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Abstract: In the appendix to Naming and Necessity, Kripke espouses the
view that necessarily, Sherlock Holmes is not a person. To date, no compelling
argument has been extracted from Kripke’s remarks. I give an argument for
Kripke’s conclusion that is not only interpretively plausible but also philosoph-
ically compelling. I then defend the argument against salient objections.

1 Introduction

In the appendix to Naming and Necessity, Kripke espouses a surprising view
about Sherlock Holmes:

I hold the metaphysical view that, granted that there is no Sherlock
Holmes, one cannot say of any possible person that he would have
been Sherlock Holmes, had he existed. Several distinct possible peo-
ple, and even actual ones such as Darwin or Jack the Ripper, might
have performed the exploits of Holmes, but there is none of whom
we can say that he would have been Holmes had he performed these
exploits. For if so, which one? (158)

This reasoning (and similar reasoning found in Kaplan and Plantinga)1 has
convinced many that necessarily, Sherlock Holmes is not a person.2 However,
there have been few attempts to spell out Kripke’s reasoning in detail. In
particular, why does the fact that several people may have performed the Holmes
exploits entail that necessarily, Holmes is not a person?

Here are three failed interpretations of the passage. First, one may think
that it is a general constraint on proper names that they determinately desig-
nate, and the fact that multiple people could’ve performed the Holmes exploits
entails that “Holmes” doesn’t designate. This is suggested when Thomasson
(1999: 45) writes “Because of the logical form of a name, it must refer to a
single individual if it refers at all.” However, the view is unconvincing: Many

1See Kaplan (1973: 505-508), and Plantinga (1974: 155).
2Of course, all Kripke says is that we can’t say of any possible person that he would have

been Holmes. I follow most in interpreting him as holding the stronger claim that necessarily,
Holmes is not a person.
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proper names are plausibly indeterminate between numerous referents.3 For
instance, “Mt. Kilimanjaro” is plausibly indeterminate between many land
masses.4 Second, as suggested by Cook (1985) one may think that introducing
a name via a reference-fixing description doesn’t succeed unless that descrip-
tion is uniquely satisfied. This is unconvincing for the same reason. One could
use a reference-fixing description (or a reference-fixing demonstration) to fix
the reference of a term such as “Kilimanjaro” that is indeterminate between
many possible referents. Third, as suggested by Yagisawa (2009), one may hold
that Holmes couldn’t be a person because he would violate the Quinean con-
straint that any individual must have “clear identity conditions” (32). Insofar
as Holmes is a possible person, however, one would expect that he has the (rea-
sonably clear) identity conditions of a person. Furthermore, many reject this
Quinean demand,5 and Kripke is plausibly one of them, so Yagisawa’s reading
fails as Kripke interpretation.

I will offer a novel interpretation of Kripke’s passage. My interpretation
is not only thoroughly Kripkean, which makes it interpretively plausible, but,
I’ll argue, it is also philosophically convincing. Importantly, note that the sole
conclusion of the argument is that necessarily, Holmes is not a person. This is
compatible with the popular view that Holmes is an abstract artifact.6

2 The Argument

In order to give the argument, some vocabulary is needed. Following Salmon
(1998), we will introduce the predicate “H” (Holmesesque) to stand for the
conjunction of all of the properties that Holmes has according to the fiction:
being a detective, living on Baker St. etc. In Kripke’s terms, to be in the
extension of “H” is to perform the exploits of Holmes. The predicate “P”
designates the property of being a person, and the individual constant “h”
refers to Holmes, if it refers at all. As is standard, I’ll use “⊃” for the material
conditional.

The argument rests on four main principles. The first is the necessity of
identity, or, more precisely, the necessary necessity of identity. Kripke (1971) has
forcefully argued for the necessity of identity. Here I have a stronger version—
the claim that the necessity of identity is itself necessary—I’ll return to its

3It is not clear to me exactly how to best understand Thomasson’s interpretation of Kripke.
It has been suggested to me that a better reading of her passage has her giving an argument
close to mine.

4One could deny that “Kilimanjaro” is indeterminate between several referents and claim,
e.g. that while there are many land masses that could constitute Kilimanjaro, there is only
one mountain. Perhaps this mountain is itself vague. See Eklund (2008) for an argument
that admitting vague objects, in and of itself, doesn’t exclude that “Kilimanjaro” is indeter-
minate between several referents. Furthermore, one would presumably not want to rest their
views about fictional names (or their Kripke interpretation!) on their views concerning ontic
vagueness.

5See Jubien (1996) for a discussion.
6This view is defended by van Inwagen (1977), Salmon (1998), and Thomasson (1999),

among others.
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strength in the next section.

NI: �∀x∀y((x=y) ⊃ (� x=y))7

The second is that two distinct things are such that they could’ve been Holme-
sesque. This is a formalization of Kripke’s claim that “several distinct possible
people or even actual ones such as Darwin or Jack the Ripper might have per-
formed the exploits of Holmes”.

TD: ∃x∃y(♦Hx ∧ ♦Hy ∧ y6=x)8

The third, and most controversial, is that if Holmes is a possible person, then,
necessarily, being Holmesesque is sufficient for being identical to Holmes. This is
intended to be a formalization of the following intuition: if Holmes is a possible
person, what else could it take to be Holmes beyond satisfying the properties
laid out by Doyle in the Holmes fictions? I’ll examine this principle in detail in
the next section,

SH: ♦Ph ⊃ �∀x(Hx ⊃ x=h)

The fourth and least controversial principle is the transitivity of identity.

TI: ∀x∀y∀z((x=y ∧ y=x) ⊃ x=z)

In addition to these four main claims, three assumptions are needed. The
first is that names are rigid designators. Of course, some reject this, but I’m
not going to offer a defense here. The second is that “Sherlock Holmes” is a
name. The third is that “Sherlock Holmes” does not refer to an actual person.
Note that it is epistemically possible that “Sherlock Holmes” refers to an actual
person. We could discover tomorrow that, despite what we’d thought, Doyle was
describing actual events about a particularly compelling and astute detective.
I’ll assume that this isn’t the case.9

7As stated, NI requires that everything is self identical relative to every world, even worlds
in which the thing doesn’t exist. This assumption is made for simplicity, though it is easily
dispensable. Taking “E” to be a first-order existence predicate we could assume the following:
NI′: �∀x∀y((x=y) ⊃ �(E(x) ⊃ x=y ). To see how this is affects the argument see fn. 12.
Note that NI′ can be proven in a way analogous to NI, if we take the necessity of self-identity,
as contingent on existence, as an axiom. It would be articulated as ∀x(� E(x) ⊃ x=x). Given
the claim that identical objects share all properties, and being identical to x if x exists as the
relevant property, we can prove (the unmodalized version of) NI′ in just the way that Kripke
proves (the unmodalized version of) NI, see his 2011: 1-2. We can then prove NI′ by using
the rule of necessitation.

8We could happily add a possibility operator in front of TD in order to cover fictions in
which the author stipulates that a fictional character is not identical to any actual object.

9One may worry that I’m illegitimately assuming away the following possibility: that, as
a matter of fact, there is a single actual Holmeseque person, and that this person is identical
to Sherlock Holmes. Assuming this away isn’t problematic for two reasons. First: even if
there happens to be a unique actual Holmesesque person, for the vast majority of fictional
characters there is not an actual person who satisfies the properties of the character, so we
could still run my argument for those other cases. Second: it is implausible to claim that an
actual Holmesesque person would be identical to Holmes, in virtue of being Holmesesque. If
this were the case, Holmes would have many properties undreamt of by Doyle, e.g. an exact
birth place, a favorite chinese dish, etc. I take it it be implausible that Doyle wrote a story
about someone who loves lo mein, even if the unique actual Homleseque person happens to.
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Here’s a sketch of the argument, which I present in more detail below. As-
sume, for reductio, that possibly, Holmes is a person. It follows from modus
ponens and SH that necessarily, being Holmesesque is sufficient for being iden-
tical with Holmes (the consequent of SH). Now take two distinct actual objects
a, and b to witness the existential generalizations in TD. In some world w a is
Holmesesque, and in some world w′ b is Holmesesque. From the consequent of
SH it follows that a=h in w and b=h in w′. Given NI, it follows that a=h, and
b=h in the actual world. From TI, it follows that a=b. However, this contra-
dicts TD, which states that they are distinct. Thus we can conclude the falsity
of our assumption, that possibly, Holmes is a person.

To present the argument more carefully, let’s begin with a basic Kripkean
semantics for modal logic. The model will consist of five components: (W, a,
R, D, I). W is the set of possible worlds, a is the actual world, R is a binary
accessibility relation between worlds, D is a domain of objects, and I is an in-
terpretation function that assigns members of D to individual constants, and
n-tuples drawn from D to n-place predicates. We’ll also have a valuation func-
tion that assigns truth to sentences just as in predicate logic.10 The argument
will require the assumption that R is symmetric. However, this is fairly innocu-
ous. It doesn’t run into controversy surrounding, e.g., the iterated modalities
of S4 and S5.11 We’ll then define the box and diamond using these resources.
(Of course, we could take one as primitive and define the other out of it.)

�φ is true at w iff ∀x(Rwx ⊃ φ is true at x)

♦φ is true at w iff ∃x(Rwx ∧ φ is true at x)

With these definitions we can now give a more precise version of the argument.

(i) Assume, for reductio, ♦Ph is true at a.

(ii) From (i), SH, and modus ponens, it follows that �∀x(Hx ⊃ x=h) is true
at a.

(iii) From TD, and existential instantiation, it follows that (♦Hc ∧ ♦Hd ∧ c 6=
d) is true at a.

(iv) From (iii), and the semantics for “♦” it follows that there is some w such
that Hc is true at w and Raw, and some w′ such that Hd is true at w′ and
Raw′. (We’ll henceforth name these “w” and “w′”, respectively.)

(v) From (ii), and the semantics for “�” it follows that ∀x(Hx ⊃ x=h) is true
at w and w′, and thus it follows that c=h is true at w and d=h is true at
w′.

10In predicating truth, I should relativize to the world and model, but I’ll drop relativization
to the model since it won’t matter here.

11See Salmon (1989) for an argument against taking R to be strong enough to vindicate S4
or S5.
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(vi) From NI and the semantics for “�” it follows that �(c=h) is true at w
and that �(d=h) is true at w′.

(vii) From the semantics for “�” and the fact that R is symmetric, it follows
that c=h is true at a, as is d=h.12

(viii) From the transitivity of identity, it follows that c=d, which contradicts
step (iii). We can then conclude that our assumption ♦Ph is false at a.

3 Objections and Responses

Objection: SH is very unKripkean. After all, according to SH, some descriptive
conditions are sufficient for the existence of Holmes. However, given Kripke’s
general objections to the problem of transworld identity he, of all people, would
never take some descriptive conditions to suffice for the existence of Holmes.
Kripke’s discussions in Naming and Necessity make it compelling that descrip-
tive conditions aren’t sufficient for the existence of an object, so SH is implau-
sible.13

Response: Importantly, note that SH does not affirm that being Holmeseque
is sufficient for being Holmes in any possible world. Rather, it merely affirms
the conditional that if it is possible for Holmes to be a person then such a de-
scriptive condition holds. This makes perfect dialectical sense. Kripke rejects
descriptive sufficiency conditions on identity in other possible worlds. As I’ve
set up the argument, the hypothesis that possibly Holmes is a person leads one
to endorse such conditions. Thus, it is no surprise that the hypothesis conflicts
with other Kripkean theses.

This dialectical point doesn’t answer the deeper question: why is SH plau-
sible? I’ll now give a two-step argument for its plausibility. The argument is
structured as follows: I begin by assuming that possibly, Holmes is a person (the
antecedent of SH) and I show that the consequent of SH follows from Kripkean
views about naming (step 1) combined with reflection on the consequences of
the assumption (step 2).

Kripke gives two models of name-introduction. On the first model, we in-
troduce a name by ostension. In such a case, we demonstrate an individual
and stipulate that a name applies to that individual. On the second model,
we introduce a name by description. In this case, we describe an individual
and stipulate that the name refers to whatever the description designates. Cru-
cially, when a name is introduced with a reference-fixing description, we know
that if the name refers then its referent satisfies the description. For example, if
I introduce the name “Peter” with the reference-fixing description “the tallest
person in the room”, then I know that if Peter is a person then Peter is the

12There is an extra step here if we work with the conditionalized necessity of identity NI′.
At this stage we can conclude E(c) ⊃ c=h and E(d) ⊃ d=h. Given TD, we can discharge
these antecedents.

13Ben-Yami (2010) seems to have something like this objection in mind.
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tallest person in the room.14

If we assume that possibly, Holmes is a person, then “Sherlock Holmes” ex-
emplifies the second model. After all, we are assuming that the name does not
refer to any actual person. If non-personhood is essential, then one could not
demonstrate a non-person in order to fix the referent of “Holmes”, because such
a non-person would not be a possible person. However, even if non-personhood
is accidental, it is implausible to conceive of Doyle (and fiction-writers more
generally) as demonstrating some non-person to fix the referent of their names
for fictional characters. To see how implausible this is, just ask what they
could plausibly be demonstrating. The result is that the name could hardly
have been introduced by ostension. Since “Sherlock Holmes” was introduced
by description, we know that if Holmes is a person, then Holmes is Holme-
sesque. This follows from Kripkean observations about introducing a name
with a reference-fixing description. (To stress again, I am not arguing for the
strong that “Holmes” was introduced by description. Rather, I am arguing for
the weaker claim that, on the supposition that possibly, Holmes is a person, the
name was so-introduced.)15

Of course, this unmodalized conditional is very far from SH, which contains
a possibility operator in the antecedent and a necessity operator in the con-
sequent. My next task is justifying the move to this stronger conditional. In
order to do this, it suffices to reflect on the hypothesis that possibly, Holmes is
a person. Let’s allow ourself to speak not only of possible worlds, but also of the
inhabitants of those worlds.16 There are all sorts of people in the actual world
that fail to exist in other possible worlds and there are all sorts of people in other
worlds that fail to actually exist. Having supposed that possibly, Holmes is a

14Two important notes. First, Kripke claims that I know such conditionals a priori. This is
controversial and I need not endorse it here. Second, note that I’ve packed personhood into
the antecedent. This is permissible, though non-obligatory. I also know other conditionals
without personhood in the antecedent. For instance, I know that if Peter exists then Peter is
the tallest person in the room.

15It is worth considering how the name “Holmes” is introduced on the view that Holmes
is an actual abstract object. There are two options. Option 1: Doyle introduced the name
with reference-fixing descriptions by creating the story. This naturally fits with the creationist
view on which Holmes is an artifact created by Doyle. Option 2: Doyle fixed the name by
ostension to an antecedently-existing abstract object. (There is a residual issue of how we can
ostend to abstracta, but that is irrelevant to this discussion.) On either view, Holmes is an
abstract object. If one believes that no actual abstract object could have been a person, then
it follows that necessarily, Holmes is not a person. However, if one denies that principle, we
can use a version of my argument. Assume that Holmes is an abstract artifact that could’ve
been a person. Which possible person could’ve been Holmes? It seems that the only relevant
qualification is being Holmesesque. Thus, one seems forced into the consequent of SH, and we
can thus derive a contradiction. This objection, of course, only targets the view that Holmes
is abstract when combined with the view that possibly, Holmes is a person. The view that
Holmes is abstract, in and of itself, is unaffected.

16One may object here that such talk of possible people conflicts with plausible actualist
theses. However, remember that, for Kripke, “P is a possible person” is mere shorthand for
“Possibly, P is a person”. It is then controversial exactly what sort of ontology we need to
make sense of these sorts of claims, but we need not settle such controversies to fruitfully
engage in such discourse. Stalnaker (2011) contains a helpful discussion of such issues in
Kripke.
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person, we can ask which of the many possible (and actual) people are Holmes.
Moving from material to formal mode, this is equivalent to the following ques-
tion: to which people does the name “Holmes” refer? Given that the name was
introduced via a reference-fixing description, it seems that satisfaction of such
a description is our only guide to the reference of “Holmes”.

There are many Holmesesque people scattered across modal space. To which
of these does “Holmes” refer? Momentarily setting aside indeterminacy, there
are three options: all, some, and none. None is hardly an option: it conflicts
with our supposition that possibly, Holmes is a person. Some (but not all) seems
better: after all it is at least compatible with our assumption. However, this
response is fraught with problems. In virtue of what does “Holmes” refer to
only some of the Holmesesque people? Certainly not in virtue of Doyle’s usage.
After all, “Holmesesque” by stipulation, includes all of the various features of his
usage. To introduce any additional requirements would go beyond Doyle’s usage
in an arbitrary way. Another way of putting the point is that, by design, being
Holmesesque exhausts Doyle’s stipulations. If there are additional requirements
on being the referent of “Holmes”, they must go beyond Doyle in an arbitrary
way. The result is that we are left with one option: “Holmes” refers to every
Holmesesque possible person. However, this is just the consequent of SH! If
“Holmes” refers to every Holmesesque person across all of modal space, then,
necessarily, if something is Holmesesque (in some world) then it is identical to
Holmes (in that world).

In sum, SH is justified by Kripke’s views on naming plus reflection on what
follows from its antecedent. The consequent of SH is certainly unKripkean.
However, this is not surprising since it is going to be used to undermine the
antecedent.
Objection: In motivating SH, you illegitimately assume that there are only two
ways to introduce names: by ostension and by description. However, neither
of these is plausible in the case of fictional names so, at best, your argument
exposes the inadequacy of this overly simplistic view of name introduction.
Furthermore, Kripke admits in Naming and Necessity (97) that there may be
other methods of name-introduction.17

Response: Ostension is certainly implausible when it comes to introducing
fictional names. Using a reference-fixing description is also implausible, as the
argument brings out. Most such descriptions will fail to secure actual referents,
and also fail to secure unique merely possible referents, leading to the problems
outlined above. There may even be other problems: if H is the reference-fixing
description for “Holmes” then we have arguably not introduced the name until
the entire story is written. However, it is plausible that the name is successfully
used long before the story is finished.18

Recall that I am not arguing that fictional names are introduced by descrip-
17It is worth distinguishing name-introduction from reference-fixing. If some names fail to

refer, then there may be means of name introduction that aren’t also means of reference-fixing.
It is open, then, that description and ostension exhaust our options for reference-fixing but
not for name-introduction.

18Thanks to an anonymous referee for pushing these worries.
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tion, nor am I arguing that Kripke takes them to be. Rather, I am arguing that
once we suppose that Holmes is a possible person, this is the only remaining
option. To fill this out, we can consider two other ways to introduce names,
both of which are ruled out if one takes Holmes to be a possible person.

First, we can, in the act of introducing a name also create its referent. This is
likely endorsed by proponents of the view that fictional characters are abstract
artifacts. However, it may occur in other cases: I can create the name “Selfre”
with the stipulation that it is self-referential. This model of name-introduction
by creation is of no help to those who assume that Holmes is a possible person.
Such theorists would have to claim that we are creating something that could
be a person. However, even granting the surprising claim that we can create
possible people merely by speaking, the view in question does nothing to settle
which people it would be. As far as I can tell, any way to answer this question
lands us in familiar arbitrariness or contradiction. Furthermore, if we assume
that something abstract is created, and that abstracta couldn’t possibly be
concrete, the view does not support the possible personhood of Holmes.

Second, we can introduce a name as part of a pretense. In this case, we
merely pretend that the name refers, though it does not. This is also of no help
to the proponent of the view that Holmes is a possible person. There are two
main reasons. The first is that the very crux of the pretense view is that the
name does not refer. It is hard, then, to see how the view would mesh with
the view that “Holmes” refers to people relative to other worlds. The second
is that, again, we need to know which possible people the name picks out. If it
fails to pick out the same person relative to all worlds, then well run into the
same problems. However, nothing in the (hypothesized) pretense suggests that
this specificity is achieved.

We’ve now considered two alternate means of name-introduction. Both are
available to those who reject the view that Holmes is a possible person; neither
is available to those who affirm it. The only recourse left for the proponent
of the view that Holmes is a possible person is to find some other mode of
name-introduction. While I cannot survey all possible suggestions, there is a
principled reason to think that this strategy will fail. Any alternate means
of name introduction would need to winnow the class of possible people suffi-
ciently to avoid the problems under discussion. It is hard to imagine any feature
of Doyle’s usage that suffices to winnow the infinitude of possible people. Given
that meaning supervenes on usage, it just doesn’t seem that any additional re-
sources could be effectively brought to bear in winnowing the class of possible
referents.
Objection: You objected to extant readings of Kripke on basis of the exis-
tence of names that indeterminately designate. In particular, you stated that a
reference-fixing description may fail to select a unique referent but, nonetheless,
allow us to introduce a name. For instance, we could describe a land mass and
introduce the name “Kilimanjaro” without fixing on determinate borders. The
name would then be indeterminate between many candidate referents. Why
not take “Sherlock Holmes” to operate in the same manner? Doyle introduces
the name via a reference fixing description (being Holmesesque) and fails to fix
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on a unique individual. Thus, many possible individuals i are such that it is
indeterminate whether “i=h” is true. If we adopt a supervaluationist semantics
for “Holmes”, as suggested by Stone (2010), the consequent of SH is falsified.
On every precisification, there will be some Holmesesque entities that aren’t
identical to Holmes.
Response: I’ll focus on the supervaluationist formulation of this response, be-
cause it has recently been defended by Stone (2010). Set aside fictional names
for a moment and consider “Mt. Kilimanjaro”. On a supervaluationist view,
there are many candidate referents for “Mt. Kilimanjaro” and the name is
indeterminate between them. We can consider precisifications on which the in-
determinacy is resolved. For each candidate referent there is one precisification.
Statements containing “Mt. Kilimanjaro” are true iff they are true on every
precisification of the name, and false if they are false on every precisification. If
they are true on some precisification and false on others, then the statements
are indeterminate.

On Stone’s view, we treat “Sherlock Holmes” similarly. Take every entity
that is Holmesesque in some world, “Holmes” is indeterminate between these
and there is a precisification for every candidate referent. There is a substantial
disanalogy between the two cases, to which I’ll return: in the case of “Kili-
manjaro” the candidate referents are actual entities that qualify as candidate
referents due to their actual properties whereas in the “Holmes” case the can-
didate referents may be actual or non-actual, and they qualify as candidate
referents due to their non-actual properties. Ultimately, this disanalogy un-
dermines a supervaluationist semantics for “Holmes”, even supposing that a
supervaluationist semantics for “Kilimanjaro” is plausible. (Many deny that
a supervaluationist semantics for “Kilimanjaro” is plausible. If this is correct,
then the proposed treatment of “Holmes” is undermined twice-over.)

The supervaluationist semantics for “Holmes” has myriad unacceptable con-
sequences. It seems uncontroversially false that Darwin is the protagonist of the
Holmes stories. However, on the supervaluationist semantics, we must treat it
as indeterminate. Consider the following plausible principle: if the name of the
protagonist in story S refers to P, then P is the protagonist of S. There is some
precisification of “Holmes” on which it refers to Darwin. (This is due to the fact
that possibly, Darwin is Holmesesque.) It follows that on this precisification,
Darwin is the protagonist of the Holmes stories. Thus, it is not false on all
precisifications. Here’s another bizarre consequence. It seems uncontroversially
false that Sherlock Holmes is identical to Inspector Dalgliesh. However, this
is not false according to the supervaluationist. There is some precisification on
which both “Holmes” and “Dalgliesh” refer to Jack the Ripper, so the statement
is indeterminate. (One may try to invoke penumbral principles that rule out
this precisification, but it is hard to see where the principles would come from,
given that the two fictions are silent about each other.)

Furthermore, note that the supervaluationist about “Holmes” must tell a
much more complicated story about truth than the supervaluationst about “Kil-
imanjaro”. Take, for instance, “Holmes is a detective”. If is false on many
precisifications of “Holmes”, that its referent is a detective. This is due to the

9



fact that being a candidate referent for “Holmes” merely requires being possi-
bly Holmesesque which, in turn, doesn’t require actual detectivehood. So, some
more complicated story must be told. Here is Stone’s:

. . . On this account, the force of claims like ‘Harry Potter is a wiz-
ard’ is not that something so named is a wizard but that, on every
suitable precisification, ‘Harry Potter’ denotes a possible boy who is
a wizard in the S-world in which he exists (2010: 641).

Stone also tells us that an S-worlds are worlds “such that all of the story’s
sentences are true in each of them”. It is far from clear that Stone’s proposal
gets the truth conditions correct. After all, there may be many S-worlds in
which a particular boy exists, while in only some of those worlds does he play
the role of Potter. However, there is a more substantial issue: how, in a non ad
hoc way can Stone motivate these truth-conditions?

Stepping back, the failure of supervaluationist semantics for “Holmes” can
be traced to its disanalogies with “Kilimanjaro”. Unlike the case of “Kiliman-
jaro”, all of the candidate referents for “Holmes” qualify because of their non-
actual properties. However, once we take some take some possible person to
be identical with Holmes, the necessity of identity ensures that, relative to
that precisification, that referent is actually identical to Holmes. This is what
generates the bizarre consequences. In the case of “Kilimanjaro”, there is no
spill-over from the merely possible to the actual, so there aren’t similarly bizarre
consequences.19

One last note: I’ve focussed on the supervaluationist proposal because it is
has been clearly articulated. One may reasonably ask whether a different view
of indeterminacy would better serve the view that “Holmes” is indeterminate.
It is hard to see how. On any reasonable view, all of the Holmesesque individ-
uals across modal space are the candidate referents for “Holmes”. (Why all?
See the above argument against taking the candidates to be none, or some but
not all.) This will include many actual people and will lead to counterintuitive
consequences about the relationship between actual people and fictional char-
acters.
Objection: Given these comments about indeterminacy, the argument over-
generates. In particular, it shows that it is impossible to refer to any non-actual
person.
Response: I concede that the argument can be generalized to many non-
fictional cases. However, I disagree that this is a problem. The crux of Kripke’s
objection is that if we attempt to introduce a name with a description that fails
to sufficiently winnow the class of potential referents, then that name doesn’t
refer to anything, relative to any possible world. This happens in fiction (at least
if we hypothesize that such names are introduced in order to refer to possible
people), however, it can certainly happen outside of fiction as well. Above, I

19Here’s another way to put the point. In most cases when a name is introduced by de-
scription d in a world w, the name is indeterminate only if there are a number of candidates
that satisfy d in w.
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mentioned such a case in which one vaguely gestures towards an entire mountain
range and attempts to introduce a name. This is a clear failure.

All of that said, it need not be conceded that any attempt to introduce a
name for a non-actual person fails. After all, there may be cases in which I
plausibly winnow down the class of possible people such that the name either
uniquely refers or is indeterminate between a small-enough class. It is worth
considering an example: Salmon (1998) introduces “Nothan” to refer to his
merely possible brother that is spawned from a particular egg and ovum. In
this case, by stipulation, there are no actual candidates. Thus, we are blocked
from deriving conclusions about it being indeterminate that such-and-such ac-
tual person is Nothan. It follows that no counterintuitive consequences of the
sort that I derive above plague “Nothan”.
Objection: We can’t begin to evaluate SH because it has an impossible an-
tecedent.
Response: I stipulated that “⊃” was to be read materially. If SH has an im-
possible antecedent then it is true.
Objection: SH is false because Doyle could’ve varied the Holmes story, in
which case the requirements on Holmes’ existence would’ve also varied.
Response: Let’s first clarify the objection. It certainly seems possible that
when Doyle was writing the Holmes fiction, he could’ve made some different
choices while still writing about Holmes, and not just some other character
with the same name. For instance, he could’ve decided that Holmes lived on
York St. instead of Baker St. If Doyle had made that choice, it seems the condi-
tions on Holmes’ possible existence would’ve varied slightly: being Holmesesque
would include living on York St. rather than Baker St.20

Let’s concede that Doyle could’ve written the fiction differently. A slight
modification of the argument will avoid the objection. Limit your consideration
to the class of worlds in which Doyle didn’t write the fiction differently. Even
limiting ourself to that class of worlds, it is still possible for two actual things to
be Holmesesque. This is because things being Holmesesque doesn’t conflict with
Doyle’s writing. If we assume that, for that class, being Holmesesque suffices
for being Holmes, we can still generate a contradiction. The assumption, then,
is false and, by modus tollens, Holmes is not a possible person.
Objection: SH is false by your own lights because “h” doesn’t refer.
Response:Wrong: by my lights “h” doesn’t refer to something that could be a
person. “h”, for all I’ve said, could refer to an abstract artifact. However, let’s
assume that “h” doesn’t refer. Should we conclude that no sentences in which it
occurs have truth-value? Certainly not, lest we be saddled with this conclusion
for all non-referring names. When it comes to apparently non-referring names
we can either find referents for them (a la the abstract artifact theory), or ex-
plain how they can give rise to truth-aptness without referring. Either way, the
objection fails.
Objection: TD is false because only one thing could’ve been Holmesesque.
Response: Nothing actual is Holmesesque. How is it, then, that only one ac-

20These sorts of considerations are discussed in Parsons (1980) and Fine (1982).
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tual thing could be Holmesesque? Being Holmesesque is just instantiating the
conjunction of the properties attributed to Holmes in the fiction. Surely any
number of actual things could’ve had these properties.21 Notice also that this is
fully compatible with it being the case that for each world, only one thing can
be Holmesque in that world. Compare: many things could’ve been the unique
first man on the moon, even if a maximum of one thing per world is the unique
man on the moon.
Objection: TD is false because nothing could’ve been Holmesesque.
Response: If being Holmesesque is incoherent then nothing could be Holme-
sesque. Thus it follows that Holmes is not a possible person. If TD is false in
this way, then, it is much easer to reach my desired conclusion. Of course, this
only works for incoherent fictional characters, and Holmes isn’t plausibly such
a character. Thus, we still need my argument.
Objection: NI is a stronger version of the necessity of identity than we usually
work with. The more familiar version, which is found in Kripke (1971) drops
the first box, so it is just ∀x∀y((x=y) ⊃ (� x=y)).
Response: If we take the necessity of self-identity ∀x(�x=x) as an axiom, then
we can prove NI. As Kripke showed, you can prove the necessity of identity, and
then if the necessity of self-identity is an axiom, we can use the necessitation
rule (φ ` �φ) to prove NI. Even if, for whatever reason, you don’t want to
take the necessity of self-identity as an axiom, it is hard to see why one would
deny NI, given that one upholds the necessity of identity. After all, it would be
exceptionally odd if it were a contingent truth that identities were necessary.
Objection: The argument relies on the fact that the reference-fixing descrip-
tion isn’t specific enough to pick out a unique individual relative to all possible
worlds. If an author uses such a description to introduce a fictional character,
then we can’t use the argument to conclude that the character is not a possible
person.
Response: A concession: this argument doesn’t work for such cases. However,
there are three reasons this isn’t particularly problematic. First, Kripke clearly
relies on the fact that the description doesn’t pick out a unique possible per-
son, so interpreting him otherwise would clearly be misguided. Second, there
are extremely few cases (even possible cases) in which we introduce a fictional
character with such a specific reference-fixing description. Third, we might rea-
sonably generalize from the conclusion that almost no fictional character is a
possible person to the conclusion that none at all are, on the basis that fictional
characters should share important properties such as being a possible person.
(Though I leave the development and evaluation of such a generalization for
another discussion.)
Objection: The argument is convincing, but unnecessary. Here’s a simpler ar-
gument for the claim that Holmes is not possibly a person. Holmes is essentially
a fictional character. Fictional characters are necessarily not people. Therefore
Holmes is not possibly a person.

21If the fiction is incoherent and the properties are incompatible, then, I take it, Holmes is
not a possible person for this reason. Even so, we’ll need arguments like mine for coherent
fictions.
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Response: Insofar as you’re convinced by this argument, mine might be super-
fluous. However, this is surely not the argument given in the Kripke passage,
and it does depend on independently controversial premises about fictional en-
tities. Thus, my argument is independently interesting and potentially more
compelling.

4 Conclusion

What goes for Holmes goes for other creatures of fiction and myth. As Kripke
(1980: 156) noted, it is easy enough to extend the reasoning to unicorns. We
can extend the reasoning to any case in which a fictional entity is introduced in a
way that satisfies the following constraints (i) the properties attributed to it fail
to pick out a unique actual object, (ii) the properties attributed to it are such
that they could’ve been instantiated by at least two distinct actual objects, (iii)
these actual objects aren’t such that the name can plausibly be indeterminate
between them.

A great many fictions will satisfy these three constraints, and thus, a great
many fictional characters aren’t possible objects of the sort that they are in the
fiction (people, unicorns, etc.). Some fictions won’t satisfy this because they will
attribute inconsistent properties. However, such objects will be not be possible
objects of their fictional sort for this very reason.22
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[15] R. Stalnaker. Possible world semantics: Philosophical foundations. In
Alan Berger, editor, Saul Kripke, chapter 4, pages 100–118. Cambridge
University Press, 2011.

[16] J. Stone. Harry potter and the spectre of imprecision. Analysis, 70(4):638–
644, 2010.

[17] A.L. Thomasson. Fiction and metaphysics. Cambridge Univ Pr, 1999.

[18] P. Van Inwagen. Creatures of fiction. American Philosophical Quarterly,
14(4):299–308, 1977.

[19] T. Yagisawa. Possible objects. In Edward N. Zalta (ed.), editor, The
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2009).

14


