were real but did not 
facilitate this, then they would be of little interest; if there are no possibilia but such models 
facilitate these inferential expeditions, then the ontological issues make no difference to an 
account of rigidity. So it should be emphasized that although my account of rigidity does not 
begin with possible worlds, nor must it exclude all consideration of them, so long as the 
interpretation of these metalinguistic devices continues to feed into an account of how we may 
and must assert and infer. Thus the point of asserting something of a possible world is not to 
describe a distant place, but to explicate what we may say of cases beyond the actual and thus 
open up the realms of counterfactual and unexamined cases to rational discourse. 

To illustrate the set of inference licenses, commitments and entitlements characteristic of 
rigidity, the contrast with nonrigid designators needs to be brought to light here. Whether or 
not rigid designators have any descriptive content, non-rigid designators do have some, but it is 
descriptive content that confers a different set of obligations upon us. The appearance of a non-
rigid designator does not commit us to the identity of the objects it designates across possible 
worlds and hence; (1) we are not granted universal substitution licenses across possible worlds 
and thus (2) we incur an obligation to determine what inferences are permissible on a world-by-
world basis for those predicates outside the set standardly licensed for the designator. So ‘‘The 
president of the USA’’ does not serve as a rigid designator and we must make explicit which 
identity claims will hold at any given possible world (e.g. ‘‘the president of the USA = G. W. 
Bush’’ or ‘‘the president of the USA=Ralph Nader,’’ etc.), which may confer upon us some 
obligations to figure out such licenses where such determination may vary among possible 
worlds, given the different histories that may follow from other stipulations. 

To say that an expression designates rigidly is to say that when speakers invoke such 
expressions, they incur an obligation with respect to the commitments surrounding the proper 
usage of the term to either (a) defer by falling in line with accepted practice (i.e. invoke the term 
contingently upon the authority of others), or (b) establish that they are preserving the original 
intent behind the term through a novel but faithful reinterpretation of that intention made 
plausible by some demonstration or by a reexamination of the available evidence (i.e. correct 
the community). As examples of the latter, it is probably true that our ancestors at some point 
intended ‘‘fish’’ to pick out all the creatures that live in the water and ‘‘acid’’ to pick out sour-
tasting substances. We reinterpret these intentions because we see them as overlooking vital 
evidence (the gross morphological differences between fish, cetaceans, aquatic arthropods, etc.) 
or starting with too crude and myopic a set of criteria (taste, rather than observable and 
manipulable chemical properties). We do not reject these intentions altogether because for all 
their faults, they were on to something. To elaborate what it is to be ‘‘on to something’’ without 
ossifying the commitments made by past speakers for those who inherit the language, we must 
turn to our final step, an inferentialist account of picking our objects that leaves adequate room 
for revision, which I will offer in section 5. 

This is the payoff of the intuition that trans-world identity is stipulated – we stipulate by 
extending uniform universal substitution licenses to effectively ‘‘fix’’ the object in order to 
explicate the matrices of inferential roles without incurring further commitments to determine 
substitution licenses that may vary according to descriptive content, as we see with nonrigid 
designators. To stipulate that we are referring to the same thing across possible worlds is thus 
to commit ourselves to something like, ‘‘However we may identify x, it is possible/ necessary 
that…’’ The identification issues are separated and set aside for such purposes, though they do 
not disappear altogether. So, the role I am suggesting for rigid designators is one by which we 
alleviate ourselves of commitments to determine substitution-inference licenses in the form of 



trans-world identity claims so that we may consider in detail what sorts of inferential moves we 
will permit ourselves to make with respect to counterfactuals. We permit ourselves to assume 
identity across possible worlds in order to facilitate the process of making explicit what we are 
entitled to say about such objects in counterfactual situations.5 
 
5. PICKING THINGS OUT 

This aspect of rigidity – the way in which we find ourselves licensed to make 
counterfactual inferences with rigid designators – represents one side of the account we must 
offer, but there is another aspect that we must be careful not to neglect. There is also the sense in 
which many rigid designators often (but not always) have a ‘directness’ to their reference. That 
is, one might say that they serve to ‘present’ the kind or object they designate into the context of 
discourse in which they are uttered without carrying their associated implications in the same 
way. (The exceptions here are rigid descriptions like ‘the cube root of 373248’.) Obviously, 
admitting that this is the case would compromise my account, but I contend that we need not 
do so. What I would suggest is that this sense of ‘‘directness’’ is a product of a well-motivated 
anti-essentialism in semantics, i.e. the view that no ascription of a property to a rigid 
designator’s referent is necessarily true on purely semantic grounds, though it may in fact be 
necessarily true. The move from this position, which I would endorse, to direct reference is not 
a necessary one, though. We might retain the idea that picking out a rigid designator’s referent 
is a conceptually mediated affair so long as we have an adequate account of the revisability of 
those means. Doing so will employ the familiar strategy of saying that they may each be revised 
(in principle) though not all at once. 

The first thing to note about this directness is that we should not construe it as a 
semantic given, i.e. an element of our semantics that is self-presenting or self-determining. One 
may feel this temptation given the emphasis in both Kripke and Putnam on the priority of the 
reference of proper names and kind terms over and above theoretical commitments (i.e. 
descriptions) that we may associate with them; if proper names and kind terms are just 
designators, then the connection between them and their designata might be thought of as a 
bare semantic fact, given to us without further mediation by other conceptual and semantic 
resources. My skepticism for any sort of given runs high, but there is reason to think such a 
view would be a distortion of Putnam’s view. (Kripke is slightly more opaque to me on this 
point.) Putnam acknowledges that the similarity relation between instances of a kind to which 
subsequent evaluation of our usage is indexed will actually be a theoretically mediated relation 
(1975, p. 225), though I do think Putnam has not pursued this point as far as he should have. 
Indexing our usage to a particular or a kind will require us to say that we shall use the term in 
reference to this thing or stuff like this, which imposes upon us some burden of saying just 
which ‘‘this’’ we mean and in what respect things ‘‘like’’ it should concern us. This calls for 
some set of theoretical resources to elaborate what is distinctive about the stuff like this around 
here (to borrow Putnam’s idiom) and hence separate the gold from the iron pyrite and the 
whales from the fish. Additional historical resources may be needed to separate Aristotle from 
Aristarchus, Aristophanes and so forth in the cases of proper names of particulars. 

However I side with Kripke and Putnam – and I think most of us do – in thinking that 
these theoretical commitments are not analytic truths about particulars or kinds, nor known a 
priori simply in virtue of their having been associated with a term at its introduction into the 
language. Gold might not be gold-colored in all, most or even many cases, and Aristotle might 
have forged his proverbial credentials. So how can we account for this apparent need for 
theoretical and historical commitments surrounding names and kind terms while preserving 
their revisability? The answer lies in looking closely at the different sorts of commitments we 
might take up with respect to the usage of a term and how different sorts of authority might be 
granted to us in light of them. The commitments associated with a name or term must serve as a 
recipe to normalize and standardize what we take to be the subject of our claims. In this sense, a 
referent is ‘‘isolated’’ or ‘‘picked out’’ and ‘‘presented’’ to us in ways that do not grant out 
‘‘descriptions’’ immunity, though this process remains one articulated through the familiar 



inferential means. This may then serve as a basis for the scrutiny of the evidential standards for 
languageentry moves themselves. That authority carries the epistemic weight to prompt 
revisions of the bundle of commitments; if the bundle leads us to gold and we find that some of 
it is not goldcolored, any commitment that turns on gold being gold-colored (or at least 
exclusively gold-colored) is rejected or suitably amended. The success of those theoretical and 
historical commitments in determining the objects on which our discourse will focus establishes 
a commitment which has greater epistemic and semantic weight than any particular one of 
them at a time, and so licenses piecemeal revision of the resources that were used in securing it.6 
This might lead some to think that I am suggesting that the bundle of commitments I have 
described is a ladder to be thrown aside once matters are settled, but this would be a mistake. 
Those commitments never ‘‘go away’’ and we distort our analysis of this semantic phenomenon 
if we give an analysis that even suggests this by way of idealization. 

One further point that we must note here is that just as none of the theoretical and 
historical commitments surrounding a natural kind term are analytic or a priori true, so we 
must also acknowledge that mistaken ‘‘baptisms’’ are a possibility. We may well point to a 
whale in introducing ‘‘fish’’ to the language or point to iron pyrite in introducing ‘‘gold.’’ This 
presents a problem because we can reasonably assume that in at least some cases, this would 
not have been a result of a simple error or confusion as those speakers conducted themselves at 
the time, i.e. they would not have corrected themselves based on closer inspection at the time. In 
such cases, the theoretical commitments we took up at the time would lead us to something and 
it should tell us what further commitments to make, e.g. the whales would tell us what the fish 
were like in this example. We do not accept this of course and we would not want to accept that 
the initial baptism is immune from revision in light of reasonable evidence any more than 
anything else we say or do. Part of the resolution here lies in a degree of holism, or at least 
dense interrelation, between the claims in our theories. By reapplying these commitments in 
multiple cases, we turn up instances in which something may deviate from its presumed 
characteristics, producing evidence to be considered in revising such commitments. The 
frequent connections and comparisons made between theoretical commitments force these 
points of tension to the fore, as when we find that whales have lungs and mammary glands like 
the mammals, while the rest of the fish do not. The resolution of such tensions – whether we 
should have a broader concept of fish or lump the whales in with the mammals – lies in an 
interpretation of the intentions, theoretical goals and designs informing the formation of these 
concepts. This is a broad claim by necessity since it is intended to encompass the breadth of our 
theoretical inquiry into empirical matters; more specific claims about particular cases are better 
left to experts in those fields than philosophers. 

In general, what we can say here is that cases in which we find the original baptismal 
candidate not to be a true member of the kind are cases in which we can show its aberration by 
virtue of the development of a theoretical account that might initially involve that object, but 
that the account subsequently reaches a breadth and sophistication that facilitates more 
informed judgments. It is difficult to say what it would take to ‘‘show’’ this in general terms, 
because deciding what evidence would suffice varies widely even within a given theory. What 
should strike us though is that this is a matter of assessing the authority we grant to some 
commitments over others and when some set is sufficient to compel a revision in another set, 
rather than an appeal directly to the object or a word-world relation with it. More perverse 
cases could actually show the same things for proper names. If there is a mix-up at the hospital 
in which someone else’s baby is brought to my partner and I and we dub the child ‘‘Gavin’’ in 
filling out a birth certificate when in fact that was the name we intended for our child, this other 
child is not now named ‘‘Gavin,’’ nor is our child now named ‘‘Cecilia’’ or whatever the other 
parent(s) decide. However, the fact that this baptism does not count or take semantic hold turns 
on our respective commitments and entitlements with respect to different particular children, 
e.g. we get to name ours, they get to name theirs and some set of conditions count as 
justification for saying this one is our child to name and that one is theirs.7 
 



6. RIGID DESIGNATION AND SOCIAL PRACTICES 
Why do these two features coalesce in these ways? We must not lose sight of the fact 

that a language in which no rigid designators occur is not logically or semantically inconsistent 
on those grounds alone. We could stipulate clusters of descriptions and decide that there is 
‘‘water’’ on Twin Earth and that ‘‘Aristotle’’ never existed, though it wouldn’t be water or 
Aristotle as we know them. We could even talk to those Twin Earthers and ancient Greeks, 
though obviously we would have to take some steps to ameliorate confusion. What we lose is 
our adherence – in fact our capacity to adhere to – a crucial sort of epistemic stance with respect 
to the world. We might call this stance openness, in the sense that we do not grant ourselves 
complete authority in determining the correctness and assertibility of some crucial claims 
involving these terms, but rather a strong prima facie and provisional authority pending 
challenge by an ongoing process of empirical inquiry. ‘‘Empirical inquiry’’ here is intended to 
cover a wide range of things, from the accrual of historical and ‘‘common sense’’ knowledge to 
more sophisticated forms of scientific theorizing. This is the potent sense in which we ‘‘answer’’ 
to the facts or to the world, though that metaphorical turn may suggest an unfiltered and 
unquestionable data stream fed to us, an idea that I think most philosophers and scientists 
would reject. Stipulative semantic distinctions – like the worst versions of cluster concept 
theories – get their authority by restricting their scope and eschewing these goals. We only 
answer to ourselves, to borrow and alter the metaphor, and we do so consciously and expressly 
to avoid the entanglements of answering to something more. 

In making such distinctions, we retreat from epistemic obligations in which our 
justification would turn on something beyond our consent, concurrence or control. Practices are 
about getting things done, stipulations are about avoiding certain things. In so far as our 
practices engage the world in ways that are not purely discursive, we are ostensibly engaged in 
activities over which we do not have such inviolate authority, and so to secure entitlement for 
assertions and other actions, we must engage those things that realize the practice. Given that 
those practices involve and take shape by virtue of something beyond the purely discursive, 
justification cannot rest solely on something within it. To speak only with cluster concepts as 
Kripke described them would be either to cheat our epistemic obligations or to pull away from 
those practices and assertions altogether. Making explicit counterfactual claims and securing 
objects of study are formal tools within our discursive practices that both articulate these 
justificatory obligations and keep us honest in adhering to them. What the various social 
practices - from scientific theory to historical narrative – share is their role in making public and 
accessible the process of assessing, interpreting and endorsing the sets of commitments that the 
usage of our terms confers upon us. 

Thus, we find that the ideas of rigid designation and anaphoric reference are not at all 
incompatible, but in fact complement one another. Rigid designation is just anaphora with a 
strict set of conditions for the satisfaction of the anaphoric relation. The strictness of those 
conditions is shaped by our obligation to ensure that we are preserving the intent of prior 
speakers and, in most cases, improving upon the refinement of our conceptualization of the 
objects in question. In light of these points, we gain a clearer view of just what it might mean to 
say that a rigid designator has its reference preserved in a chain of communication, but in doing 
so we come to see more clearly that rigid designation is therefore a success term steeped in a 
variety of normative statuses played out in a public discourse. I hope one further consequence 
of the view will be clear to the reader. My eschewal of word-world relations as semantic 
explainers on the one hand and my endorsement of theoretical commitments as partial semantic 
explainers may bring to mind various historical incarnations of the debate between realism and 
idealism in epistemology and metaphysics. In avoiding the call to word-world relations, I may 
seem to be signing up with the idealists, or at least their great-great-great-grandchildren. What I 
hope the reader will see is that I do not wish to endorse either theory. Just as we should not 
think of our knowledge and experience as a passive reception of data that presents the world to 
us ‘‘as it really is,’’ so we should not think of our knowledge and experience as creations or 



constructions of a mind cut off from the world. In keeping with the pragmatist tradition, each 
makes little sense without the other.  

 
NOTES 
1 I owe thanks to Mark Lance and Chris Latiolais for reading drafts at various stages of writing this paper. 
Their comments have been enormously helpful. 
2 Recanati (1997) mentions Devitt (1981, p. 213) and Brody (1977, p. 69) as canonical sources of this view. 
3 Of course, not all rigid designators are proper names or natural kind terms. There may also be rigid 
descriptions, such as ‘the cube root of 373248’, which designate the same individual in all possible 
worlds. I suppose there could also be expressions that looked like proper names that actually were not 
rigid designators, though this would probably disqualify them as genuine proper names. e.g. In the film 
The Princess Bride, we learn that ‘The Dread Pirate Roberts’ is not actually one person, but a title given to 
successive captains of a ship who are not generally named ‘Roberts’. If successive crews referred to 
successive captains as ‘Roberts’, we would have an expression that looked like a rigid designator but was 
in fact not one. 
4 For more on this point, see my (2002). 
5 A comparison with a similar account may be informative here. Mark Lance (1996) has suggested that 
quantifiers may be understood in substitutional terms by taking them to range over arbitrary names. The 
pragmatic payoff of this is a process whereby we can abstract away from the set of assertions we have 
entitled ourselves to with respect to any particular object or kind so that we may make explicit what sorts 
of inferences are generally permissible by use of formal logical vocabulary. 
6 Chris Latiolais has told me that my view on the central point of this paragraph (theoretical commitments 
leading us to an object of study as an initial stage, after which some more ‘‘direct’’ consideration of the 
object would be in order) bears an affinity to the views of Franc.ois Recanati, (1997). 
7 Since first drafting this article, I have read Alan Berger’s Terms and Truth: Reference Direct and 
Anaphoric (2002), which includes a similar example (pp. 22, 24), though he and I have different intentions 
in presenting the scenario. One should not infer that our positions are the same, though I do find his book 
especially insightful on many aspects of rigidity. 
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