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Vacuous Names and Fictional Entities*

One of the main concerns of my previous work (Kripke 1980)1 is the semantics
of proper names and natural kind terms. A classical view which Putnam men-
tioned, advocated by Mill, states that proper names have as their function simply
to refer; they have denotation but not connotation. The alternative view, which





must be true of the actual world. Therefore there are two questions here about
the Frege–Russell analysis. First, is it true that to ask whether Moses exists in a
given counterfactual situation, or whether Sherlock Holmes exists, is to ask
whether the things commonly said about them would have been true in that
situation? Secondly, do we know a priori, or with some sort of advance certainty
about the actual world, that the existence of Moses or of Sherlock Holmes is
materially equivalent in the actual world to the question of the existence of some
unique person satisfying the conditions in the story? These questions are separa-
ble and distinct; Frege and Russell could be right on one and wrong on the other.
At any rate, they seem to have a neat solution to all these problems that seems to
fit into what we actually ask when we ask whether there really was a Sherlock
Holmes—or so it may seem at first blush.

Those familiar with my previous work will know that I believe, from a battery
of examples, that the Frege–Russell analysis is erroneous, as applied to natural
language, for both cases. It is wrong in general about the counterfactual situa-
tions, and it is wrong about what we can say a priori about the actual world.
Surely, for example, to ask whether under certain circumstances Moses would
have existed is not to ask whether under these circumstances such-and-such
events would have taken place. For, first, presumably Moses might have existed
yet not gone into religion or politics, and therefore not done any of these great
deeds. Nor need anyone else, of course, have done them in his place. Second,
even had Moses never existed, perhaps someone of comparable stature would
have come along to do exactly these great deeds. The statements (that is, one
containing ‘Moses’ and the other containing a description typically associated
with that name), which are supposed to have the same truth-value in all possible
worlds, are such that neither one entails the other in a possible world. One can be
true and the other false in both directions.4 Of course, there might be certain
(extremely implausible, maybe never held) views in the philosophy of history
which assert that there are great individuals uniquely called forth to perform
certain tasks. This should hardly be assumed simply to follow from an analysis of
existential statements and of proper names. I think then that in this case the
Frege–Russell analysis must be rejected. In particular, to describe a counterfac-
tual situation as one in which Moses would or would not have existed is not to
ask whether any properties would have been instantiated.5 This is to oppose the

4 Note that in this case I am taking ‘Moses’ as the name of a real person, and even perhaps
assuming the essential accuracy (if not entire accuracy) of the Pentateuchal account. I am then
talking about counterfactual situations, and arguing that the existence of someone satisfying the
Pentateuchal account has little to do with whether Moses would have existed in a given
counterfactual situation. (The case of Moses was discussed in Kripke [1980:66–67], based on
Wittgenstein’s use of this example [1953:}79].)

5 Of course, one could invent a property, ‘Mosesizing’, as frequently proposed by Quine. See












































