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Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity 
Excerpt from Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Harvard, 1980). 

Identity theorists have been concerned with several distinct types of 
identifications: of a person with his body, of a particular sensation (or event 
or state of having the sensation) with a particular brain state (Jones’s pain at 
06:00 was his C-fiber stimulation at that time), and of types of mental states 
with the corresponding types of physical states (pain is the stimulation of C-
fibers). Each of these, and other types of identifications in the literature, 
present analytical problems, rightly raised by Cartesian critics, which cannot 
be avoided by a simple appeal to an alleged confusion of synonymy with 
identity. I should mention that there is of course no obvious bar, at least (I 
say cautiously) none which should occur to any intelligent thinker on a first 
reflection just before bedtime, to advocacy of some identity theses while 
doubting or denying others. For example, some philosophers have accepted 
the identity of particular sensations with particular brain states while denying 
the possibility of identities between mental and physical types. I will concern 
myself primarily with the type-type identities, and the philosophers in 
question will thus be immune to much of the discussion; but I will mention 
the other kinds of identities briefly.  

Descartes, and others following him, argued that a person or mind is distinct 
from his body, since the mind could exist without the body. He might equally 
well have argued the same conclusion from the premise that the body could 
have existed without the mind. Now the one response which I regard as 
plainly inadmissible is the response which cheerfully accepts the Cartesian 
premise while denying the Cartesian conclusion. Let ‘Descartes’ be a name, 
or rigid designator, of a certain person, and let ‘B’ be a rigid designator of 
his body. Then if Descartes were indeed identical to B, the supposed identity, 
being an identity between two rigid designators, would be necessary, and 
Descartes could not exist without B and B could not exist without Descartes. 
The case is not at all comparable to the alleged analogue, the identity of the 
first Postmaster General with the inventor of bifocals. True, this identity 
obtains despite the fact that there could have been a first Postmaster 
General even though bifocals had never been invented. The reason is that 
‘the inventor of bifocals’ is not a rigid designator; a world in which no one 
invented bifocals is not ipso facto a world in which Franklin did not exist. The 
alleged analogy therefore collapses; a philosopher who wishes to refute the 
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Cartesian conclusion must refute the Cartesian premise, and the latter task is 
not trivial.  

Let ‘A’ name a particular pain sensation, and let ‘B’ name the corresponding 
brain state, or the brain state some identity theorist wishes to identify with A. 
Prima facie, it would seem that it is at least logically possible that B should 
have existed (Jones’s brain could have been in exactly that state at the time 
in question) without Jones feeling any pain at all, and thus without the 
presence of A. Once again, the identity theorist cannot admit the possibility 
cheerfully and proceed from there; consistency, and the principle of the 
necessity of identities using rigid designators, disallows any such course. If A 
and B were identical, the identity would have to be necessary. The difficulty 
can hardly be evaded by arguing that although B could not exist without A, 
being a pain is merely a contingent property of A, and that therefore the 
presence of B without pain does not imply the presence of B without A. Can 
any case of essence be more obvious than the fact that being a pain is a 
necessary property of each pain? The identity theorist who wishes to adopt 
the strategy in question must even argue that being a sensation is a 
contingent property of A, for prima facie it would seem logically possible that 
B could exist without any sensation with which it might plausibly be identified. 
Consider a particular pain, or other sensation, that you once had. Do you find 
it at all plausible that that very sensation could have existed without being a 
sensation, the way a certain inventor (Franklin) could have existed without 
being an inventor?  

I mention this strategy because it seems to me to be adopted by a large 
number of identity theorists. These theorists, believing as they do that the 
supposed identity of a brain state with the corresponding mental state is to 
be analyzed on the paradigm of the contingent identity of Benjamin Franklin 
with the inventor of bifocals, realize that just as his contingent activity made 
Benjamin Franklin into the inventor of bifocals, so some contingent property 
of the brain state must make it into a pain. Generally they wish this property 
to be one statable in physical or at least ‘topic-neutral’ language, so that the 
materialist cannot be accused of positing irreducible non­physical properties. 
A typical view is that being a pain, as a property of a physical state, is to be 
analyzed in terms of the ‘causal role’ of the state, in terms of the 
characteristic stimuli (e.g., pinpricks) which cause it and the characteristic 
behavior it causes. I will not go into the details of such analyses, even though 
I usually find them faulty on specific grounds in addition to the general modal 
considerations I argue here. All I need to observe here is that the ‘causal role’ 
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of the physical state is regarded by the theorists in question as a contingent 
property of the state, and thus it is supposed to be a contingent property of 
the state that it is a mental state at all, let alone that it is something as 
specific as a pain. To repeat, this notion seems to me self-evidently absurd. It 
amounts to the view that the very pain I now have could have existed without 
being a mental state at all.  

I have not discussed the converse problem, which is closer to the original 
Cartesian consideration—namely, that just as it seems that the brain state 
could have existed without any pain, so it seems that the pain could have 
existed without the corresponding brain state. Note that being a brain state 
is evidently an essential property of B (the brain state). Indeed, even more is 
true: not only being a brain state, but even being a brain state of a specific 
type is an essential property of B. The configuration of brain cells whose 
presence at a given time constitutes the presence of B at that time is 
essential to B, and in its absence B would not have existed. Thus someone 
who wishes to claim that the brain state and the pain are identical must 
argue that the pain A could not have existed without a quite specific type of 
configuration of molecules. If A = B, then the identity of A with B is necessary, 
and any essential property of one must be an essential property of the other. 
Someone who wishes to maintain an identity thesis cannot simply accept the 
Cartesian intuitions that A can exist without B, that B can exist without A, 
that the correlative presence of anything with mental properties is merely 
contingent to B, and that the correlative presence of any specific physical 
properties is merely contingent to A. He must explain these intuitions away, 
showing how they are illusory. This task may not be impossible; we have seen 
above how some things which appear to be contingent turn out, on closer 
examination, to be necessary. The task, however, is obviously not child’s play, 
and we shall see below how difficult it is.  

The final kind of identity, the one which I said would get the closest attention, 
is the type-type sort of identity exemplified by the identification of pain with 
the stimulation of C-fibers. These identifications are supposed to be 
analogous with such scientific type-type identifications as the identity of heat 
with molecular motion, of water with hydrogen hydroxide, and the like. Let 
us consider, as an example, the analogy supposed to hold between the 
materialist identification and that of heat with molecular motion ; both 
identifications identify two types of phenomena. The usual view holds that 
the identification of heat with molecular motion and of pain with the 
stimulation of C-fibers are both contingent. We have seen above that since 
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‘heat’ and ‘molecular motion’ are both rigid designators, the identification of 
the phenomena they name is necessary. What about ‘pain’ and ‘C-fiber 
stimulation’? It should be clear from the previous discussion that ‘pain’ is a 
rigid designator of the type, or phenomenon, it designates: if something is a 
pain it is essentially so, and it seems absurd to suppose that pain could have 
been some phenomenon other than the one it is. The same holds for the 
term ‘C-fiber stimulation’, provided that ‘C-fibers’ is a rigid designator, as I 
will suppose here. (The supposition is somewhat risky, since I know virtually 
nothing about C-fibers, except that the stimulation of them is said to be 
correlated with pain. The point is unimportant; if ‘C­fibers’ is not a rigid 
designator, simply replace it by one which is, or suppose it used as a rigid 
designator in the present context.) Thus the identity of pain with the 
stimulation of C-fibers, if true, must be necessary.  

So far the analogy between the identification of heat with molecular motion 
and pain with the stimulation of C-fibers has not failed; it has merely turned 
out to be the opposite of what is usually thought—both, if true, must be 
necessary. This means that the identity theorist is committed to the view that 
there could not be a C-fiber stimulation which was not a pain nor a pain 
which was not a C-fiber stimulation. These consequences are certainly 
surprising and counterintuitive, but let us not dismiss the identity theorist too 
quickly. Can he perhaps show that the apparent possibility of pain not having 
turned out to be C-fiber stimulation, or of there being an instance of one of 
the phenomena which is not an instance of the other, is an illusion of the 
same sort as the illusion that water might not have been hydrogen hydroxide, 
or that heat might not have been molecular motion? If so, he will have 
rebutted the Cartesian, not, as in the conventional analysis, by accepting his 
premise while exposing the fallacy of his argument, but rather by the 
reverse—while the Cartesian argument, given its premise of the contingency 
of the identification, is granted to yield its conclusion, the premise is to be 
exposed as superficially plausible but false.  

Now I do not think it likely that the identity theorist will succeed in such an 
endeavor. I want to argue that, at least, the case cannot be interpreted as 
analogous to that of scientific identification of the usual sort, as exemplified 
by the identity of heat and molecular motion. What was the strategy used 
above to handle the apparent contingency of certain cases of the necessary a 
posteriori? The strategy was to argue that although the statement itself is 
necessary, someone could, qualitatively speaking, be in the same epistemic 
situation as the original, and in such a situation a qualitatively analogous 
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statement could be false. In the case of identities between two rigid 
designators, the strategy can be approximated by a simpler one: Consider 
how the references of the designators are determined; if these coincide only 
contingently, it is this fact which gives the original statement its illusion of 
contingency. In the case of heat and molecular motion, the way these two 
paradigms work out is simple. When someone says, inaccurately, that heat 
might have turned out not to be molecular motion, what is true in what he 
says is that someone could have sensed a phenomenon in the same way we 
sense heat, that is, feels it by means of its production of the sensation we call 
‘the sensation of heat’ (call it ‘S’), even though that phenomenon was not 
molecular motion. He means, additionally, that the planet might have been 
inhabited by creatures who did not get S when they were in the presence of 
molecular motion, though perhaps getting it in the presence of something 
else. Such creatures would be, in some qualitative sense, in the same 
epistemic situation as we are, they could use a rigid designator for the 
phenomenon that causes sensation S in them (the rigid designator could 
even be ‘heat’), yet it would not be molecular motion (and therefore not 
heat!), which was causing the sensation.  

Now can something be said analogously to explain away the feeling that the 
identity of pain and the stimulation of C-fibers, if it is a scientific discovery, 
could have turned out otherwise? I do not see that such an analogy is 
possible. In the case of the apparent possibility that molecular motion might 
have existed in the absence of heat, what seemed really possible is that 
molecular motion should have existed without being felt as heat, that is, it 
might have existed without producing the sensation S, the sensation of heat. 
In the appropriate sentient beings is it analogously possible that a stimulation 
of C-fibers should have existed without being felt as pain? If this is possible, 
then the stimulation of C-fibers can itself exist without pain, since for it to 
exist without being felt as pain is for it to exist without there being any pain. 
Such a situation would be in flat out contradiction with the supposed 
necessary identity of pain and the corresponding physical state, and the 
analogue holds for any physical state which might be identified with a 
corresponding mental state. The trouble is that the identity theorist does not 
hold that the physical state merely produces the mental state, rather he 
wishes the two to be identical and thus a fortiori necessarily co-occurrent. In 
the case of molecular motion and heat there is something, namely, the 
sensation of heat, which is an intermediary between the external 
phenomenon and the observer. In the mental­physical case no such 
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intermediary is possible, since here the physical phenomenon is supposed to 
be identical with the internal phenomenon itself. Someone can be in the 
same epistemic situation as he would be if there were heat, even in the 
absence of heat, simply by feeling the sensation of heat; and even in the 
presence of heat, he can have the same evidence as he would have in the 
absence of heat simply by lacking the sensation S. No such possibility exists 
in the case of pain and other mental phenomena. To be in the same 
epistemic situation that would obtain if one had a pain is to have a pain; to 
be in the same epistemic situation that would obtain in the absence of a pain 
is not to have a pain. The apparent contingency of the connection between 
the mental state and the corresponding brain state thus cannot be explained 
by some sort of qualitative analogue as in the case of heat.  

We have just analyzed the situation in terms of the notion of a qualitatively 
identical epistemic situation. The trouble is that the notion of an epistemic 
situation qualitatively identical to one in which the observer had a sensation S 
simply is one in which the observer had that sensation. The same point can 
be made in terms of the notion of what picks out the reference of a rigid 
designator. In the case of the identity of heat with molecular motion the 
important consideration was that although ‘heat’ is a rigid designator, the 
reference of that designator was determined by an accidental property of the 
referent, namely the property of producing in us the sensation S. It is thus 
possible that a phenomenon should have been rigidly designated in the 
same way as a phenomenon of heat, with its reference also picked out by 
means of the sensation S, without that phenomenon being heat and 
therefore without its being molecular motion. Pain, on the other hand, is not 
picked out by one of its accidental properties; rather it is picked out by the 
property of being pain itself, by its immediate phenomenological quality. 
Thus pain, unlike heat, is not only rigidly designated by ‘pain’ but the 
reference of the designator is determined by an essential property of the 
referent. Thus it is not possible to say that although pain is necessarily 
identical with a certain physical state, a certain phenomenon can be picked 
out in the same way we pick out pain without being correlated with that 
physical state. If any phenomenon is picked out in exactly the same way that 
we pick out pain, then that phenomenon is pain.  

Perhaps the same point can be made more vivid without such specific 
reference to the technical apparatus in these lectures. Suppose we imagine 
God creating the world; what does He need to do to make the identity of 
heat and molecular motion obtain? Here it would seem that all He needs to 
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do is to create the heat, that is, the molecular motion itself. If the air 
molecules on this earth are sufficiently agitated, if there is a burning fire, then 
the earth will be hot even if there are no observers to see it. God created 
light (and thus created streams of photons, according to present scientific 
doctrine) before He created human and animal observers; and the same 
presumably holds for heat. How then does it appear to us that the identity of 
molecular motion with heat is a substantive scientific fact, that the mere 
creation of molecular motion still leaves God with the additional task of 
making molecular motion into heat? This feeling is indeed illusory, but what 
is a substantive task for the Deity is the task of making molecular motion felt 
as heat. To do this He must create some sentient beings to insure that the 
molecular motion produces the sensation S in them. Only after he has done 
this will there be beings who can learn that the sentence ‘Heat is the motion 
of molecules’ expresses an a posteriori truth in precisely the same way that 
we do.  

What about the case of the stimulation of C-fibers? To create this 
phenomenon, it would seem that God need only create beings with C-fibers 
capable of the appropriate type of physical stimulation ; whether the beings 
are conscious or not is irrelevant here. It would seem, though, that to make 
the C-fiber stimulation correspond to pain, or be felt as pain, God must do 
something in addition to the mere creation of the C-fiber stimulation; He 
must let the creatures feel the C-fiber stimulation as pain, and not as a tickle, 
or as warmth, or as nothing, as apparently would also have been within His 
powers. If these things in fact are within His powers, the relation between the 
pain God creates and the stimulation of C-fibers cannot be identity. For if so, 
the stimulation could exist without the pain ; and since ‘pain’ and ‘C-fiber 
stimulation’ are rigid, this fact implies that the relation between the two 
phenomena is not that of identity. God had to do some work, in addition to 
making the man himself, to make a certain man be the inventor of bifocals; 
the man could well exist without inventing any such thing. The same cannot 
be said for pain ; if the phenomenon exists at all, no further work should be 
required to make it into pain.  

In sum, the correspondence between a brain state and a mental state seems 
to have a certain obvious element of contingency. We have seen that identity 
is not a relation which can hold contingently between objects. Therefore, if 
the identity thesis were correct, the element of contingency would not lie in 
the relation between the mental and physical states. It cannot lie, as in the 
case of heat and molecular motion, in the relation between the phenomenon 
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(= heat = molecular motion) and the way it is felt or appears (sensation S), 
since in the case of mental phenomena there is no ‘appearance’ beyond the 
mental phenomenon itself. 

Here I have been emphasizing the possibility, or apparent possibility, of a 
physical state without the corresponding mental state. The reverse possibility, 
the mental state (pain) without the physical state (C-fiber stimulation) also 
presents problems for the identity theorists which cannot be resolved by 
appeal to the analogy of heat and molecular motion.  

I have discussed similar problems more briefly for views equating the self 
with the body, and particular mental events with particular physical events, 
without discussing possible countermoves in the same detail as in the type-
type case. Suffice it to say that I suspect that the considerations given 
indicate that the theorist who wishes to identify various particular mental and 
physical events will have to face problems fairly similar to those of the type-
type theorist; he too will be unable to appeal to the standard alleged 
analogues.  

That the usual moves and analogies are not available to solve the problems 
of the identity theorist is, of course, no proof that no moves are available. I 
certainly cannot discuss all the possibilities here. I suspect, however, that the 
present considerations tell heavily against the usual forms of materialism. 
Materialism, I think, must hold that a physical description of the world is a 
complete description of it, that any mental facts are ‘ontologically dependent’ 
on physical facts in the straight­forward sense of following from them by 
necessity. No identity theorist seems to me to have made a convincing 
argument against the intuitive view that this is not the case.  

 


