              KRIPKE ON THE CONTINGENCY OF THE METER EXAMPLE.               

              SOME DIFFICULTIES AND AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH

___________________________________________________________________________

In his ‘Naming and Necessity’
 Kripke argues for the metaphysical contingency (and a prioricity) of the following statement: One meter is the length of S at to. (1)

(‘S’ here denotes the standard meter in Paris).

For this classification Kripke adduces the following grounds:

1. We determine the reference of ‘one meter’ by stipulating, “…that ‘one meter’ is to be a rigid designator of the length which is in fact the length of S at to”. (N.N.56)

2. Unlike ‘one meter’, ‘the length of S at to’ is an accidental designator. (Cf. N.N.56)

3. The length of S is a contingent property of S. (Cf. N.N.55)
I will not discuss Kripke’s argument for the a prioricity of statement (1). In order for (1) to be a contingent truth there should be a possible world in which things are different from the way they are according to statement (1). (Cf.N.N.36). This characterisation leaves open the possibility of a world in which we stipulate ‘one meter’ to be the length of another object with a different length. However, this is a possibility Kripke does not discuss. Kripke gives his argument for the (metaphysical) contingency of the meter example in the following two statements:

“… the metaphysical status of ‘S is one meter long’ will be that of a contingent statement, provided that ‘one meter’ is regarded as a rigid designator: under appropriate stresses and strains, heatings or coolings, S would have had a length other than one meter even at to”. (N.N.56)

“But in any case, even though he uses this to fix the reference of his standard of length, a meter, he can still say, ‘if heat had been applied to this stick S at to, then at to stick S would not have been one meter long’”. (N.N.55)

So the fact that S could have had a different length at to is the reason why the meter example is a contingent truth.

There are two salient points in these texts. ‘One meter’ is a rigid designator, and the length of S could have been different at to. What about the relation between the contingency of statement (1) and the status of ‘one meter’ as a rigid designator? At to we stipulate ‘one meter’ to be the actual length of S at to; further, that ‘one meter’ is to refer to this length in all other possible worlds. That is why ‘one meter’ is a rigid designator. Suppose, however, that the length of S at to were different. A different length, then, would have determined the reference of ‘one meter’, and to this length ‘one meter’ henceforth would refer in all other possible worlds. Thus we see that and why the contingency of statement (1) and the rigidity of  ‘one meter’ are supposed to be compatible
.  

However, since the reference of ‘one meter’ has been made dependent on the reference of an accidental designator, we have to reckon, in principle, with the possibility that in respect of ’one meter’ we have to acknowledge a plurality of rigid designators. Dependent on what length S is supposed actually to have (had) at to, these rigid designators would all refer, in mutually exclusive ways, to ‘one meter’ in all possible worlds.  Thus the notion of ‘rigid designator’ gets relativised. In case of the just mentioned plurality, the rigid designator ‘one meter’ can, of course, no longer designate the same object. Kripke can reconcile the contingency of the meter example with the rigidity of ‘one meter’ only at the cost of relativising (thereby weakening) the notion of ‘rigid designator’. Such a procedure is not at odds with the formal requirements of being a rigid designator. However, admitting that not every referring term keeps its reference ‘in all possible worlds’, or in all contexts, this latter (keeping the same reference) is nonetheless precisely what one expects a rigid designator to do. That is why I think that the thought of a plurality of rigid designators (in respect of one concept) is at odds with the idea that lies behind the notion of a rigid designator. Relativising rigid designators is undermining what they are intended to do. I conclude that the rigidity of ‘one meter’ and the supposed contingency of statement (1) are on bad terms.

Suppose, on the other hand, that there can be only one rigid designator referring to one meter. In other words, we strictly stick to the idea that a rigid designator keeps its reference ‘in all possible worlds’, or in all contexts, in a non-relativised way. On this supposition, then, one easily sees that the rigidity of ‘one meter’ and the contingency of statement (1) are incompatible. For, if the length of S at to might have been different, then at to – when we stipulate ‘one meter’ to be the length of S – ‘one meter’ could have referred to a different length; and this is at odds with the supposed status of ‘one meter’ as a rigid designator (in a non-relativised sense). This confirms and reinforces my earlier conclusion that the rigidity of ‘one meter’ and the supposed contingency of statement (1) are on bad terms.

I will return later to the status of ‘one meter’. Now I want to discuss the supposed contingency of the meter example.

According to Kripke, S could have been not one meter long, even at to. Probably, Kripke means something like the following: if S, in another possible world, M, had been heated, then at to S would have had a length different from the length S has at to in the actual world, which is one meter. So, S would have had a length other than one meter in our actual world, even at to. On the other hand, since we stipulate ‘one meter’ to be the length of S at to, the length of S at to in M is necessarily one meter. Any length whatever one uses in determining the reference of ‘one meter’ at to is necessarily one meter; one cannot deny this without contradicting oneself. Alternatively, we could say that it is true in all possible worlds that the length of S at to is one meter. Although the length of S is always (in all possible worlds) one meter, this does not mean that the length of S is the same in all possible worlds. Thus we see that there are two justifiable readings of the meter example; according to the first, statement (1) is a contingent truth, according to the second a necessary one. Both readings are, I think, compatible, since they regard different aspects of the same statement.
 Whatever may be the length of S we stipulate at to to be one meter, the result of this stipulative act is a necessary truth. On the other hand, our stipulative act could have been different since, according to Kripke, the length of S is a contingent property; this contingency Kripke sees represented in the fact that ‘the length of S’ is an accidental designator. 

The question was: can we reconcile the supposed rigidity of ‘one meter’ with the supposed contingency of the meter example? As it turns out, the meter example is in an important sense a necessary truth. This necessity, I think, flows from the stipulative act (from what we stipulate there to be, to wit an identity), not from the status of the designators at issue. As soon as we identify at to ‘the length of S’ with ‘one meter’, the accidental designator behaves in the same way as the supposed rigid designator ‘one meter’; that is to say: both designators refer to the same object. What we do at to is twofold:

1) We declare ‘one meter’ and ‘the length of S’ to be co-referential.

2) We stipulate this being co-referential to hold in all possible worlds.

Generalising, it follows from these two points that two designators, ‘a’ and ‘b’, given that they are co-referential, are co-referential in all possible worlds. Designators like ‘a’ and ‘b’ clearly satisfy the modal version of  Leibniz’ Law (M.L): 

    a = b ( N ( a = b ). (‘N’ stands for ‘necessarily’).

Although it is evident that rigid designators also satisfy this law, it does not follow that ‘a’ and ‘b’ are rigid designators.
 From M.L. it only follows that ‘a’ and ‘b’, if they are co-referential, are co-referential in all possible worlds; the object ‘a’ and ‘b’ refer to, however, need not be the same in all those possible worlds. Imagine, for instance, both ‘a’ and ‘b’ in the actual world to refer to, say, Kripke, and in another one to Quine. Thus we see that designators satisfying M.L., need not be rigid designators. Being a rigid designator demands more than satisfying M.L.

If we take the meter example as the result of a stipulative act, it is a necessary truth; but the designators occurring in this statement need not be rigid designators. As for the supposed contingency of the meter example, we have seen why and in what sense this example is a contingent truth. In either way we conceived of ‘one meter’ as a rigid designator, the notion of ‘rigid designator’ proved to be on bad terms with the supposed contingency of the meter example. I think it would be better to conceive of ‘one meter’ as a designator that satisfies the modal version of Leibniz’ Law; it shares, then, with rigid designators a kind of necessity
. ‘One meter’, however, need not designate the same length in all possible worlds. The interpretation of ‘one meter’ I here propose is not per se weaker than Kripke’s necessarily  relativised notion of a rigid designator. Different rigid designators, ex hypothesi all referring to one meter ‘in all possible worlds’, do not (even cannot) designate the same object.

Since the object referred to in all possible worlds need not be the same, my interpretation of ‘one meter’ is easily compatible with the supposed contingency of the meter example; it has the additional advantage of not doing violence to our intuitions in respect of rigid designators.

We classified the meter example as a contingent truth since our stipulative act in respect of ‘one meter’ could have been different. I think this is a sufficient reason. I do not think it is necessary, nor elucidating, to explain this contingency with an appeal to the fact that the length of S is a contingent property of S. I will return to this point below.

From the above we should draw, I think, the following conclusions.

1) Kripke’s contention that ‘one meter’ is a rigid designator is on bad terms with the supposed contingency of the meter example.

2) The meter example can be considered as a contingent truth.

3) The former point is not at odds with the fact that there is a clear and convincing sense in which the meter example can be classified as a necessary truth.

4) The proposal to conceive of ‘one meter’ as a necessary designator that need not refer to the same object in all possible worlds is compatible with both 2) and 3) above.

5) What remains in favour of the contingency of the meter example is the point that the reference of ‘one meter’ could have been determined by means of a different length. This point, however, can be explained, I think, without needing recourse to the distinction between rigid and contingent designators, and that between necessary and contingent properties. We could have determined the reference of ‘one meter’ by means of another object with a different length. What I just described as a possibility is a fact in historical reality. The convention laid down in the meter example was annulled in 1967, when it was decided to determine the length of ‘one meter’ in a different manner, no longer by means of the standard meter, but by a natural length.
 This might suggest that an explanation of the contingency of the meter example with the help of notions like ‘convention’ could prove to be more fruitful than Kripke’s approach with his metaphysical and referential distinctions.

I will now give a short outline of an alternative explanation. As for the supposed contingency of the meter example, from the above it may be clear that here we can better speak of conventionality. Pace Quine’s misgivings about truth by convention, if there are any truths by  convention the meter example is certainly one of them. By convention we stipulated at to  the identity of ‘one meter’ and ‘the length of the standard meter’. The stipulated identity counts as a truth as long as we stick to our convention. Since we annulled the original convention in 1967, Kripke’s meter example no longer counts as a truth; but the then newly established identity does. Thus the contingency of the meter example should be conceived of as conventionality.

The necessity of the meter example derives from the identity expressed by the statement. It does not matter, I think, whether identity is, so to speak, “something out there”, or that identity has been created by convention. I agree with Kripke that identity is a metaphysically (de re) necessary property or relation, belonging to things themselves, not to the ways we describe things or refer to them. Contrary to Kripke, I think that the status of  the designators occurring in the meter example - whether they are rigid or not -  is of no importance at all. To make myself clear, let us consider two of  Kripke’s well-known examples:

i)  Hesperus is Phosphorus.

ii) The Evening Star is the Morning Star
. 

If we have to take these examples as identity statements rather than as the results of an astronomical discovery, we should expect there to be no metaphysical difference between i) and ii). According to Kripke, however, i) is (metaphysically) necessary since “Hesperus” and “Phosphorus” are supposed to be rigid designators; ii), on the contrary, is a (metaphysically) contingent statement, for the occurring designators are considered to be accidental.
 

In order to understand the untenability of this discrepancy, we have to consider the following points. 

1) Identity is, according to Kripke, a metaphysical, (de re) necessary property or relation. The principle of identity would hold even if there were no human race, not to mention our names or our referential apparatus. (Cf. N.N.108)

2) “Hesperus”, “Phosphorus”, “the Evening Star”, and “the Morning Star” all refer to the same thing, the planet Venus; this, I suppose, is a plain matter of fact.

3) “Hesperus” and “Phosphorus” are rigid designators, “the Evening Star” and “the Morning Star” accidental ones. This distinction belongs to our referential apparatus, it reflects the different ways we refer to objects; this distinction is clearly de dicto. 

Since identity is a necessary relation between an object and itself, the only way to read ii) above as an identity statement is as follows:

The object we variously refer to by “the Evening Star” and “the Morning Star”, to wit the planet Venus, is necessarily identical with itself. This is a clear de re reading
of ii); assuming that the points 1) and 2) above are correct, it follows that ii) is not only true but necessarily true. One cannot deny ii), on penalty of contradiction. The same holds, mutatis mutandis, for statement i). Metaphysically, on a de re reading, there is no difference and there cannot be a difference between i) and ii). The only difference between i) and ii) is de dicto; and this difference is irrelevant as far as a metaphysical (de re) distinction is concerned. Whatever way one would like to construe the denial of statement ii), there is one thing no such denial could come down to: the negation of my de re reading of ii); that would involve a straightforward contradiction. I think to have made it clear that the necessity of an identity statement in no way depends on the status of the designators occurring in it. Kripke should be the first to admit this.

I conclude that the meter example is a contingent truth as far as it is a truth by convention, and that it is a necessary truth as far as it is an identity statement. Both characteristics can be more adequately explained without recourse to Kripke’s metaphysical and referential distinctions.  

                                                                                       NOTES

i Abbreviated N.N. We refer to the 1980 edition, Basil Blackwell, Oxford.

ii As a matter of fact, Kripke stipulates that  the rigid designator ‘one meter’ and ‘the length of S at to’, an accidental designator, are to be identical. Cf. N.N.56. This is, as we shall see, the source of several difficulties. 

iii  Thus we can say both (a) that the length of S at to in M has to be one meter (on penalty of contradiction) and (b) that the length of S at to in M is different from one meter in the actual world. One easily sees that (a) and (b) are quite compatible.

iv For a discussion of designators like ‘a’ and ‘b’ Cf. M. Perrick & H.C.M.de Swart, Quantified Modal Logic, Reference and Essentialism, in Logique et Analyse, 143-144 (1993), 219-231, esp. 229-230.

v The reason why rigid designators are considered to be ‘necessary’ is the fact that they satisfy M.L. For an expository account cf. W.V.Quine, Theories and Things, 116ff, Harvard University  Press, Cambridge, 1981. That is why I call the designators here at issue, although they are not rigid, ‘necessary’. We will see later that and why the necessity of the  meter example is wholly independent of the status of any designator occurring in this statement.

vi ‘One meter’ is now defined as 1.650,763.73 wavelengths of the orange-red radiation of krypton 86 under specified conditions. Undoubtedly, for Kripke the answer to the question whether this definiens is a rigid or an accidental designator would be decisive for the status of this new meter example. In my view, the statement is contingent anyway, in the sense to be explained below. This sense does not exclude the possibility that the statement is also necessary.

vii  “the Evening star“ and “the Morning star” are both (short for) descriptions.

viii It is counterintuitive, to say the least, to argue for de re necessity and contingency respectively on the basis of the de dicto distinction between rigid and accidental designators.

ix As the nature of identity requires.
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