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Abstract
The Lewisean counterpart theorist– despite not defending a genuinely essentialist 
view of what is possible, de re, of individuals – generally has a way to make es-
sentialist claims come out as true, in those contexts in which they are endorsed by 
a committed essentialist.

In this paper, I am going to show that the normal system that the Lewisean 
adopts when she wants to make the essentialist a truth-teller does not work with 
Kit Fine: his essentialist beliefs, which support his counterexamples to the modal 
account of essentialism, cannot come out as true, in any contexts whatsoever, under 
the Lewisean view.

After arguing that this represents a genuine problem for Lewis’s theory, I will 
propose a solution. I will indeed show that the Lewisean has a principled way to 
account for Fine’s essentialist beliefs, consistently with her own counterpart-theorist 
reading of them.

1  Introduction

In this paper, I am going to argue that there is a genuine problem for Lewis’s theory, 
and it is not obvious how this problem could be solved.

The Lewisean counterpart theorist– despite not defending a genuinely essentialist 
view of what is possible, de re, of individuals – has a way to make, if at all possible, 
essentialist claims come out as true, in those contexts in which they are endorsed by 
a committed essentialist. For instance, one can imagine two philosophers disputing 
about essentiality of origins. Lewis tells us that they might be both right: both the 
Kripkeans and the non-Kripkeans might speak truly in the contexts of their essential-
ist assertions. The same holds for other debates in essentialism – for instance, sortal 
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essentialism. According to sortal essentialism, if Gregor Samsa is a human being, 
he could not have been a cockroach, let alone become one. What is said to happen 
to Gregor according to Kafka would be thus deemed to be impossible. Well, Lewis 
would say that, if the committed sortal essentialist thinks that Gregor could not have 
been a cockroach, then she can speak truly in the context of her assertion. On the 
other hand, if Kafka thought it really possible for Gregor to be a cockroach, then, for 
Lewis, in the context of his assertion, Kafka can be truly saying that Gregor could 
have been a cockroach. In other words, when it comes to the matter of which proper-
ties are determined to be essential to individuals, almost anything goes for Lewis.

However, I will show that this does not hold for Kit Fine’s essentialist claims (Fine, 
1994a). Now, the neo-Aristotelianism that Fine advocates was not predominant when 
Lewis was writing about essentialism, so that what Fine means by ‘essence’ is some-
thing different from what Lewis means by it. Nonetheless, if for Lewis almost any-
thing goes when it comes to essentialism, it still might come as a surprise that Lewis’s 
theory cannot make Fine a truth-teller when he wants to say apparently reasonable 
things, like that Socrates is not essentially such that there are sets. I will argue, then, 
that this is a genuine problem for Lewis’s theory.

After having proposed a diagnosis of such problem, I will propose a strategy for 
solving it. My aim is to show that the Lewisean has a way to account for Fine’s essen-
tialist beliefs, in at least some context, consistently with her own counterpart-theorist 
reading of them.

2  Lewis’s Account of Essentialist Claims

According to the modal account of essentialism (hereafter MAE), the properties that 
are determined to be essential to an individual a are the properties that a has in all the 
possible worlds in which she exists. That is to say, the properties that a has as a matter 
of essentiality coincide with the properties that a has as a matter of necessity de re.

Lewis equates questions of essentialism to questions of necessity de re too. How-
ever, Lewis explains de re modality through counterparts (Lewis, 1968, 1986). Let us 
consider sentence type 1:1

1)	 Socrates is essentially human.

According to Lewis, 1 is true if and only if (hereafter iff) every counterpart of Socrates 
is human, where a counterpart of Socrates is a thing that resembles Socrates, accord-
ing to a relevant similarity relation. It is a matter of context which similarity rela-
tion is deemed to be relevant and, thus, it is a matter of context which counterparts 
Socrates has.

The general form of the truth-conditions for an essentialist sentence type is thus 
incomplete for Lewis: it needs to be completed with the input of the counterparts. 

1  I use the type/token distinction in order to point out that, according to counterpart theory, the logical 
form of an essentialist sentence is incomplete. This completion happens only at the level of specific 
tokens of that sentence.
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Therefore, Lewis believes in the semantic inconstancy of essentialist claims: differ-
ent tokens of the same essentialist sentence type about Socrates might be produced 
and evaluated in different contexts and evoke different relevant similarity relations 
and, thus, different counterparts of Socrates; accordingly, they might have different 
truth-values.

Now, Lewis believes in a principle of accommodation holding that “what you say 
makes itself true, if at all possible, by creating a context that selects the relevant fea-
tures so as to make it true” (Lewis, 1986: 251). This principle is also at work when it 
comes to essentialism (see, for instance, Lewis, 1983: 43). Accordingly, almost any 
essentialist claim a person makes creates a context within which the claim is true. 
This happens because, in the context of an utterance of an essentialist statement, we 
can project backwards, as it were, the kind of similarity relation that must be selected 
in order to make that sentence true. Therefore, the system Lewis adopts, if he wants to 
make an essentialist speak truly in the context of her own speaking, would be to say 
that, in the context of her utterance, we need to pick out the kind of similarity relation 
that makes that sentence true.

Nonetheless, such method does not work with Fine, as I will show in the next Sec-
tions. And the source of the problem is that Fine wishes to take essentialist predica-
tions to be more fine-grained than de re modal predication.

3  Kit Fine’s Essentialist Beliefs

Fine (1994a) has developed a strong objection to MAE. Fine claims that the concept 
of necessity de re is too wide to capture the narrower concept of essence. Fine agrees 
with MAE that if a property P is essential to a, then P is also necessary to a. What 
Fine claims, against MAE, is that being necessary to a is not sufficient for a prop-
erty P to be also essential to a. In addition, for P to be a’s essence, P has to define 
a’s nature, namely, it has to tell us what a is. And there are many properties, Fine 
claims, that a has as a matter of necessity de re which are, nonetheless, irrelevant to 
her nature. For instance, properties like being a member of singleton Socrates, being 
distinct from the Eiffel Tower, and being such that there are sets are determined to 
be necessary to Socrates. However, contrary to what MAE claims, although had as a 
matter of necessity de re by Socrates, these properties should not count as essential 
to him, for they are irrelevant to Socrates’s nature.2 Therefore, since MAE equates 

2  Someone might feel more comfortable in treating some of the properties I deal with in this paper as rela-
tions. For the sake of simplicity, I treat all of them as properties, but the reader who wishes to make such 
a distinction can rest assured that my proposal could be easily expanded to also include the relations. It 
might also be argued that some of the properties that occur in the Finean counterexamples are ‘degener-
ate’ properties that the metaphysicians should not accept. For instance, all essentialist statements of the 
sentential form “a is essentially such that A”, where a is a name of an object and A is a sentence (like 
“Socrates is essentially such that there are sets”) should be rejected, unless some constraint is imposed 
on A (for instance, A needs to contain a name which is co-referential with a) (for a discussion, see for 
instance Correia, 2007: 63, 64). It could therefore even be said that no harm would be caused if these 
properties, as degenerate properties, were considered as essential. If this is correct, then some of Fine’s 
counterexamples would not pose any problem to MAE, and, accordingly, to Lewis’s account. However, 
this way out would solve only some of the Finean counterexamples, and I aim to find a solution that the 
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questions of essentialism to questions of necessity de re, then, Fine concludes, MAE 
should be rejected and essences should be understood in terms of real definitions.

4  Lewis’s Standard System does not Work with Fine’s 
Counterexamples

As anticipated, the standard method that Lewis uses, if he wants to make essentialists 
truth-tellers, does not work with Fine. On the one hand, this is not surprising, since 
the Finean counterexamples involve hyperintensional matters that a modal approach 
to essentialism cannot account for.3 On the other hand, since for Lewis almost any-
thing goes as far as essentialism is concerned, it still might come as a surprise that 
Lewis cannot make Fine a truth-teller.

I will consider three examples to illustrate why Lewis cannot account for Fine’s 
essentialist beliefs, in any contexts whatsoever.

Let us start with one of the best-known Finean counterexamples to MAE. Accord-
ing to Fine (1994a: 4, 5), sentence 2 should come out false:

2)	 It is essential to Socrates to belong to {Socrates}.

First of all, the standard counterpart theoretic truth-conditions previously provided 
must be regimented in order to guarantee that no source of counterpart theoretic con-
tent is suppressed. In sentence 2, there are two sources of such content. So, the truth-
conditions for 2 to be considered are the following:

	– 2 is true iff every counterpart of Socrates belongs to some counterpart of 
{Socrates}.

We know that it is a flexible matter which things count as counterparts, and it is not 
easy to understand which the counterparts of {Socrates} might be in a context. At 
any rate, according to Lewis (1991: 37) (see also Divers, 2002: 290), the most natural 
way to select the counterparts of {Socrates} would be to pick out those singleton sets 
that have a member that is a counterpart of Socrates. It seems indeed plausible that 
what makes one singleton a counterpart of another singleton is their having members 
which are similar to one another. Therefore, the truth-conditions for 2 become:

	– 2 is true iff every counterpart of Socrates belongs to some singleton set that has 
as a member a counterpart of Socrates.

Lewisean can adopt for all of them. Therefore, in the following, I will ignore this way of answering Fine, 
and I will assume that the properties in question are acceptable.

3  Torza (2015) demonstrates that purely modal notions cannot account for Fine’s essentialist claims. 
Indeed, my proposal will add a condition of relevance to the modal one, in order to account for the hyper-
intensional differences that Fine wants. Incidentally, this means that my proposal for the Lewisean will 
be to adopt a hybrid, not purely modal account.
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Now, Lewis’s way to make sentence 2 false, as Fine wants, would be to say that, in 
the context of its utterance, we should pick out the kind of similarity relation that 
makes that sentence false. Sentence 2 would be made true in the context of its utter-
ance whenever the same similarity relation was invoked for both the occurrences of 
‘Socrates’. That is to say, if 2 is true iff every counterpart of Socrates belongs to its 
own singleton set, then 2 would come out true. Indeed, for any selection of counter-
parthood whatsoever, if, say, a is a counterpart of Socrates, then a does belong to 
the set whose sole member is a. So, the only way to make sentence 2 false would be 
if different similarity relations were invoked by the two occurrences of ‘Socrates’. 
However, I do not think that this would be the natural way to interpret 2 in counterpart 
terms. Indeed, let us compare sentence 2 with a claim of necessity of identity such as 
‘a is necessarily identical to b’. In this case, Lewis tells us that “an identity pair has 
the de re possibility of being a nonidentity pair” (Lewis, 1986: 263). The reason being 
that, given an object a/b, it might evoke different relevant similarity relations and, so, 
different counterparts in some world so that, according to that world, a would not be 
identical to b. Thus, the identity between a and b might not be necessary. Therefore, 
when the very same object is presented in two different ways within the same context 
of utterance, it can evoke two different similarity relations. However, it seems that 
when an object is presented twice with the same name, as in ‘a is necessarily identi-
cal to a’, we should interpret the sentence as to make the two occurrences of ‘a’ in it 
evoke the same similarity relation and, so, the same counterpart relation. In this way, 
Lewis is also able to make sense of the instances of the property of necessary self-
identity. Indeed, while Lewis is willing to deny the necessity of identity, he does not 
intend to deny the necessity of self-identity (Lewis, 1986: 263).

Therefore, I take it that, according to the most natural way to interpret 2 – namely, 
the one according to which 2 is true iff every counterpart of Socrates belongs to its 
own singleton set – the Lewisean cannot account for Fine’s belief about the falsity of 
2. The falsity of 2 can only be obtained by making a seemingly arbitrary selection of 
similarity relations: one that is not justified by any aspect of the case other than that 
it gets the right result.

I am aware, however, that this example is quite complicated.4 So, let us move 
to some simpler and clearer examples. Let us thus consider sentence 3, that Fine 
believes to be false (Fine, 1994a: 5):

3)	 Socrates is essentially such that there are sets.

Well, can Lewis account for Fine’s belief in this case? The standard system would 
consist in selecting a kind of similarity relation so as to make the sentence false. 
However, there is no context that can select such kind of similarity relation. Indeed, 
since 3 is true iff all the counterparts of Socrates are such that there are sets, then in 
order to make it false, Lewis should find a context that selects a similarity relation, 
according to which at least one counterpart of Socrates is not such that there are sets. 
Now, since it is a necessary truth that there are sets, any counterpart of Socrates, 

4  All this discussion might be further complicated by the fact that Lewis believes that the nature of the 
singletons and the nature of their relations to their elements are highly mysterious (Lewis, 1991).
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no matter according to which similarity relation has been picked out, will inhabit a 
world in which there are sets. Thus, no matter which similarity relation is deemed to 
be relevant, it will be true, in all the contexts, that all the counterparts of Socrates are 
such that there are sets.

Therefore, Lewis also fails to account for Fine’ belief about the falsity of 3. And 
this holds in all the cases in which we have to do with necessary truths:5 for instance, 
Lewis cannot make Fine a truth-teller if he wants to say that Socrates is not essen-
tially such that there are infinitely many prime numbers, and so on.

Finally, let us consider sentence 4, that Fine believes to be false (Fine, 1994a: 5):

4)	 Socrates is essentially distinct from the Eiffel Tower.

Well, the only selection of counterparthood that would make 4 false is the selection 
according to which at least one counterpart of Socrates is identical to the (counterpart 
of the) Eiffel Tower. This means that the only way to make a token of 4 false is to 
regard, in that very same context, Socrates as not essentially human. However, I take 
this way of accommodating the falsity of sentence 4 to be unsatisfying. Indeed, Fine 
does not want to deny 4 because he believes that, in some world, Socrates is identical 
to the Tower, since he believes Socrates to be necessarily distinct from the Tower. In 
fact, in Fine’s view, not only Socrates is necessarily human, but he is also essentially 
so.6 Therefore, reading 4 the way Lewis needs to in order to make it false does not 
do justice to Fine’s intuitions. And I believe that a satisfactory answer to Fine aims 
to account for his intuitions, rather than misconstruing them. Therefore, I take it that 
Lewis, in order to account for Fine’s beliefs, needs to make 4 false (that is, he needs 
to make true that Socrates is not essentially distinct from the Eiffel Tower) in the 
intended context in which Socrates is essentially human. So, the counterexample 
Lewis needs to account for, and which makes Fine’s intuitions explicit, is given by 
sentence 5, that Fine wants to be true:

5)	 Socrates is essentially human and not essentially distinct from the Eiffel Tower.7

The challenge for the Lewisean is to find one similarity relation that makes both con-
juncts of 5 true. But, as was said, there is no such similarity relation that can help the 
Lewisean to achieve this result.8

5  As I will show in Sect. 8, the situation is different when we have to do with essentialist truths, because 
of the semantic inconstancy of essentialist claims that Lewis endorses.

6  Fine claims that the property of being a man, contrary to the property of being distinct from the Tower, 
characterizes Socrates’s nature (Fine, 1994a: 9). Accordingly, it is correct to classify the former, but 
not the latter, as an essential property of Socrates. Then, I take it that, if the property of being a man is 
essential to Socrates, the same should hold for the property of being human (but, if the reader does not 
agree with me, she can simply switch, in my argument, the property of being human with the property of 
being a man). Moreover, it seems fair to assume that Fine does not believe in context-dependent essences. 
So, it seems right to assume that he believes Socrates to be essentially human (or a man) in any context 
whatsoever, hence, also in the context in which sentence 4 is asserted.

7  Interestingly, also Zalta (2006: 27) considers sentence 5 in his attempt to reply to Fine.
8  To be sure, there are some moves that the Lewisean could pursue to make 4 false. However, I found them 
unsatisfactory. For instance, the Lewisean might say that 4 is false in a context in which the Eiffel Tower 
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Therefore, the Lewisean seems not to be able to account for Fine’s essentialist 
beliefs: there are essentialist sentences Fine believes to be false (like 2, 3) and oth-
ers that he believes to be true (sentence 5) that Lewis’s theory, as it stands, fails to 
account for, in any context whatsoever.

5  Is there Really a Genuine Problem for Lewis’s Theory?

In this Section, I would like to consider two lines of thought to the effect that the 
inability to make Fine a truth-teller is not a problem that the Lewisean should be 
really worried about.

Firstly, one might rightly observe that what Fine means by ‘essence’ is something 
different from what Lewis means by it (that is, de re necessary properties). Therefore, 
it is not obvious that it is a problem for his theory if his system to make the essen-
tialist a truth-teller does not work with Fine. Surely, it would not be a problem if his 
system would not work with the essentialist beliefs of someone, s, who decides to 
use ‘essence’ as a synonym of a non-modal notion, for indicating all the properties 
that make their bearers happy. The point is that, if Lewis takes ‘essence’ to be a de 
re modal notion, anyone who attempts to argue against this conception of ‘essence’ 
should just be ignored: she is simply talking about something different. So, it is not 
a problem for Lewis’s theory if her statements are not able to create any context in 
which they are true.

What I would like to claim in response to this is that, while it is true that Lewis 
does not need to account for any use whatsoever of ‘essence’, it is clear that Fine’s 
proposal is not as deviant as the one proposed by the unwise s. First of all, Fine 
has strong and compelling arguments for his understanding of ‘essence’. Moreover, 
Fine’s use of ‘essence’, contrary to s’s use of it, fits very well with the use of this 
notion in the history of philosophy.9 Finally, recall that Lewis is able to make some-
one who wants to say that Gregor Samsa could have been a cockroach a truth-teller; 
hence, if he is able to account for such an essentialist judgment, he should also be able 
to account for apparently more reasonable essentialist judgments, like that Socrates 
is not essentially such that there are sets. Therefore, I think that, if Lewis is not able 
to account for such a suitable use of the notion of ‘essence’, then this is a problem 
for his theory.

The second line of thought takes into account what Lewis says with regard to his 
principle of accommodation: “what you say makes itself true, if at all possible, by cre-

has a human counterpart. However, as well as the Lewisean needs to make 4 false in the intended context 
in which Socrates is essentially human and, thus, to account for the truth of 5, she also needs to make 
4 true in the intended context in which the Eiffel Tower is essentially a tower, because, we can safely 
assume, Fine does not want to deny 4 because he believes that the Eiffel Tower could have been human. 
Also, the Lewisean might hold that, in worlds where Socrates has a counterpart and the Eiffel Tower does 
not, then the distinctness claim fails. This could be done by adopting a negative free logic (this would also 
allow the Lewisean to accommodate sentence 5). However, even if the Lewisean is willing to go down 
this road, this would not solve the other counterexamples, and, as I already said, I aim to find a solution 
for the Lewisean that solves all the cases.

9  Fine offers a definitional account of essences, inspired by the Aristotelian idea that essences should tell 
us what the nature of things is.

1 3



C. Nencha

ating a context that selects the relevant features so as to make it true” (Lewis, 1986: 
251, my emphasis). One might, thus, appeal to the provision Lewis makes. As far as 
I know, Lewis imagines two cases, related to essentialism, in which it is not possible 
to create a context that selects the relevant counterparts so as to make a sentence true: 
(i) “if you gave an especially silly answer, such as that Humphrey could have been a 
poached egg, yet he could not have been a human born to different parents” (Lewis, 
1986: 251); and (ii) if an essentialist sentences attribute to an object a contradiction as 
a de re possibility (Lewis, 1986: 253). One might then object that Fine’s essentialist 
claims cannot be accounted for, simply because they are silly or contradictory. For 
instance, thinking about essence as a broadly modal notion might make 5 a ‘silly’ 
claim, as well as it might make the negations of 2 and 3 subtly contradictory: they 
would amount to the claims that at least one of Socrates’s counterpart exists in a 
world that lacks some necessary existents.

However, reading such claims from a purely modal point of view would mean to 
misunderstand Fine’s beliefs. So, I think that it would be more satisfactory for the 
Lewisean if she could accommodate them. And I will show that she can.

6  My Proposal for the Lewisean

We know that the core problem for both Lewis and MAE is that Fine’s counterex-
amples require certain hyperintensional resources that purely modal accounts do not 
have.10 Nonetheless, I find it disappointing that the semantic inconstancy of essential-
ist claims, that only Lewis endorses and that allows him to make almost any essen-
tialist claim true in the context of its utterance, does not allow him to accommodate 
Fine’s counterexamples. And, indeed, it is precisely at the source of such a semantic 
inconstancy that the Lewisean needs to look in order to make Fine a truth-teller.

We saw that essentialist sentences are semantically inconstant because, accord-
ing to different contexts, different similarity relations are deemed to be relevant. In 
the standard cases in which essences are understood in purely modal terms, in order 
to obtain the truth-conditions of an essentialist sentence, all that the Lewisean need 
rely on is the context selecting the relevant similarity relation. Once we have such 
relation, we will have the counterparts of, say, Socrates, and all the facts about those 
counterparts and the worlds that they inhabit will be relevant. But, as we know, if we 
stop here, we cannot account for Fine’s essentialist beliefs.

I claim that the Lewisean should make the context play more than one role. And 
the second role the context is asked to play is already included in the usual role that 
it plays. Indeed, besides selecting the relevant similarity relation, the context can also 
discriminate among the properties that happen to be shared by all the counterparts 
picked out by that relation, by selecting which of these properties helped to determine 
the relevant similarity relation.

Let us take Quine’s famous example. There is Andrew, who is a mathematician 
and a cyclist. Let us suppose that a context selects as relevant the cyclist-wise sim-

10  Indeed, as I anticipated, my proposal will not be purely modal in character, since it will add a condition 
of relevance to the modal criterion (it will be what Torza (2015) calls ‘a hybrid account’).
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ilarity relation. Accordingly, that similarity relation will select the counterparts of 
Andrew, namely all and only cyclists-counterparts. However, why does that context 
select one similarity relation (the cyclist-wise similarity relation) over the other (the 
mathematician-wise similarity relation)? Well, because it makes salient Andrew’s 
cyclist aspects over his mathematician aspects, namely, because it stresses some of 
Andrew’s properties (the cyclist-related properties, like his being two-legged) over 
others (the mathematician-related properties, such as his being rational).11 This 
means that the properties that are made salient by the context (the cyclist-related 
properties) go toward determining the relevant similarity relation (the cyclist-wise 
similarity relation) that will pick out the counterparts (the cyclist-counterparts). After 
all, it is not by chance that the cyclist-wise similarity relation selects cyclist-counter-
parts rather than, say, planet counterparts. Suppose now that all these cyclist-coun-
terparts are both two-legged and rational. Well, it is the property of being two-legged 
that helped to determine the relevance of the cyclist-wise similarity relation, which 
picked out the cyclist-counterparts. Therefore, it is the property of being two-legged 
that is relevant in this context.

Let us call ‘relevant’ the properties that are made salient by the context and that 
help to determine which similarity relation is relevant in that context. Then, my pro-
posal for the formulation of truth-conditions for essentialist sentences goes as fol-
lows. A sentence like ‘a is essentially P’ is true iff:

a)	 all the counterparts of a are P, and.
b)	 P is relevant.

Then, it can be said that, if P meets only the first condition, then P is determined 
to be necessary to a. If P instead meets both conditions, then P is determined to be 
essential to a.

We know that the general form of the truth-conditions for an essentialist sentence 
type is incomplete: it needs to be completed with the input of the counterparts. Now, 
what is said is that the Lewisean might add that it needs to be completed also by the 
input of the relevant properties.

Note that, by adding a condition of relevance to the modal criterion - namely, 
by adding condition (b) to Lewis’s original account - I am not using more context-
sensitive notions than before. Indeed, according to my proposal, the context needs 
to do two jobs, instead of one: to pick out both the relevant similarity relation and 
the relevant properties. However, as I said, the second job that the context is asked 
to do is already included in the job that it usually does: it is by stressing some prop-
erties that the context selects the relevant similarity relation. Therefore, according 
to different contexts, the relevant similarity relation can change, but, if it changes, 
also the relevant properties change. Better: as the matter as to which properties are 
determined to be relevant changes depending on the context, the question as to which 

11  Now it might be asked: how does the context make some property salient? Well, resorting to (Lewis, 
1979, 1980), the interests and intentions of a speaker and an audience, background information, the stan-
dards of precision, the presuppositions, spatiotemporal location of utterances, norms of charitable inter-
pretation, and objective salience are among the contextual factors that lead to make some property salient.

1 3



C. Nencha

similarity relations are regarded as relevant changes accordingly. Therefore, at the 
end of the day, we only need the context to select the relevant similarity relation, as 
in Lewis’s original account, because in doing so, the context has already given us the 
relevant properties.

Needless to say, the Finean would not accept such a solution. From her point of 
view, it would not be enough for Socrates to be, say, not essentially such that there 
are sets, in some context: she might want Socrates to be not essentially such that 
there are sets in a context-independent way. However, I aim to find a solution that 
the Lewisean might employ to make Fine a truth-teller, which is acceptable for the 
Lewisean,12 and the Lewisean does accept the semantic inconstancy of essentialist 
claims.13

6.1  My Strategy at work

Let us see now in detail how my strategy works, by starting with sentence 3:

3)	 Socrates is essentially such that there are sets.

My aim is to account for Fine’s belief that 3 is false. Let us suppose that the context 
selects a similarity relation that works in a very generous way, demanding nothing 
more of counterparts than they be things of the same species of Socrates.14 I will 
call such a similarity relation ‘the species-wise similarity relation’. This similarity 
relation guides us to pick out, as Socrates’s counterparts in this context, all and only 
human beings. However, we know that all the human counterparts will exemplify the 
property of being such that there are sets (let us call such a property ‘S’). But, now, the 

12  Note that any attempt to respond to the Finean counterexamples within a (hybrid) modal perspective – 
see, for instance, “Sparse Modalism” (Wildman, 2013; Cowling, 2013) – might not count as a satisfactory 
answer to Fine, if one thinks that Fine’s idea is that essences not only cannot, but must not be grasped in 
any modal terms. However, as I said, my aim is to find a strategy that the Lewisean might employ, which is 
satisfactory to her. Therefore, it might also be the case that, if the Lewisean should read Fine’s claims in a 
wholly non-modal way, as Fine does, then she would not be forced to use counterpart theory to understand 
them and, thus, she might no longer face any problem. However, this solution would not be acceptable 
for the Lewisean, assuming that she wants to make Fine a truth-teller, within her own modal counterpart-
theoretic understanding of essence.
13  While in (Lewis, 1968), Lewis presents a semantics for quantified modal logic, in (Lewis, 1986) he 
seems to have given up on the whole project and proposes to express matters of essence and modality 
‘directly’ in counterpart theory. However, there is no generally accepted translation of a sizeable fragment 
of English into counterpart theory (for discussions about these problems, see, for instance, Hunter and Sea-
ger, 1980; Forbes, 1982, 1990; Ramachandran, 1989; and Nencha 2022). I thank an anonymous reviewer 
for stressing the relevance of this point for the matters discussed in this paper. Indeed, someone might 
argue against the bottom idea of my project: even if I manage to find a solution that the Lewisean might 
adopt to deal with Fine’s counterexamples, she could never claim to have truly met the Finean challenge. 
However, while I am very sympathetic to this point, I think that these problems can be left aside for the 
aim of this work. Indeed, if we decided to consider these kinds of difficulties, then we should abandon the 
whole idea of comparing Lewis’s stance on matters of essence and modality with the perspective of others.
14  This similarity relation echoes the one used by Lewis (1983: 43; 1986: 232) and suggested by Hazen 
(1979: 332). I use the expression ‘species’ for biological kinds. However, my usage is only functional to 
illustrate how a counterpart relation might work in some context. Accordingly, neither I mean nor I need 
to make any assumption about the debate on species and biological kinds.
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context is asked to tell us whether or not S is relevant, namely whether or not S is one 
of the properties that helped to determine the species-wise similarity relation. Well, 
clearly, the context selected the species-wise similarity relation, by making salient 
Socrates’s species-related properties, such as his property of being human, over other 
Socrates’s properties (such as S). And precisely these species-related-properties are 
the relevant ones. Accordingly, the fact that the counterparts of Socrates happen to 
share also S is irrelevant. Therefore, S is not determined to be essential to Socrates: 3 
is false in this context, as Fine wants.

One could make the same argument in other terms, as follows. There are many 
objects in all the possible worlds. For instance, there are a and b that share with 
Socrates the property S introduced before, the properties of being human (H), of 
belonging to their own singletons (O), of being distinct from the Eiffel Tower (D), of 
being a human or a mountain (H v M) and so on. There is the Eiffel Tower, t, which 
shares with Socrates S, O, and so on. In order to obtain the truth-value of sentence 
3, we need to know which respect of similarity is relevant and, thus, which of these 
objects are counterparts of Socrates.

If we want to deny 3, as Fine demands, we need to look for a context that selects 
a kind of similarity relation suitable to make 3 false, and, as I said, the context that 
picks out the species-wise similarity relation introduced before could do the job. 
Indeed, in a context that selects the species-wise similarity relation as relevant, then 
only a and b are chosen as counterparts, and only the property H is deemed to be 
relevant. There are also other properties that Socrates, a and b share (for instance, 
S), but these properties did not help to determine the species-wise similarity relation. 
Now that we have both the input of the counterparts (Socrates, a and b) and the input 
of the properties that are relevant (H), we can attain the ‘correct’ truth-value of 3, in 
this context.

6.2  Other Sentences

Let us see now, briefly, how this strategy would work with the other essentialist sen-
tences that Fine discusses.

Recall sentence 2:

2)	 It is essential to Socrates to belong to {Socrates}.

In the context described above, in which the species-wise similarity relation is 
invoked, even though all the human counterparts of Socrates exemplify O, O is not 
relevant. Therefore, sentence 2 comes out false, as Fine wants.

Let us consider our sentence 5, that Fine wants to be true:

5)	 Socrates is essentially human and not essentially distinct from the Eiffel Tower.

We already know that, in the context described above in which the species-wise 
similarity relation is relevant, Socrates comes out as essentially human. Let us see 
now if, in that very same context, Socrates can also be determined as not essentially 
distinct from the Eiffel Tower (D). Well, in that context, all the human counterparts 
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of Socrates (Socrates, a and b) are D. However, D is not relevant, because it is not 
among the properties that helped to determine, as relevant, the species-wise similar-
ity relation.

However, the reader might think that, among Socrates’s species-related properties, 
there is also D. After all, she might say, it is because Socrates belongs to a certain 
species that he exemplifies D. Well, if the reader thinks so, then she can just look for 
a more accurate context that evokes a more precise similarity relation. For instance, 
a context might select the human-wise similarity relation. In this context, no appeal 
to species is made. Therefore, even though, as a consequence, all the counterparts of 
Socrates are D, this is not significant: the only property that this context made salient 
and that helped to determine the human-wise similarity relation is H.

Therefore, according to my strategy, Lewis is able to account for Fine’s beliefs.

7  Fine’s Objections Against the Relevance Condition

Fine thinks that appealing to a condition of relevance, as my proposal does, would 
not do the job. He says:

One might try to add a condition of relevance to the modal criterion. One would 
demand, if a property is to be essential to an object, that it somehow be relevant 
to the object. However the case of Socrates and his singleton makes it hard to 
see how the required notion of relevance could be understood without already 
presupposing the concept of essence in question. For we want to say that it is 
essential to the singleton to have Socrates as a member, but that it is not essen-
tial to Socrates to be a member of the singleton. But there is nothing in the 
‘logic’ of the situation to justify an asymmetric judgement of relevance; the dif-
ference lies entirely in the nature of the objects in question. (Fine, 1994a: 6, 7).

I will divide my answer to Fine’s concern in three parts.
Firstly, I show that my proposal can guarantee the truth of the following conjunc-

tive Finean assertion:

Asymmetry  It is essential to {Socrates} that it have Socrates as a member and 
not essential to Socrates that he is a member of {Socrates}.

When the Finean asserts Asymmetry, she is doing so in a single context – that is, the 
sentence is said ‘in one breath’. Accordingly, the Lewisean needs to make both con-
juncts of Asymmetry true in the same context. Let us start from the second conjunct 
that we have already discussed. Recall indeed what was said about sentence 2:

2)	 It is essential to Socrates to belong to {Socrates}.

We know, from the previous discussion, that, in 2, there are two sources of counter-
part theoretic content (‘Socrates’ and ‘{Socrates}’), and that the most natural way to 
select the counterparts of {Socrates} would be to pick out those singleton sets that 
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have a member that is a counterpart of Socrates (let us call such a similarity relation 
‘the membership-wise similarity relation’). We also saw that, in this context, both 
the occurrences of ‘Socrates’ (also the one within ‘{Socrates}’) need to evoke the 
same similarity relation. Then, as I previously argued, in a context that selects the 
species-wise similarity relation for Socrates, we can make 2 false and, accordingly, 
the second conjunct of Asymmetry true. Indeed, while it is true that all the human 
counterparts of Socrates belong to their own singletons, namely exemplify O (condi-
tion (a) of my proposal is met), O is not relevant, since O did not help to determine 
the species-wise similarity relation (so, condition (b) is not satisfied).

With this in mind, let us consider now the first conjunct of Asymmetry, and let us 
see if, in this very same context, we can make it true.

6)	 It is essential to {Socrates} that it have Socrates as a member.

We cannot change the context from one conjunct to another, and this means that 
we cannot change the parameters of similarity. Accordingly, all the occurrences of 
‘Socrates’ will evoke the species-wise similarity relation (also the occurrence within 
‘{Socrates}’), and ‘{Socrates}’ will evoke the membership-wise similarity relation. 
Well, this very same context also determines the ‘correct’ truth-value of 6: (i) all 
the counterparts of {Socrates} will have, as a member, (a counterpart of) Socrates 
(selected by the species-wise similarity relation); and (ii) having (a counterpart of) 
Socrates (selected by the species-wise similarity relation) as a member is relevant, 
since it is this property that helped to determine, as relevant, the membership-wise 
similarity relation. Hence, in this context, it will be essential to {Socrates} that it 
have Socrates as a member. Therefore, Asymmetry can be made true, in the Lewisean 
perspective.

The second part of my answer argues that there is something in the ‘logic’ of the 
situation to justify an asymmetric judgement of relevance. Asymmetry is the con-
junction of two sentences, with two different subjects: the first sentence is about 
{Socrates}, as it is represented in a context C, while the second is about how Socrates 
is represented in the very same context C. In other words, Asymmetry is about two 
different subjects in the same context C. My condition of relevance (b) applies to a 
property, and the relevance of this property depends on what is evoked by the subject 
of a sentence. Therefore, if the subject changes in the passage from one sentence 
to the other, also the condition of relevance to apply changes. But, as long as the 
similarity relations invoked do not change from one sentence to the other, we are not 
changing the context: indeed, as I said, the job of the context is to select the relevant 
similarity relation (once we have it, we have, a fortiori, the relevant properties). So, 
without changing the context from one sentence to another, while the first sentence 
focuses on the membership-wise similarity relation evoked by ‘{Socrates}’ in C and 
on which properties helped to select this relation as relevant, the second sentence is 
about the species-wise similarity relation evoked by ‘Socrates’ in C and about which 
properties helped to pick out such relation. But in C, say, ‘{Socrates}’ always evokes 
the membership-wise similarity relation and, hence, the property of having (a coun-
terpart of) Socrates as a member is always relevant: the sole change from the first to 
the second sentence is that only the former sentence focuses on this similarity relation 
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and on which properties were relevant to determine it. Consequently, the difference is 
in the ‘logic’ of the situation, and it does not lie in the nature of the objects in ques-
tion: it lies indeed in the similarity relations contextually evoked, and the similarity 
relations were already invoked in this analysis in order to account for essences.

Finally, I believe that, in giving the analysis of the concept of essence, there would 
be nothing wrong in being guided by prior opinions about what essences are expected 
to be. I think, indeed, that we are unavoidably guided, in the construction of our 
analyses of the concept of essence, by prior opinions about what an essence should 
be (see, for instance, Divers, 2002: 110). And this kind of guidance is not enough to 
justify the charge of circularity, as it emerges from Fine’s concern. What is more, it 
is not clear to me how Fine himself might discern what is in the real definition of an 
object and what is not, without already presupposing the concept of essence.

8  Other Counterexamples to MAE in Fine’s Style

The Lewisean, with my account, can take into account all the Finean essentialist 
beliefs. This also holds with those problematic sentences that not even Fine, with his 
account, can always account for (see Fine, 1994b). I will show only some examples.

As partially anticipated, the fact that a property is a logical consequence of another 
does not affect my proposal. For instance, if, in a context C, it is made true that 
Socrates is essentially human, it does not need to follow that it is also true, in C, 
that Socrates is essentially human or a mountain (H v M). Indeed, as we saw, if the 
species-wise similarity relation is deemed to be relevant in C, while all Socrates’s 
human counterparts will exemplify (H v M), this property is not relevant. The same 
goes for properties such as ‘to be human or not human’ or ‘to be human, if human’ 
(for any property whatsoever), and so on.

Note that the reason why Socrates can be determined to be essentially H and not 
essentially (H v M) in C is that H and (H v M) are two different properties: they are 
different sets of possible individuals (for instance, the Mount Blanc is included only 
in the second set). Accordingly, it makes sense to draw a demarcation between them 
and say that only H was relevant to determine the similarity relation. Let us consider 
now another counterexample in Fine’s style, where the property which is deemed to 
be relevant in a context is conjoined with a necessary truth. For instance, let us take 
sentence 7, that Fine would accept:

7)	 Socrates is essentially human and not such that there are sets.

In analogy with what was said before, I might claim that, in order to make 7 false, 
the Lewisean might select a context that makes relevant the species-wise similarity 
relation. In this context, indeed, while all the human counterparts of Socrates have 
both H and (H ∧ S), (H ∧ S) is not relevant: only H helped to determine, as relevant, 
the species-wise similarity relation. However, in this case, H is cointensional with (H 
∧ S) and, for Lewis, cointensional properties are identical. So, either both properties 
are relevant, being both salient in determining the species-wise similarity relation, 
or neither is. Hence, in order to favor one property (H) over the other (H ∧ S), as 
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the relevant one, the Lewisean needs to accept hyperintensional differences between 
properties. But this is fine. Indeed, recall that I aim to find a way to make Fine a truth-
teller, which is acceptable from the Lewisean perspective. And Lewis recognizes 
that we might want to make use of hyperintensional distinctions, as long as they can 
be ultimately explained in terms of possible worlds and set-theoretic constructions 
out of them (Lewis, 1986: 55–59). For instance, he considers a structured version of 
properties that would allow us to distinguish between two cointensional properties 
that have different ‘meanings’ associated with their standard names. Hence, if the 
Lewisean follows Lewis’s hint on structured properties, she is able to distinguish 
between H and (H ∧ S), which plausibly have different structures. Accordingly, if 
Socrates is determined to be essentially H in C, the Lewisean does not need to derive 
that he is also essentially H ∧ S in C.

Also, Socrates can be determined not to be essentially identical to himself in some 
context, if Fine wants it: all his human counterparts will be identical to themselves 
(so, of course, Socrates will be necessarily identical to himself in any context), but 
being identical to himself is not relevant to determine, say, the species-wise similar-
ity relation.

Finally, I will consider one last Finean counterexample to MAE, that the Lewisean 
was able to account for even without my modification. However, I will show that 
my proposal makes the solution safer. Fine claims that, according to MAE, it will 
erroneously be part of the essence of any object that every other object has the essen-
tial properties that it has (Fine, 1994a: 5, 6). So, contrary to MAE, Fine would want 
sentence 8 to be false:

8)	 Socrates is essentially such that an object a is essentially P.

Well, the Lewisean might account for Fine’s belief with Lewis’s original account: 
there might be a context C in which not all the counterparts of Socrates are such that 
a is essentially P: something which is a counterpart of Socrates in C may inhabit 
a world in which some counterpart of a is not-P (this reply relies on the semantic 
inconstancy of essentialist claims). However, since whether or not some counterpart 
of Socrates inhabits a world in which a counterpart of a is not-P depends on how the 
worlds are made, with my suggested modification, the Lewisean can make sure that 8 
is false, in the context in which she wants it to be false, without relying on the failure 
of condition (a). Indeed, let us suppose that condition (a) is met: all the counterparts 
of Socrates are such that all the counterparts of a are P (and P is relevant to deter-
mine the similarity relation between a and its counterparts). Well, being such that a 
is essentially P did not help to determine, as relevant, say, the species-wise similar-
ity relation between Socrates and his counterparts. Not even if the counterparts of 
a are selected according to the same species-wise similarity relation. For instance, 
let us talk about Plato, and let us suppose that this context selects the species-wise 
similarity relation for both Socrates and Plato. Therefore, it would be true, in this 
context, that all the counterparts of Socrates are such that Plato is essentially human. 
However, it is not relevant to determine the species-wise similarity relation between 
Socrates and his counterparts, that they are all such that Plato is essentially human. In 
other words, it is clear that the property of being such that Plato is essentially human 
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did not help to determine the species-wise similarity relation. Therefore, 8 is false in 
this context.

9  Conclusion

In this paper, I have argued that there is a genuine problem for Lewis’s theory. This 
problem is posed by Fine’s belief that questions about essentialism are not at one 
with questions about necessity de re. The standard Lewisean account for essentialist 
claims cannot account for such a belief.

I offered a diagnosis of the problem, by explaining the reason why the standard 
way that Lewis adopts when he wants to make essentialist sentences true in the con-
text of their utterances does not work with the Finean cases. I also suggested a way 
to amend Lewis’s theory in order to solve such a problem. My proposal allows the 
Lewisean to account for Fine’s essentialist beliefs.

As a result, I have shown that the semantic inconstancy of essentialist claims, 
which only the Lewisean endorses and which allows her to make almost any essen-
tialist claim true in the context of its utterance, also allows her to accommodate Fine’s 
counterexamples.
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