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Abstract

In this paper I present a view called ‘antirealist essentialism.’ I arrive at this position by offering a philosophical reconstruction of Kripke’s arguments in Naming and Necessity, showing that Kripke’s position is based on articulating the logic of natural kind terms, and that this position is compatible with standard antirealist views concerning discursive practices (such as the one exemplified by Foucault).

I. The Essentialist Tension: Some Introductory Remarks 

Many academic environments today are plagued by a host of debates, each side replete with heroes and villains; foils and fabled swords. My aim in what follows is to draw together friend and foe in one particular conversation: the essentialism/anti-essentialism debate. It is my view that a failure to communicate across traditions has led us to view many thinkers, despite remarkable continuity, as antipodal. It is my contention that Kripke and the antirealist share quite a bit by way of philosophical perspective concerning essences, despite the fact that these positions are frequently seen as standing on opposite sides of an essentialist divide.
Essentialism is the view that there are things in the world that are constituted by certain essential properties, discoverable by some means of investigation, be it through conceptual analysis, empirical investigation, or some mixture of the two. Precisely what will count as an essential property, of course, is an open question. The one thing we can say about such properties is that they will necessarily be present in any instance where the thing exists for which the property is essential. The term ‘property’ is here to be construed in a broad sense. Hence, to use a typical example, water has the essential property of being H2O. In any instance where we have water, we will necessarily have H2O.

Anti-essentialism, on the other hand, is the view that there are no interesting essential properties. While it may be necessarily true that water is identical with itself (has the property of being identical with itself), this essential property is an artifact of grammar—of the way we think and talk about objects—not something about which we should get too excited. Beyond trivial essential properties, any purportedly essential properties postulated of a particular object are in fact paraphrases of the metaphysical commitments present in the speaker who postulates them. When someone claims that ‘water is essentially H2O,’ we are to understand this as a confession of sorts: if I claim that water is essentially H2O, I am confessing that I take one particular method of description as fundamental; that this particular method of description ought to trump all others.

If these are indeed the available positions, the dispute seems intractable: either there are essential properties or there are not. I hope, in what follows, to show that our typical philosophical heroes are in no way so easily confined to divergent philosophical camps. It is my contention that we can understand many essentialists and anti-essentialists as making the same point about essence: namely, that it is grammatical—that our essentialist claims are descriptions of the way particular terms function in our language.
 This position enables us to advocate what might be called, for lack of a better phrase, an ‘antirealist essentialism.’ To make the case that such a view is tenable, I will offer a philosophical reconstruction of Kripke’s essentialism—one that is true to the text (if not the spirit) of Kripke’s analysis. I will attempt to make my case by reading Naming and Necessity through Kripke’s later work on Wittgenstein. As I hope to show, when we understand Kripke’s direct reference (and its sibling essentialism) as a response to Kripkensteinian skepticism about reference, it is quite possible to be antirealist and essentialist. 
II. Essentialism: A skeptical challenge
In Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, Kripke offers an account of a problem first articulated by Wittgenstein.
 The problem is this: If we can manage to subsume the same action under more than one rule, it looks as though it is impossible to say that the action in question was in fact governed by one particular rule rather than another, and ergo, it seems mere prejudice to say that it was governed by any rule whatsoever. This problem, of course, is neither limited to Kripke’s famous ‘plus/quus’ example
 nor to the domain of mathematics. The skeptical challenge applies to any instance of rule-governed behavior, and hence to language-use generally. If we can provide divergent referential rules for any particular name, for example, it does not seem as though we are justified in saying that the speaker refers to anything at all. As Kripke polemically puts it while summing up the position of the skeptic, “there can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word” (Kripke, 1982, p. 55). This position constitutes a significant challenge to all philosophical analyses of reference. I propose to apply just this skeptical challenge to essentialism. 

Typical examples of essentialist views are that ‘Water is H2O’, ‘Heat is molecular motion’ and ‘Gold is atomic number 79.’ To call these identifications essentialist is to make the claim that there could not be water without it also being H2O, that there could not be heat without it being molecular motion, and so on. For the essentialist, then, a theoretical identification expresses an essential property if the identification is necessary; if it holds in all possible worlds in which the object in question is found. Moreover, if our essential claims are not merely nominal, we necessarily presuppose a referential use of language: we employ two terms, joined with a copula, to pick out what an object is. If language is not adequate to this task, non-nominal essentialism cannot get off the ground.

Let us assume, for the sake of argument, that there are cases in which our language is based on the structure of the world, and not on those conventions of reference that define our practices. In these cases, we attain reference, that is, we pick out real objects in our ontological inventories. Let us also assume, for the sake of argument, that there are other uses of language in which the linguistic concepts we employ carve up the world in a certain way. Although we refer, the reference in question depends on our linguistic practices, and not on our ability to capture facts about the world. Take as examples of this linguistic activity the cases for which Foucault is famous: insanity, sexuality, and criminality. Here, we pick out things in the world, but this depends crucially on the set of statements constituting a discourse, not on any robust ontological features of the world. Let us call this schmeference. 
In some instances, then, we schmefer to institutional reality; in others, we refer to things in the world. The challenge here is to show the skeptic why she should think in any particular instance that we have reference instead of schmeference; that we refer instead of schmefer. If we want to defend a non-nominal essentialism, it looks like we need a means of determining, in particular instances, whether or not the essential properties we have established in fact capture reality independent of human practices. The absence of such means constitutes the skeptical challenge to essentialism: there does not seem to be any way of determining whether or not a particular claim actually refers to the world (instead of schmefers). Moreover, we cannot even be sure that the claim made is truly an essentialist one (it might be merely a schmessentialist one). It looks as though, in any instance where we have an essentialist claim, we can re-describe it in terms of schmeference or schmessentialism. 

Rather than tackling the problem head-on, one can concede the skeptical challenge while deflating its importance for everyday practice. This philosophical posture is captured in the distinction between straight and skeptical solutions to the skeptic’s challenge.

Call a proposed solution to a skeptical problem a straight solution if it shows that on closer examination the scepticism proves to be unwarranted...A skeptical solution of a skeptical philosophical problem begins on the contrary by conceding that the skeptic’s negative assertions are unanswerable. Nevertheless our ordinary practice or belief is justified because...it need not require the justification the skeptic has shown to be untenable. (Kripke, 1982, p.  66)

The skeptical solution to the problem of rule-following amounts to saying that, despite the skeptical problem, we are justified in going on as we do. This justification stems from our membership in a linguistic community—a community that is characterized by agreement. 

I propose, in what follows, to understand Kripke’s Naming and Necessity and Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language as accomplishing a single task: they conjointly show us that reference and essence can be regarded as primitive features of our linguistic practices, and hence that we do not need to worry about schmeference and schmessentialism. The essentialism of Naming and Necessity, I will argue, should be read as a skeptical solution to the problem of reference. Even if we cannot provide an over-arching theory of reference, supplying necessary and sufficient conditions, we can acknowledge that we use terms in particular ways as members of a community—a community characterized by an agreement essential for our communicative endeavors. We successfully refer to items in the world, not because the skeptic has been refuted, but because we go on together—because our linguistic community uses names to refer to things.
III. Kripkean essentialism: a skeptical solution
Kripke’s Naming and Necessity is typically regarded as the harbinger of a new essentialism.
 The new essentialism can be captured in three theses:

1) Objects have essential properties

2) Essential properties are discoverable by scientific investigation

3) Essences are independent of human practices

In what follows, I will argue that the first two theses, while true, are compatible with standard anti-essentialist positions. I will further argue that the third thesis is not part of Kripkean essentialism. To claim that objects have essential properties, discoverable by scientific investigation, is to make a claim about the way human beings behave linguistically. We use natural kind terms as rigid designators, and it is in virtue of this feature of human language-use that we can meaningfully attribute essential properties to objects. Science, as a discipline that traffics in natural kind terms, is thus in the business of making essentialist claims. It is an insistence on reference as basic, I will argue, that undergirds the new essentialism found in Kripke. Once we grant that reference is primitive, it is relatively easy to generate modest essential properties based on the language we use to refer to the world. 

Naming and Necessity turns on a distinction between the meaning of a term and the way we fix the reference of this term. Thus, the term ‘Aristotle’ picks out a particular person formerly in the world. We can fix the reference of this term, however, in ways other than simply pointing to this person (and thankfully so, otherwise we could not refer to him at all!). We may offer certain definite descriptions of that person Aristotle that allow us to determine what the term ‘Aristotle’ will designate. To this end, we may fix the reference by describing Aristotle as ‘the most famous teacher of Alexander,’ or ‘the most famous student of Plato,’ or perhaps ‘the most gifted philosopher of Greece.’
 What we recognize as characteristic of each of these definite descriptions is contingency: the person picked out by the term ‘Aristotle’ might well have gone into something other than philosophy, or he might never have taught Alexander, or he might have become so frustrated with Plato’s metaphysics that he opted to study instead with some vulgar sophist.

The descriptions we employ here are perfectly contingent, and the pronunciation we use is equally so. Nevertheless, the term in question has its meaning in virtue of the fact that it picks out one thing in particular: a man. Even if our definite descriptions of Aristotle turn out to be false—even if we learn that he was neither teacher, student, nor philosopher—the term we use would still pick out that same person. Thus, in every possible world, Aristotle is himself, regardless of what definite descriptions we use to pick him out, or what name we use to refer to him. At the heart of the new essentialism, then, is direct reference. 

What has interested many philosophers, however, is not the trivial essence presupposed in our everyday language-use. Rather, what most have found elucidating, frustrating, or simply outrageous about Kripke’s analysis is the extension of the analysis of names to the analysis of the theoretical identifications of natural kind terms. Kripke claims that “characteristic theoretical identifications like ‘Heat is molecular motion’ are not contingent truths but necessary truths” (Kripke, 1980, p. 99). The implication of this, of course, is that molecular motion cannot simply be a way of fixing the reference of that phenomenon we designate with the term ‘heat.’ The manner in which we fix the reference of a thing is contingent; the essence of it is not. On the Kripkean picture, then, heat is necessarily identical to molecular motion. Both terms are rigid designators (they designate the same thing in all possible worlds). We have discovered this necessity a posteriori, and it has allowed us to correct our former conception of heat as something that is essentially felt. To bring out what this picture of necessary theoretical identifications entails, I would like to consider in some detail two significant objections to the view that the theoretical identifications offered in the sciences are in fact necessary.

The two objections are as follows: First, the anti-essentialist might claim that there are no objects existing before a discourse has formed them. There is nothing called ‘molecular motion’ that exists antecedent to some theoretical vocabulary. To use a rather over-used metaphor, we might think of the world as infinite cookie-dough, and our language as a cookie-cutter. It can chop up the universe in many different ways, with many different taxa, and so on. Independent of that oh-so-impressive cookie-cutter which is language, however, there are no objects to which we might refer, rigidly or otherwise. The second anti-essentialist objection we might raise can be put as follows: even if one can distinguish the reference of a term from a way of fixing its reference, any postulation of an essential identity will of necessity beg the question (no pun intended). To claim, for example, that water is necessarily identical to H2O, it must be the case that the reference of water in every possible world is also the reference of H2O. While we might think this, it certainly isn’t obvious. How do we know that H2O is the essence of water, and not merely another way of fixing its reference? The challenge for essentialists thus lies, not in making a distinction between fixing a reference and the meaning of a name (the thing it designates), but rather in showing the anti-essentialist, in any particular case, that the essential property postulated is more than a way to fix the reference of the term in question.

I will deal with each of these objections in turn.

The first sort of objection to Kripke’s essentialism misses the point, and it misses the point precisely because it overlooks a crucial feature of the new essentialism: when we engage in possible world talk, we do this through holding constant the meaning of the terms we already possess. As Kripke puts it, “in describing [a possible] world, we use English with our meanings and our references” (Kripke, 1980, p.  77). 

In short, we take as fixed the terms we use in our language and apply these terms (given the meanings they already have) across possible worlds. It is in the meaning our terms currently have that we can speak of contingency and necessity. If we do not hold these meanings constant, almost anything goes, as there are always possible worlds in which our terms meant different things. To put this point bluntly and succinctly: we speak about possible worlds, not in them. Essentialism “begin[s] with the objects, which we have, and can identify, in the actual world” (Kripke, 1980, p.  53).

So, the objection that there are no objects before the cookie-cutter of language carves out the world in a particular way holds no water (nor H2O). To get the new essentialism off the ground, we take for granted the language that we already employ in coping with the world. Our aim is to notice how particular terms rigidly designate certain phenomena.

The second objection to Kripke’s essentialism is the more difficult of the two. How exactly are we to distinguish the sentence (which is purportedly necessary) that ‘water is H2O’ from the sentence (which is purportedly contingent) that ‘Aristotle was the most famous student of Plato’? If Kripke is right, then the first sentence is a necessary identity claim that expresses the essence of water, whereas the second sentence is simply a way of fixing the reference of the term ‘Aristotle.’ How are we to tell the difference? 

The key to distinguishing these divergent claims lies in the notion of the necessary a posteriori. For Kripke, science progresses on the back of such claims: the identities we discover in scientific investigation reveal necessities, and these necessities are discovered by empirical investigation. Scientific inquiry has shown us that water is H2O, and thus that it is necessarily so. While we have certainly learned various facts about Aristotle from a posteriori historical investigation, what we have learned about Aristotle is not necessary—at least provided that we are not using the term ‘Aristotle’ in some special way not designed to pick out the actual person Aristotle. History provides us (in this case) with contingent a posteriori claims about what Aristotle did and did not do. Science, on the other hand, provides us with necessary a posteriori claims about what water in fact is. 

Kripke is consistently careful about how to best express this feature of scientific inquiry. The claim ‘water is H2O’ is necessary just insofar as we have actually discovered what water is. If our discovery was a bit of preposterous speculation, or based on a faulty physical theory, it obviously wouldn’t be the case that necessarily water is H2O. Indeed, we can make mistakes about the essence of things. This is not a view that Kripke wants to deny. But, given that we have discovered what constitutes water, we are now in a position to say what water necessarily is—that is, given our discovery, we can now say what the term ‘water’ will designate in every possible world. Likewise, “given that gold does have the atomic number 79, could something be gold without having the atomic number 79?” (123). Well, given that it is atomic number 79, and that we have fixed our terms, of course it is necessarily atomic number 79! Kripke is right to embrace Bishop Butler’s view on the matter: ‘Everything is what it is and nothing else.’ 

Of course, this analysis seems to hinge on the view that science in fact discovers what things are. Kripke is quick to acknowledge this. As he puts it, “scientific investigation generally discovers characteristics of gold which are far better than the original set...In general, science attempts, by investigating basic structural traits, to find the nature, and thus the essence (in the philosophical sense) of the kind” (Kripke, 1980, p.  138). 

On the face of it, this is a blatantly circular argument. The anti-essentialist denies that science discovers essence—science is but one more optional vocabulary employed to accomplish various tasks. In what follows, I would like to show why the argument is not circular.

Reference is a condition for the possibility of successfully communicating with my interlocutor: it is presupposed in every proposition in which I employ a name, including those propositions involving definite descriptions. Because reference must be presupposed in our use of names and natural kind terms, it should be construed as a primitive notion. It is a feature of language as we speak it.  Indeed, it is the urge to analyze reference that leads to skeptical problems about how reference functions. We attempt to offer necessary and sufficient conditions for reference. We notice that these fail to be adequate. We are led to philosophical confusion: we wonder how we ever manage to refer to the same thing twice, or how communication is possible, or any other number of puzzles stemming from theorizing about reference. When we take reference as a basic feature of language, no such puzzles need arise. We simply refer to things (whatever their metaphysical status), and this is a presupposition of successful communication. Once we grant that kind terms function in a particular way, essentialism becomes as natural as grammar. This requires some philosophical unpacking.

When we use natural kind terms, we aim to refer, not just to a particular thing, but to a type of thing. This is evinced by the revision that we make to the way we speak about various kind terms: we preserve the kind by changing the features we attribute to it. This suggests that the properties we attribute to a kind are in some sense less basic than our recognition of the kind. Even if we discovered tomorrow that gold is in fact fuchsia, we would not claim that gold does not exist. The reason for this has to do with the logic of our kind terms. As Kripke puts it,  “we use ‘gold’ as a term for a certain kind of thing. Others have discovered this kind of thing and we have heard of it. We thus as a part of a community of speakers have a certain connection between ourselves and a certain kind of thing” (Kripke, 1980, p.  118).

This is not a point about the fundamental nature of the universe. It is, rather, a point about our use of language—in particular about the grammar of natural kind terms. These terms function in a particular way in language (a way that is strikingly similar to the manner in which proper names function). The term designates, as the name makes explicit, a kind, and it does this without commitment to any particular conception of what constitutes the kind in question. The term ‘cat,’ to take another example, is meant to designate a type, not to spell out what is essential to that type. We can discover what is essential to the type, but this is not part of the grammar of the term. “The original concept of cat is: that kind of thing, where the kind can be identified by paradigmatic instances. It is not something picked out by a qualitative dictionary definition” (Kripke, 1980, p.  122). 

The point I want to draw from this is as follows: the use of natural kind terms does not entail essence, it is essentialist. Kripke is not begging the question against the anti-essentialist. He is noting something about the way reference functions in our language. In the case of natural kind terms, we presuppose a kind of thing (what it is metaphysically is irrelevant). With this picture of the logic of natural kind terms, we are in a position to see why Kripke has not presupposed scientific essentialism in his analysis of natural kinds. Science discovers essence insofar as it traffics in natural kind terms. It is the business of science to investigate kinds, and kind terms have a certain logic. One can see this just by considering a counterfactual: If science gave up investigating kinds, it would not yield essentialist results. Kripke’s claims about science, then, stem from noting features of the grammar of natural kind terms, not from a commitment to a scientific essentialism. 

The picture of essence we get from Kripke can thus be cashed out as follows: reference is a basic feature of language. To use proper names and natural kind terms in the way we do is to pick out things across possible worlds. When we hold constant the meaning of the terms we employ (that is to say, when we hold constant the referents of our names and natural kind terms), we can ask modal questions. It turns out that names and natural kind terms designate the same referents in every possible world, and hence that the terms function as rigid designators. Once we see that some of our terms function in this manner in our everyday use of language, we are in a position to advocate a modest essentialism. Insofar as a term picks out the same phenomenon in every possible world (or when two terms pick out the same phenomenon), we can say that the essence of that thing referred to by a particular term is that thing picked out. Essence, then, is as basic to our language-use as reference.

Noticing this feature of language-use constitutes what I called above the ‘skeptical solution’ to the problem of reference. It is crucial to note that this does not constitute a refutation of anti-essentialism. On the contrary, when the anti-essentialist comes along to remind us that this reference is a perfectly contingent matter—that more than one rule can be provided for any referential use of language, and hence that we cannot know with certainty that reference does in fact occur—we can simply nod our heads. The point is not that skepticism about meaning can be refuted. The point is that it need not be. Our linguistic activities together provide us with a foundation for our referential activities—a foundation that is sufficient, if not necessary, for reference to occur.

This, of course, is not to say that anti-essentialist objections are useless. Noticing the anatomy and origin of our descriptive vocabularies can be immensely useful, particularly when these vocabularies are imbued with questionable values. This is to say, however, that anti-essentialist historicism about reference does not make our essentialist efforts meaningless. Kripke’s skeptical solution acknowledges the skeptical challenge, but notes that the challenge is not one we need to meet if we pay sufficient attention to our normal linguistic proceedings. To put it coyly, in the confines of the essentialist/anti-essentialist dispute, we can have our historicist cake and eat it too.

IV. Essence as grammar: A Wittgensteinian Move

It is my contention that Kripke is entirely compatible with an anti-realist picture of discursive practices—and thus that the relations between our traditional heroes and villains in the essentialist dispute must be re-conceived.
 In what follows, I will argue that Kripke can be understood as embracing the Wittgensteinian view that “essence is expressed by grammar” (1958, § 371), and that “grammar tells us what kind of object anything is” (1958, § 373).
 
Of course, appealing to Wittgensteinian grammar might be rather like the attempt to solve a puzzle with a riddle—namely, of little use if we do not have a firm grasp of Wittgenstein’s notion of the grammatical. Newton Garver characterizes grammar in the following useful way:

Grammar is a descriptive discipline, the aim of which is to characterize a language by stating rules for the use of various sorts of linguistic expression, the empirical accuracy of such a description being determined by whether a person would have to follow such rules in practice to speak the language competently. (43)

Thus, we can speak of the ‘grammar’ of color terms, or sensation terms, or even of mathematical expressions. If I say “That chair is red,” assuming that I am employing the term ‘red’ correctly, my activity is characterizable in terms of those rules which constitute the language-game of color predication (e.g. the rule that ‘red is a color’). Likewise, the reason a sentence like “Red is running down the hall” would be incorrect (as a use of the term ‘red’) is that it would not fall under the rules in question. The grammar of color terminology is such that we speak of objects as colored. Indeed, we might even go so far as to say that we cannot think of color independent of objects, or objects independent of color.
 

Now, to say that color-terms have a grammar is not to say that there are no colored things in the world. Rather, it is to say that our practice of color-predication is that in virtue of which we can successfully refer to things of color in the world, and that the significance of our color game is precisely that it enables this reference to occur. But notice that this need not entail either that there really are colored objects existing in the world independent of our practice of color-predication. Colors are not Platonic forms. They exist in the world precisely because we participate in a practice characterized essentially by agreement about the colors of things in the world.

To read Kripke’s essentialism as grammatical, then, is to read it as a description of the communal agreement that characterizes our linguistic endeavors. Kripke’s Naming and Necessity constitutes a grammatical exposition in that it offers a description of the way we use names and natural kind terms; of the constitutive rules that characterize our practice of employing natural kind terms.

If this view commits Kripke to a conventionalist view of essence, then it is surely inadequate. An ‘essentialism,’ properly so-called, cannot simply be a means of reifying those conventions that characterize our linguistic endeavors. The challenge thus becomes to show why rules and conventions are not co-extensive. Following John Searle, we can begin by pointing out that rules and conventions can be distinguished on two fronts: rules automatically cover future cases, conventions do not; deviations from a pattern characterized by a constitutive rule are regarding as somehow defective, but the same need not be the case with conventions (see Searle, 1969 and 1995). Both of these distinctions show that a rule involves more than merely regular behavior: it also tells us how something ought to be done.
 

This does not mean, of course, that there is no connection between rules and conventions. Conventions frequently express underlying rules. Indeed, conventions gain their normative force only insofar as they are the expression of some underlying rule. It is a convention, for example, to say ‘checkmate’ when one has captured the opponent’s king in a game of chess. What checkmate is, however, is a constitutive rule of the game. One might say “That’s all she wrote” after achieving checkmate (instead of the conventional ‘checkmate’) to signal the end of the game. Here, the convention is defied, but this does not mean that a game of chess is no longer being played. On the other hand, simply saying ‘checkmate’ does not signify the end of the game, as it need not signify a legitimate checkmate (imagine a player uttering this after the opening move). Here, the conventional expression does not express an underlying rule, and hence has no normative force.

It is a convention, to take another example, for the pawn to be smaller than the king in the manufacture of chess pieces. But this mere convention does not define chess—it is not part of the grammar of the game: one could make the pieces in another way without reprisal. The convention that the pieces have a certain shape and size does not decide all cases in advance. One might well make chess pieces in the likeness of famous philosophers, or Star Wars characters, or any other thing. The grammar of chess involves those rules which constitute the game, not those conventions associated with it by de facto agreement among the participants. We can distinguish rules from conventions by recognizing that rules have a normative force conventions simply lack—a normative force that enables them both to cover new cases and to reveal certain actions as defective.

Reading Kripke as articulating the grammar of natural kind terms is thus not equivalent to reading Kripkean essentialism as conventionalist. The essence of water, like the rules of chess or color-predication, is not mere agreement among the scientific community. It is, rather, a claim about what counts as water—about what rule is in place in scientific practice—and hence a claim about how we must proceed in our investigations. A dispositional-conventional view of essence would fail to capture the normativity inherent in our practice of rigid designation—and this normativity is crucial to any essentialism.

Of course, even granting that rules and conventions are not identical, someone bent on a more robust essentialism might object that it is more plausible to read Kripkean essentialism as a doctrine about the nature of reality as it exists independent of our discursive practices. If we advocate this view, however, Kripke is susceptible to a charge of blatant question-begging. In what follows, I will spell out why we ought to read Kripke in the deflationary manner I have adumbrated above.

Consider once again the essentialist claim Kripke makes about water: ‘water is H2O.’ The problems with this view are too numerous to catalogue, but highlighting a few may well show the value of understanding Kripke’s essentialism in terms of constitutive rules.

The first point to concede is that, when we claim that water is H2O, we do not mean to suggest that there is no such thing as water. Water is H2O with impurities. We might also note that these impurities have profound effects on those properties that characterize water: H2O, in its pure form, is not a conduit. Water as we know it, however, most certainly is. So we must concede that when we claim that water is H2O we do not mean that water does not exist. We mean rather to note that, beneath all of the impurities, there is an essence to water, and that essence is H2O.

But even if we grant that the essentialist view holds up against the issue of impurities, there are two quite distinct, and quite troublesome, issues to contend with. I will call the first problem, following A.C. Grayling, the problem of internal structure (Grayling, 1982). I will call the second problem, following Joseph LaPorte, the problem of living water (LaPorte, 1998).

The first problem is as follows: it looks as though essential properties are ‘nested,’ to borrow Grayling’s phrase. Kripke claims that “tigers cannot be defined simply in terms of their appearances; it is possible that there should have been a different species with all the external appearances of tigers but which had a different internal structure and therefore was not the species of tiger” (Kripke, 1980, p.  156). If this is the essence of a tiger, it seems reasonable to insist on the level at which we should determine the essential internal structure of tigers. Do we mean the internal organs of the animal? Or, perhaps we mean the atomic structure of the organs of the animal. Or, perhaps we have in mind the activity of the electrons within the atomic structure that makes up the internal organs of the tiger. As Grayling suggests, “it is logically possible that internal structures be infinitely nested” (140). If this is so, it seems arbitrary to decide that the real essence of the tiger is one level of structure rather than another. The same arguments apply to water: why say that the essence of water is H2O, rather than some other structure to be found at a different level of analysis?

The second problem is the so-called problem of living water. If H2O is necessarily water, and we allow certain impurities, these unhappy results follow: blood is water. Babies are water. The Dead Sea is not water. Coffee and Tea are water. So, if we fill Salt Lake and the Dead Sea with coffee and tea, they will be full of water—but they aren’t yet. If we are committed to the view that H2O is water, then it looks as though we will be committed to absurdities. There are plenty of things in the world that are mostly H2O, but are nevertheless not water. This suggests that there is more involved to being water than simply being composed of H2O.

These are serious objections to Kripkean essentialism if we construe that essentialism as more than grammatical in the Wittgensteinian sense. Indeed, if we take the view that Kripke has uncovered a metaphysical reality independent of human practices, it looks as though Kripke has begged the question--that he has simply piggy-backed on science to come up with the essences he articulates. No such charge can be brought against Kripke, however, if we think of him as simply noting the grammar of our natural kind terms—a grammar that will not answer all questions in advance.

On this view, we can regard the internal structure of a tiger as essential because our practice of scientific investigation has characterized the type ‘tiger’ as having thus and such a structure. Likewise, we can deal with the onslaught of counter-examples to the claim that ‘Water is H2O’ by appealing to our practice of using the kind term ‘water’ within scientific investigation to pick out just this sort of structure.

Science is a practice that relies on the grammar of natural kind terms. These terms function in such a way as to pick out types, not individuals. By exploring types, science can uncover properties which come to constitute our knowledge of the type in question (hence the status of scientific claims as necessary a posteriori). Read in this way, Kripke’s essentialism is entirely compatible with the antirealist view that discourses are formed historically and composed of rules for the formation and transformation of statements. In this respect, the Kripkean essentialist and the antirealist can be seen as making one (Wittgensteinian) point: that essence is grammatical. While the antirealist is interested in showing us the conditions for the possibility of making any ‘objective’ claim about the world—namely, an historically contingent system of rules for the formation and transformation of statements—Kripke instead wants to hold our concepts fixed, noting the way that particular terms function within our system of rules. 

I began this paper by speaking of foils and fabled swords. I have tried to show that, at least in the confines of some of our philosophical disputes, there is sometimes no distinction to be made. One can acknowledge an antirealist analysis of discursive practices while also admitting that Kripke has uncovered something of much importance about the way names function in language. But we shouldn’t get too excited by the appellation ‘essentialist.’ If my reconstruction of Kripke is plausible, we have the outline of an essentialism that could easily be antirealist.

J. Jeremy Wisnewski

Department of Philosophy

East Carolina University

Greenville, NC, 27858; USA

jwisnewski@earthlink.net

Bibliography 

Grayling, A.C., 1982: ‘Internal Structure and Essence’ in Analysis, Vol. 42, No. 3, 139-140.

Kripke, Saul, 1980: Naming and Necessity. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Kripke, Saul: 1982. Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

LaPorte, Joseph: 1998. “Living Water” in Mind, Vol. 107, No. 426, 451-456.

Foucault, Michel: 1972. The Archaeology of Knowledge. New York: Pantheon Books.

Pettit, Philip, 2002: Rules, Reasons, and Norms. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Searle, John: 1969. Speech Acts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Searle, John: 1995. The Construction of Social Reality. New York: The Free Press. 

Wisnewski, J. Jeremy, 2000: “Foucault and Public Autonomy” in Continental Philosophy Review (formerly Man and World), Vol. 33, No. 4, 417-439.

Wisnewski, J. Jeremy, 2003: “Revolutions without Reasons: Foucault’s Ironic Ethics” in Review Journal of Political Philosophy, 1, 29-59.

Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 1958: Philosophical Investigations. New York: The Macmillan Company.

� The notion of ‘grammar’ in Wittgenstein is roughly co-extensive with his use of the term ‘logic.’ To offer an account of the grammar of a term is to describe the way the term functions (the logic it has) in our discursive practices.  Newton Garver nicely captures this view when he says that “Grammar is a descriptive discipline, the aim of which is to characterize a language by stating rules for the use of various sorts of linguistic expression, the empirical accuracy of such a description being determined by whether a person would have to follow such rules in practice to speak the language competently”(43). 





� “No course of action could be determined by a rule, because every course of action can be made out to accord with a rule” (Wittgenstein, 1958, § 201). 


� The plus/quus problem is as follows: To characterize my behavior when I answer ‘125’ to the question ‘What is 68 +57?’, one might say that I am following a rule we can call ‘plus.’ The skeptic, however, might claim that we cannot distinguish this rule from a sibling one called ‘quus’. Quus is the rule which states that, whenever the integers we are manipulating are greater than 57, the correct solution is always 5. So, addition and quaddition are identical in a large number of cases. Two people following these different rules might agree that 5 + 5 = 10, but they will disagree about the correct solution of ‘68 + 57.’ Here, quaddition tells us the answer is 5, but addition tells us the answer is 125. The plus/quus problem is that there does not seem to be an adequate way of demonstrating that plus is the correct rule to follow.





� In the current paper, I will limit my attention, where possible, to the view Kripke advocates concerning essential properties. Moreover, I will focus my attention on the essence of natural kinds, excluding Kripke’s suggestions concerning the essential properties of individuals. 





� The superlative allows the definite description to pick out Aristotle uniquely. 


� The paradigm case of this sort of analysis of discursive practices can be found in Foucault’s Archaeology of Knowledge. For a general account of Foucault’s philosophical position, see (Wisnewski, 2000).  For a treatment of the emergence of Foucault’s approach to knowledge/power, as well as its relation to the physical sciences, see (Wisnewski, 2003). 


 


� Before providing a Wittgensteinian interpretation of the dispute I articulated above, it is worth providing some antecedent plausibility for the relevance of Wittgenstein. Kripke’s well-known (and deservedly influential) treatment of Wittgenstein was published nearly 15 years after the first appearance of Naming and Necessity. Moreover, Kripke claims that he is engaged in exegesis, and that he is not putting his stamp of approval on Wittgenstein-inspired skepticism. Nevertheless, the thoughts found in Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language were formulated (if Kripke can be trusted) at approximately the same time as the view of reference found in Naming and Necessity (in 1962-63, roughly. See the prefaces to both Kripke, 1980 and Kripke 1982).





� This is precisely the position Wittgenstein advocates in the Tractatus.


� Standard accounts of convention often define conventions in normative terms, e.g. as a solution to a coordination problem among social actors. Some of these definitions involve explicit normative considerations, e.g. that the social actors regard a violation of a given convention as reprehensible.  (See Pettit, 2002). I do not regard the above view as anathema to this sort of analysis. It is all-too-typical in the philosophy of social science to use the terms ‘norm,’ ‘rule’ and ‘convention’ interchangeably. One might argue for compatibility by claiming that the normative account of conventions works only insofar as the convention expresses rules.  





� Many analyses of convention make normativity central to it (See Pettit, 2002). I think this stems from a failure to adequately distinguish conventions from other pieces of our social ontology, such as rules and norms. Nevertheless, this debate need not be decided here. The objection to the conventionalist picture of essence is that it permits anything at all to count as an essence. One advocating a normative picture of convention would deny this implication in much the same way as I have, albeit with a different taxonomy.





� Kripke criticizes the dispositional-conventional approach to the plus/quus problem in Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language. I take the argument given in the above paragraphs to be parallel to Kripke’s own.





� An ancestor of this paper was presented at the 2002 APA Eastern Division meeting of The Society for Realist/Antirealist Discussion. I would like to thank the participants of that meeting, as well as an anonymous referee, for comments and criticisms.
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