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Chapter 5

User-friendly Descriptive Semantics

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter, we shall look at what we learned from our anal-
ysis of descriptive semantics, both in Chapter 2, which focuses of
descriptive semantics, and in other parts of this thesis. We shall
use the desiderata implicitly present therein to outline a descriptive
semantics that avoids at least some of the drawbacks of the theories
we investigated while preserving the insights that seemed valid even
under close inspection.

In the course of this work, we have seen time and time again how
closely connected are the three aspects of semantic theory – the de-
scriptive and the foundational semantics, and the semantics of modal
statements. Oftentimes what may be tolerable within one part of
a semantic theory leads to undesirable consequences in another. A
good example of this is Kripke’s adoption of essential properties,
which was helpful in building his possible-world framework, but led
to undesirable consequences in what had to be presupposed about
speaker’s competence (foundational semantics). We shall keep in
mind the interconnectedness of the three parts of a semantic theory
when outlining our own approach to the descriptive semantics of
proper names.
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232 Chapter 5. User-friendly Descriptive Semantics

5.2 Why Not Descriptivism?

In this thesis, we chose not to explore the – once very influential
– thesis that names are hidden descriptions.1 What motivated this
decision? One could respond that none of the authors whose work
we analysed advocates this view. But this answer begs for an ex-
planation of our choice of authors. I chose to analyse the theories I
did because they are a representative sample of different influential
approaches to the semantics of proper names, as well as of differ-
ent ways of building and using a possible-world framework. That
is also why I focused on the primary literature – there are refined
and modified versions of Kripke’s, Stalnaker’s, Lewis’s and Kaplan’s
theory around but I was interested in analysing the theories in their
original form, where the distinct features, the advantages and draw-
backs of the basic approach are hopefully easiest do detect. I did not
come across a descriptivist theory of proper names whose influence
nowadays is comparable to that of the theories I chose.2 That may
be a consequence of seeing the task of a semantic theory of proper
names in a particular way: if we expect a theory of proper names
to deal with their descriptive and foundational semantics and the
semantics of modal statements, then the theories that do not adopt
this approach will seem less attractive. Let me try to explain this
claim now.

In my view, there are some issues in the descriptivist approach to
reference that should be, and often are not, clearly separated. In his
Naming and Necessity, Kripke says that there are basically two ways
of understanding the descriptivist claim:3 we can see descriptivism
as claiming that descriptions give us the meaning of a proper name,

1It may at first sight seem a little confusing that in this section we shall talk
about ‘descriptivism’ as well as about ‘descriptive semantics.’ However, I think
it is quite clear that the similarity of words does not imply a connection of the
concepts they name.

2I do not mean to slight the contemporary study of descriptivism, where
Stephen Neale’s book, (Neale, 1990), deserves an especially close attention, and
Gary Ostertag’s reader (Ostertag, 1998) is an invaluable guide to the contem-
porary discussion.

3Kripke, 1980, 59.



5.2. Why Not Descriptivism? 233

or as making a weaker claim, namely that they fix its reference. If
the former were the case, then the meaning of a proper name would
be identified with a cluster of descriptions (or a weighted majority of
descriptions) that are true of the referent of the name in question.4

If the latter were the case, descriptions would be simply

. . . pedagogical devices employed in teaching the name to
someone who does not know how to use it. Once our student
has identified the object to which the name applies he can
forget or ignore these various descriptions by means of which
he identified the object, for they are not part of the sense of
the name; the name does not have a sense.5

The properties mentioned here are said to be commonly attributed
to the referent, but they are sometimes also supposed to be con-
stitutive of the referent’s identity.6 As Searle puts it, “To ask for
the criteria for applying the name ‘Aristotle’ is to ask in a formal
mode what Aristotle is; it is to ask for a set of identity criteria for
the object Aristotle.”7 If we see descriptivism as making the weaker
claim, that is, that associated descriptions help speakers identify the
referent of proper names, then it makes a claim only about the foun-
dational semantics of names. If that were the case, I would be quite
sympathetic to it.8 But if that were the case, descriptivism would
still owe us an analysis of the semantic value of proper names. More-
over, the weak reading is not the one intended by descriptivists, as
Searle, who considers both the weak and the strong reading, argues.9

4Kripke claims in Kripke, 1980, 61 that this – making such an identification
– is what Strawson does in Strawson, 1959. Searle, in Searle, 1967 seems to be
doing the same.

5Searle, 1967, 91.
6Both characterisations in Searle, 1967, 95.
7Searle, 1967, 94.
8I think I agree here with Stanley, 1997, 568, who shows that the weak reading

of descriptivism is compatible with a variety of positions on the descriptive
semantics of names, including a Kripkean one.

9In Searle, 1967, 90-92, the ‘weak’ claim is described as a saying that “ex-
plaining the use of a name by citing characteristics of an object is not giving
the rules for the name, for the rules contain no descriptive content at all. They
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If we see the strong reading as the intended one, then descrip-
tivism posits a very strong relationship between the descriptions and
the meaning of a proper name, and that meaning is what we would
call the name’s semantic value.10 In its Russellian form, descrip-
tivism analyses away what we would call proper names,11 claiming
that they are, in fact, descriptions. Russell says:

The names that we commonly use, like ‘Socrates’, are really
abbreviations for descriptions.12

and

. . . the name ‘Romulus’ is not really a name but a sort of
truncated description. It stands for a person who did such-
and-such things, who killed Remus, and founded Rome, and
so on.13

This position generates many problems, one of which I would like
to stress in particular: it is generally accepted (by, i.a., Frege, Mill,
Kripke, Salmon, Linsky, and Evans) that proper names are a sepa-
rate kind of expressions.14 If that is the case, analysing them away,

simply correlate the name to the object independently of any descriptions of
it.” Searle then goes on to characterise the ‘strong’ reading, saying that “proper
names do have a sense necessarily but have a reference only contingently. They
begin to look more and more like shorthand and perhaps vague descriptions.”
According to this reading, proper names “refer only on the condition that one
and only one object satisfies their sense.” In the passages that follow, Searle
clearly identifies the ‘strong’ reading as the intended one. Moreover, we can also
claim with confidence that Russell, though he did not consider the two readings
as such, would have, at least in Russell, 1956, chosen the strong reading as the
intended one.

10See for example Searle’s assertion that proper names “have essentially a
sense and only contingently a reference – they refer only on condition that one
and only one object satisfies their sense.”(Searle, 1967, 92).

11I am well aware that for a period of time Russell claimed that proper names
are expressions like ‘this’ and ‘that’, and that what we would call a proper name
is a description. I shall, however, follow the common usage of the term ‘proper
name’ even when describing Russell’s position.

12Russell, 1956, 200.
13Russell, 1956, 243.
14In chapter 6, I present various kinds of data to support this claim.
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i.e., reducing them to another kind of expression, is a move that
would require more of a justification than Russell provides.

In the later version of descriptivism, especially in Searle’s work,15

the descriptions, while still constituting the meaning of a name, are
not, strictly speaking, identified with it. The problems connected
with specifying the relation between a name and the descriptions
connected to it led him to say that if one asks

whether or not proper names are logically connected with
characteristics of the object to which they refer, the answer
is “yes, in, a loose sort of way.”16

To sum up: descriptivism does not claim that descriptions only
serve to fix the reference of a proper name. In its Russellian form,
it posits something close to an identity between the meaning of a
proper name and descriptions associated with it, and these are then
equated with the names’ semantic value. In the more sophisticated
versions of descriptivism, for example in Searle’s work, this claim is
moderated but the result seems to be only a lack of clarity as what
precisely the connection between a proper name and its associated
descriptions is.17

The Russellian and Fregean position,18 on which the psychologi-
cal content, the semantic value, and the information potential are all
conflated, is not attractive. Part of its lack of allure lies in the fact
that while I see a semantic theory as divided into a descriptive and
a foundational part depending on the problems it sets out to solve,
the Frege-Russell view is rather undifferentiated in this respect.

Searle is aware of the problems that beset the Frege-Russell view
and tries to avoid at least some of them by loosening the connection
between a proper name and its associated descriptions. But even

15I have in mind Searle, 1967.
16Searle, 1967, 96.
17Witness the way Searle formulates his position in the quote we used above,

saying that the two are connected in ‘a loose sort of way.’
18Even though I have used here examples from Russell’s work, there are many

points of similarity between Frege’s and Russell’s position. In many contexts the
term ‘Frege-Russell’ position is used. We shall also for our purposes overlook
the differences between Frege’s and Russell’s view.
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in his proposal, it is not clear whether he makes claims about the
descriptive semantics of proper names, that is, about the system-
atic contribution that names make to the truth-value of sentences
in which they occur, or about their foundational semantics, that
is about what it is about the way names are used that makes it
the case they have the semantic value that is attributed to them.
As long as the connection between proper names and descriptions
is unclear, it is hard to see how we would even begin to evaluate
his proposal within the framework we have adopted. We have been
relying on making use of the distinction between reference and ex-
istence, semantic value and speaker’s meaning, and properties of
language versus the epistemic preconditions of its use. From that
perspective, the main descriptivist claim regarding the logical re-
lation between proper names and descriptions either conflates the
issues of the descriptive and the foundational semantics or else it
underspecifies their relation.

In order to outline a descriptive semantics of proper names that
we would find attractive, and that is what we are after here, we
should keep in mind the distinctions named above, and see which
insights of the theories we analysed we want preserve.

5.3 The Non-essential Kripke

Let us turn our attention now to the currently perhaps most influ-
ential theory of descriptive semantics of proper names – Kripke’s
theory. In analysing it, we did not find a problem with the thesis
that names are rigid designators – we had a problem with how this
thesis is implemented. Our main objection was directed at the es-
sentialist assumptions that accompany rigid designation in Kripke’s
framework.19

It seems intuitively plausible that proper names are rigid desig-
nators if what we mean by that is the following:20

19For some of my objections see section 2.8.
20The definition below is cited in Kaplan, 1989b, 569. We have used it before,

on p. 47. It comes from Kripke’s letter to Kaplan, and its chief attraction is
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(RD): A designator d of an object x is rigid, if it designates x

with respect to all possible worlds where x exists, and never
designates an object other than x with respect to any possible
world.

Prima facie, if we replace d by a proper name, (RD) is a claim
about the behaviour of proper names in modal statements. For it
to be false, a proper name which designates x in the actual world
could designate something other than x in a counterfactual situation.
Given some assumptions that I shall spell out a little later, I cannot
see that such a situation could arise, and have therefore no objection
against (RD).

In addressing the descriptive semantics of proper names, Kripke
relates his views to those of John Stuart Mill. Mill is supposed to
have claimed that names have denotation but no connotation (using
more modern terms, the claim is that names have reference but no
sense).21 Elaborating on this claim, Kripke says that while there is
a connotation (e.g., associated descriptions) connected with a name,
it is not a part of the meaning of a name.22 The meaning of a name
is its reference. In other words,

Millianism: The semantic value of a proper name is its
bearer.

Millianism is a claim about the descriptive semantics of proper names,
that is, about the systematic contribution proper names make to the
truth-value of sentences in which they occur. We can see Millianism
as a precondition of rigid designation, and as we had no problem
with rigid designation, we find no fault with Millianism either. If
rigid designation and Millianism form the hard core of Kripke’s doc-
trine, then it is a core we want to preserve. However, as we shall
see now, there are some other claims related to this core of Kripke’s
position on the descriptive semantics of proper names that are, in
our view, more troubling.

that it was designed to stand in-between the persistence and the obstinacy of
rigid designation of proper names.

21Millianism was introduced in section 1.7.3.
22Kripke, 1980, 26.
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5.4 Where Does Essentialism Belong?

Some of Kripke’s best known arguments deal with the idea that some
properties are essential. We have analysed and criticised Kripke’s
essentialist views at length in section 3.2. Our objective here is to
look more closely at the role essentialism plays in Kripke’s proposal,
and see whether we may preserve the claims about the descriptive
semantics of proper names we endorsed in the previous section, and
remove those that we had found objectionable, that is, his essential-
ist claims.

We shall start by investigating whether Kripke intendes his es-
sentialism to be a part of the descriptive or the foundational seman-
tics.23 Someone might object that since Kripke introduces essential-
ism in order to be able to deal with the semantics of counterfactual
statements, the question whether it belongs to the descriptive or the
foundational part of a semantic theory of proper names is beside
the point. We should, however, bear in mind that an analysis of
counterfactual statements is not just a part of a study of possible
worlds. As Kripke expresses very succinctly,

. . . we do not begin with the worlds (. . . ) and then ask about
criteria of transworld identification; on the contrary, we begin
with the objects, which we have, and can identify, in the
actual world. We can then ask whether certain things might
have been true of the objects.24

We can thus view an analysis of counterfactual statements as a useful
device that helps to bring out various features of our language that
may otherwise be left untreated. It remains to be seen, however,
whether those features, and the explanations proposed to account
for them, belong to the descriptive or the foundational semantics.
Therefore, the question about the place of essentialism in a semantic
theory still stands.

23Kripke’s essentialism extends to natural kinds in general. However, right
now we shall focus only on those claims that have a direct bearing on an account
of semantics of proper names.

24Kripke, 1980, 53.
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In Kripke’s framework, ‘essential property’ is used as synony-
mous with ‘necessary property’, and the notion of necessity relevant
here is, according to him “not a notion of epistemology but of meta-
physics.”25 This is not new to us – Kripke pays a great deal of
attention to the dichotomy between the notions of a priori versus
a posteriori, which are epistemological notions, and that of neces-
sary versus contingent, which are metaphysical notions, and we have
dealt with this issue at length in section 3.2.5. What we need now, is
to establish the nature of the relationship between metaphysics and
language within Kripke’s theory. Because essentialism is a meta-
physical doctrine, it has to do with the existence (or conditions of
identity) of individuals to which essences are ascribed. For exam-
ple, when discussing Elisabeth II, Kripke says: “How could a person
originating from different parents, from a totally different sperm
and egg, be this very woman?. . . It seems to be that anything com-
ing from a different origin would not be this object.”26 On the other
hand, in virtue of assessing the admissibility of some counterfactuals
(e.g., ‘Elisabeth II could have been the daughter of Mr. and Mrs.
Truman.’), essentialism with respect to proper names seems to be
connected also with the descriptive semantics.

Given that rigid designation is a property of proper names in
the language as we use it, and that necessary properties have a
direct bearing on the functioning of rigid designators, we can read
the following quotation as supporting our claim that essentialism is
intended to be a part of the descriptive semantics of proper names.

When I say that a designator is rigid, and designates the
same thing in all possible worlds, I mean that, as used in
our language, it stands for that thing, when we talk about
counterfactual situations. I don’t mean, of course, that there
mightn’t be counterfactual situations in which in the other
possible worlds people actually spoke a different language.27

If we use our language, with our meanings, to describe counterfac-

25Kripke, 1980, 35-36.
26Kripke, 1980, 113.
27Kripke, 1980, 77.
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tual situations, then it would seem that if a particular counterfactual
situation cannot arise, for example one where Elisabeth II has dif-
ferent parents from those she in fact has, it is, in Kripke’s view, a
function of what we mean by the referring term, here ‘Elisabeth II’,
that this is the case. Using an example about a natural kind, Kripke
makes a point that supports this claim:

We could have discovered that that the actual cats we have
are demons. Once we have discovered, however, that they
are not, it is a part of their very nature that, when we
describe a counterfactual world in which there were such
demons around, we must say that the demons would not
be cats.28

It is useful in this context to remind ourselves of the reasons that
inspired Kripke to reject descriptivism. Most of his criticism cen-
tres around the observation that the properties that are ascribed to
individuals by descriptivists are contingent, and cannot be there-
fore a part of the meaning of the term if the meaning is to give us
any indication about the behaviour of the term in counterfactual
situations.29 Let us now look at the reply Kripke gave to Searle.
When Searle says: “I am suggesting that it is a necessary fact that
Aristotle has the logical sum, inclusive disjunction, of properties
commonly attributed to him,”30 Kripke replies: “Such a suggestion,
if ‘necessary’ is used in the way I have been using it in this lecture,
must clearly be false. (Unless he’s got some very interesting essen-
tial property commonly attributed to Aristotle.)”31 Searle’s claim is
that the meaning of a proper name is, in some way, constituted by
the descriptions commonly associated with it. Kripke’s reply is that
this cannot be the case unless some of those descriptions correspond
to essential properties. We have seen that essential properties play
a role in determining the reference of a term in Kripke’s framework

28Kripke, 1980, 126.
29See for example the discussion in Kripke, 1980, regarding Aristotle (p. 60-

63), Moses and Jonah (p. 66-67) or the celebrated Gödel-Schmidt example (p.
83-84).

30Searle, 1967, 95.
31Kripke, 1980, 61, my italics.
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(for example, there is no world in which cats are demons given that
they are not demons in the actual world). Therefore, even though
the folklore has it that for Kripke, the meaning of a proper name
is its reference, the essential properties, if there are any, are a part
of the meaning. In this way, the essential properties, and Kripke
claims to identify some, are a part of the semantic value of a proper
name. Consequently, essentialism is a claim about the descriptive
semantics of proper names.

Our problem with essentialism, as we have shown in section 3.2.9,
was that it relied on scientific realism. We should stress that sci-
entific realism is not a scientific view, or a natural consequence of
scientific discoveries. It is a metaphysical doctrine. Now that we
have shown that essentialism is a claim about the descriptive seman-
tics of the term in question, it becomes even less palatable. What
Kripke seems to claim is that some claims of a particular kind of
science (physics, genetics) are, so to say, built into our language.
If we take into account our history, and the variety of languages
spoken in the world, many of which are used by peoples to whom
the concepts of physics are quite foreign, we cannot but try to do
without essentialism, at least in the from presented by Kripke.

In order to try and do without essentialism, however, we have to
briefly look at the role it is supposed to play because only if we find
an adequate replacement, can we say that we can do without it.

5.5 Where Should Essentialism Belong?

We are now in a position to appreciate to role of essentialism in
Kripke’s work. Let us have a closer look at the main problems con-
nected with essentialism as a part of the descriptive semantics of
proper names.32 When dealing with Kripke’s semantics of modal
statements,33 we pointed out two important features of the essen-
tialist strategy. Firstly, we have shown that essentialism cannot be

32The following objection could be extended to the use of essentialism in the
treatment of natural kind terms, but we shall keep our focus on proper names.

33In section 3.2.
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derived from an analysis of the functioning of proper names. Nathan
Salmon came to the same conclusion, and expressed his view in
words with which I fully identify (and with a display of eloquence
to which I cannot but aspire):

No conclusive reason has yet been given to suppose that the
essentialist principles entailing the necessitations of (the nec-
essary a posteriori) statements are anything but what they
appear to be: theses stemming from an irreducibly meta-
physical, and philosophically controversial, theory of essen-
tialism, a theory which is no mere consequence of the philos-
ophy of language.34

This is why I shall now argue that we should not accept essentialism,
as least in this from, into our descriptive semantics of proper names.

Secondly, we have seen that some essentialism was needed for the
functioning of the rigid designation of proper names. Essentialism
had an important function in defining the domain of possible worlds
which Kripke considered. His possible worlds were metaphysically
possible worlds, and in determining the truth-value of counterfactual
statements, Kripke had the option of using essentialist principles.
Therefore, if we want to do without essentialism as a descriptive
doctrine, we have to propose something that would fulfil that role.

Before moving any further, we should note that the term ‘essen-
tialism’ could be used in two distinct ways. It is important to make
this distinction in order to be quite clear about what it is that we
want to reject or endorse. We shall distinguish a weak and a strong
version of essentialism.

Weak essentialism endorses the claim that there are properties
which an individual must have in every possible world of a domain
if it is to exist in that world. An individual has such a weakly
essential property necessarily with respect to the domain under con-
sideration. For example, if we work within a domain of epistemic
possible worlds, and it can be assumed that for every speaker we
consider it is unimaginable that the actual individual Charles, the
prince of Wales, could be a daffodil, then not being a daffodil is

34Salmon, 1982, 217.
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Charles’s essential property in that domain. Weak essentialism does
not imply that there should be any overriding or metaphysical ne-
cessity attached to any essential property.

Strong essentialism is a position according to which one can as-
cribe an absolute or metaphysical necessity to essential properties.
This does not imply a commitment to any particular strongly essen-
tial property. For a position to be strongly essentialist, the commit-
ment to the possibility of strongly essential properties is all that is
required. Kripke defends a strongly essentialist position, as we see
in his treatment of some a posteriori necessary statements. He says
that

. . . characteristic theoretical identifications like ‘Heat is the
motion of molecules’, are not contingent truths but necessary
truths, and here of course I don’t mean just physically nec-
essary, but necessary in the highest degree – whatever that
means.35

I suggest that essentialism in its weak, non-metaphysical form can
be treated as a part of the foundational semantics of proper names.
Let us now look at the reasons behind this move, and discuss its
consequences.

We have characterised the foundational part of a semantic theory
as one that deals with what it is about the use of a particular kind
of term that endows it with the semantic value which the descrip-
tive semantics claims it has. Regarding the descriptive semantics
of proper names, we have found no good reasons to suppose that
names are not rigid designators. We also did not come across any
reasons that would lead us to reject the claim that the semantic
value of a proper name is its reference. We do therefore concur with
Kripke, Kaplan, and others in supposing that names are rigid desig-
nators, and that their semantic value is their reference. But unlike
Kripke or other proponents of strong essentialism, we argue that the
background for rigid designation, that is, the conditions of identity
of individuals, must be supplied by the foundational semantics of

35Kripke, 1980, 99. We have used a part of the same quotation previously, on
p. 96.
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proper names. Identity conditions of individuals should reflect the
way names are actually used, and cannot therefore be supplied by a
metaphysical doctrine, which strong essentialism undoubtedly is.

When using a proper name, speakers aim at referring to its
bearer. In order to identify the bearer in the actual world, they
use a whole variety of criteria, most of which they themselves would
see as contingent, i.e., tied to a particular time and place, the type of
discourse, and various assumptions they make about the knowledge
their audience has of the intended referent. Problems regarding the
identity of a referent – that is, questions as to whether a proposed
referent of a name still counts as the bearer under certain circum-
stances – do not arise often in our everyday discourse, but when
they do, we do not consult our linguistic knowledge (competence)
but rather non-linguistic sources, such as law, history, medicine, or
forensic pathology.

When a speaker is faced with a statement involving an individual
where her intuitions fail, she will, using her best knowledge, look for
the most generally accepted criteria for that kind of statement. For
example, when trying to establish the truth-value of a statement
that says ‘There was a period of time during World War II when
Poland ceased to exist’, she would look at the historical data, and
consult legal theories about successor states.

For most counterfactual statements speakers are likely to en-
counter, there are generally accepted criteria by which they should
arrive at the statement’s truth-value. These criteria are a part of
what is taken in a given society to be common knowledge. Science
has contributed to the content of what is generally accepted, and
to that extent it too provides criteria of identity of individuals. In
some border cases (e.g., the beginning and the end of a person) the
jury is still out.
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5.6 What Do We Learn From Counter-

factual Statements?

Counterfactual statements serve to sharpen speakers’ criteria of what
it takes to be a particular individual or a kind of individual. Speak-
ers are, as we pointed out, aware that in everyday life they often use
contingent criteria for the identification of individuals, or that they
use a mix of criteria some of which may be essential within a given
discourse. Just consider what a typical missing person call looks
like:

Police in Kettering are appealing for help to trace a 32-
year-old man who has gone missing from the town. Patrick
Cash was last seen at his home address in the town at 5.40
p.m. on Wednesday (November 10, 2004). He is described as
white, about 5ft 8ins tall, of a slight build with ginger/blond
hair, which is in an outgrowing crop style, and speaks with
an Irish accent.

He was last seen wearing a black anorak, dark track-
suit bottoms and black trainers. When he left he also took
with him a silver/black Mountain Bike. Officers are keen to
trace Patricks bike and would like to speak to anyone who
may know where the bike is, have been asked to look after
the bike or who has bought a similar bike of anyone fitting
Patricks description in the past few days.. . . Anyone who has
seen Patrick, or knows of his whereabouts or Patrick himself,
are urged to contact Kettering Police on 01536 411411.36

It is quite clear that Patrick would still be himself even without his
bicycle or anorak, and with a new haircut. But if a person otherwise
fitting his description were found to be 5 inches shorter than Patrick,
it would probably not the person the police are looking for. For
the police, his height, his build, and his accent (as long as he is
alive) might be the properties any person who could be identified as

36This is an actual missing persons report from Northamptonshire Police,
England, available at http://www.northants.police.uk/missing.asp, so in the un-
likely event you have seen Patrick or his bicycle, please, contact the authorities.
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Patrick Cash would need to have. These are his essential properties
with respect to the police search. But in another context, Patrick’s
build may not be essential: one could say that Patrick would not be
as thin as he is if he ate more fish and chips as a child.

The point is that once we reject the idea that a domain of possible
worlds can be co-determined by strongly essential properties, that is,
once we reject metaphysical assumptions, we are left with domains
of possible worlds that are context-dependent. It is then within a
given context that some properties become weakly essential. It is
not the case, as Kripke claims, that

. . . the properties an object has in every counterfactual world
have nothing to do with the properties used to identify it in
the actual world.37

I want to claim the opposite: We have nothing to go by but the
criteria we use to identify objects in the actual world. Some of
them are clearly contingent, some of them are not, some of them
are a part of folk-psychology, others a product of science. Using the
appropriate criteria involves assessing correctly the kind of context
at hand, and the relative usefulness and accuracy of different types
of criteria.

Kripke says:

Mathematics is the only case I really know of where [adequate
necessary and sufficient conditions for identity] are given even
within a possible world, to tell the truth. I don’t know of such
conditions for identity of material objects over time, or for
people. Everyone knows what a problem this is. But, let’s
forget about that.38

I suggest we should not forget about it. It seems quite incontrovert-
ible that most people most of the time do very well at identifying
objects in both actual and counterfactual situations. A semantic
theory should try to explain this fact. Kripke seems to ask the

37Kripke, 1980, 50.
38Kripke, 1980, 43. We used this same quotation before, on p. 90.
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wrong sort of question – asking for necessary and sufficient crite-
ria of identity of various kinds of objects outside of any particular
context presupposes that the question has a determinate answer,
that there is some context-independent fact of the matter as what
what makes a table a table or what makes an individual to be that
particular individual. We do not make this assumption.

One might object that the view proposed here implies an en-
dorsement of a ‘relative identity.’ One could say that if in different
contexts different kinds of criteria are used to determine whether
someone is Patrick Cash, then each context generates a different
Patrick Cash. This would be a very undesirable consequence of our
view – if it were justified. But let us see why this is not the case:
the referent is what it is, and nothing else. We interact with the
referents of proper names and indexical expressions in various ways,
and they are the source of information we gather about them. In-
dividuals are what they are regardless of our ways of conceiving of
them. This is not to say that our ways of conceiving of individuals
are completely arbitrary. There are traditions, conventions, and all
manners of more or less efficient methods at play when it comes to
the way we perceive objects around us, and humans in particular.
Research has shown that especially regarding face recognition, there
are also innate factors at play.39 In fact, a deficiency in the face-
recognition model is often a hallmark of a developmental disorder,
e.g., autism.40

In referring to individuals we use language for our needs and
purposes, and what is an individual’s essential property in one con-
text, may in another context turn out to be its contingent property.
Different sets of necessary properties are posited in different con-
texts, and they play a crucial role in determining the truth-value of
the corresponding sets of factual or counterfactual statements made
within a given context. Once we clearly separate the question of
existence from the question of reference, the problem of ‘relative
identity’ disappears.

39See for example Bower, 2002, Valentin and Abdi, 2001, and Bednar and
Miikkulainen, 2000.

40See Carver and Dawson, 2002.
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It is all well to say that referents are what they are and no other
thing, but it does not get us very far when we want to establish
what kind of facts are relevant to establishing the truth-value of
particular counterfactual statements. By relegating the properties
that co-determine the truth of a particular counterfactual to the
realm of foundational semantics, we acknowledge that sometimes
the necessary conditions of identity of the referent are determined
by a convention. Often, there is no context-independent fact of the
matter as to what still is a particular entity x and what is x no
longer. Sometimes the question of truth of a particular counterfac-
tual statement is decided by a specific legal convention, legal deci-
sion, medical test, scientific test, decision of a medical ethics board,
or even just general agreement. Take for example the question of
statehood. Names like ‘Germany’, ‘Russia’, or ‘Slovakia’ are proper
names, and those countries are legal entities. When questions about
their identity arise, they are often relegated to the realm of law. In
deciding whether the contemporary Slovak Republic is a successor
state of the Slovak State, which existed during World War II, we
rely on legal guidelines. There are no hard facts at play here.

I have shown that in our everyday life we apply various kinds
of criteria to determine the identity of an individual. Yet some
people may feel uneasy about the claim that there is no context-
independent matter of fact as to whether an individual, say George,
is still or already himself. These issues are rife with all sorts of eth-
ical and religious considerations. But the only answers that make
sweeping, across the board, claims are based in metaphysical convic-
tions. Our language usually reflects a certain lack of determination
of our views. For example, we say ‘John Smith will be buried on
March 1’ which may be taken to imply that the individual, John
Smith, will be buried, yet strictly speaking that would be horren-
dous. What this illustrates is that depending on the context, there
may be different kinds of conventions at play, and sometimes more
than one convention can apply but we still usually know which one
is intended by a particular speaker in a particular situation.

What notion of context have we been employing here? While the
notion of possible world we have been using is essentially Stalnake-
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rian, the context is understood more broadly than in Stalnaker’s
analysis of conversational exchanges. In his analyses, Stalnaker uses
a highly simplified notion of context that allows him to monitor the
effects of particular utterances on the belief sets of the participants.41

The notion of context we need here is broader that the one used in
building propositional concepts. We intend a notion which charac-
terises a kind of discourse (e.g., scientific, forensic, medical, every-
day), and that notion is related to the notion of common ground,
which Stalnaker introduces in Stalnaker, 1978, 321.

5.7 Conclusion

In this chapter, we proposed a picture of descriptive semantics mo-
tivated by our dissatisfaction with various features of the Lewisian
and Kripkean frameworks. Our proposal is admittedly inspired by
our reading of Stalnaker’s work, though I would not venture to claim
that Stalnaker would subscribe to it. Our basic idea was to propose
a notion of transworld identity that does not rely on strongly essen-
tialist assumptions, and yet preserves the notion of rigid designation
for proper names. In essence, we made the identity criteria for indi-
viduals context-dependent.

We have tried to preserve the those features of Kripkean frame-
work that we had found useful and intuitively plausible, mainly the
notion of rigid designation. As we saw in the previous course of this
work, rigid designation necessitates some degree of essentialist com-
mitment. Even if one rejects Kripke’s scientific realism, an account
that incorporates rigid designation has to account for the identity of
individuals across possible worlds. As we saw in Lewis’s proposal,
to give up on the notion of transworld individual has wide-reaching
and negative repercussions on the ability of such framework to pro-
vide a natural account of modal statements involving individuals.
One may worry that any notion of transworld individual implies an
unattractively strong degree of essentialist commitment. What we
tried to do here, was to show that one can have transworld individ-

41We examined Stalnaker’s notion of context in section 3.3.4.
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uals and rigid designation without essentialism that amounts to a
metaphysical claim. We suggested a notion of weakly essential prop-
erties, that is, properties necessary of an entity within a particular
context. This, in turn, relied on our notion of possible world, which,
we claimed was derivative of Stalnaker’s notion (or, perhaps, just
our reading of it).

This chapter also gives an implicit answer regarding the relative
place of descriptive semantics and modal semantics. In the course of
our previous investigations, we had repeatedly pointed to the close
connections between the two enterprises. And while one may still opt
for treating descriptive semantics separately from semantics of modal
statements, we have tried to demonstrate that the two are so closely
connected that that should be at least conceived of as two parts of
the same undertaking. A view on the descriptive semantics of proper
names is tested by the predictions it makes about the behaviour of
proper names in modal statements. Ontological commitments (e.g.,
essentialist ones) which may go unnoticed or remain hidden in a
descriptive account of non-modal statements, come to light when
that descriptive account is applied to modal statements. And an
account of modal statements that could, as such, be quite attractive,
can be largely discredited if it fails to make plausible predictions
for the semantics of non-modal statements. For these reasons, we
opted for a joint account. Ultimately, in both the descriptive and
the modal enterprise, both our linguistic and our modal intuitions
should be employed in order to get at an attractive result.




