
Simone Babuin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contingent and necessary identities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14 February 2009 

 

 

 



 2 

The essay title is an argument with one premise (“It is a contingent fact that 

Aristotle was the teacher of Alexander the Great”) and a conclusion (“Therefore not 

all identities are necessary”). The validity of the argument depends on the notion of 

identity one adopts. To start, I will argue that in one sense we cannot hold the 

premise to express a genuine identity statement, therefore the conclusion cannot 

logically follow. But I will also grant that not wanting to see an identity in the premise 

is perhaps too strict a position. Allowing therefore that `Aristotle’ and `the teacher of 

Alexander the Great’ constitute the terms of an identity, and recognising that this 

identity is contingent, the conclusion follows and the argument is valid. At this point it 

will be natural to evaluate this position against Saul Kripke’s view of identities to 

establish whether the argument’s conclusion is in real or only apparent disagreement 

with Kripke’s thesis that all identities, if true, are necessary. All of the above 

constitutes the plan for this essay. 

 

Let us then start by considering the first question: does the premise express a 

genuine identity statement at all, quite apart from it being contingent or necessary? 

Turning the tense to singular, for simplicity and without altering the problem, the 

proposition reads: “Aristotle is the teacher of Alexander the Great”. The proposition 

contains a proper name in subject position, `Aristotle’; a copula, `is’; and a definite 

description in predicate position, `the teacher of Alexander the Great’. “Being a 

teacher of Alexander the Great” can be thus regarded as a property predicated of 

Aristotle. For the present purposes it does not matter whether this property is 

necessary or contingent, essential or accidental. We only need to grant that this is a 

possible property of Aristotle, and I think we can do so legitimately. Now, forcing this 

analysis, we evince that the format of the proposition is of the type:  

 

)(, AxFxx  , 

 

where F is the property `being the teacher of Alexander the Great’ and A stands for 

`Aristotle’. Now, in this sense it is clear that the proposition does not constitute an 

identity of the form A = `the teacher of Alexander the Great’. The proposition simply 

states that there is an object x with the property F, and x is Aristotle.  If this holds, 

then the conclusion does not follow, for if there is no identity in the premise then the 

premise cannot constitute a counterexample of a contingent identity.  
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 But this seems too easy. Although what we said above may be correct in a 

strict sense, it is not entirely satisfactory upon further consideration of the nature of 

definite descriptions. After all it is not difficult to imagine that the expression `the 

teacher of Alexander the Great’ designates some specific man, who we know from 

history to be Aristotle. It would seem natural therefore to regard `the teacher of 

Alexander the Great’ as a referring expression, that is a piece of language which 

succeeds in picking out an object in the world. Now, this view directs us straight into 

an important philosophical debate on whether it can be said of definite descriptions to 

be genuine referring expressions. For instance, for Frege they are [Frege 1892], for 

Kripke they are too, but as we shall see they generate issues in identity statements 

[Kripke 1971], for Russell they are not, being instead quantifier expressions [Russell 

1919]. Leaving aside the discussion on the strict logical nature of definite description, 

we can nonetheless concede that, at least practically, they succeed in picking out a 

referent, and this is all we need here. Therefore, the expression `the teacher of 

Alexander the Great’ picks out a referent x in the world. Similarly, and less 

problematically, the proper name `Aristotle’ picks out a referent y in the world. Hence, 

since Aristotle was indeed the teacher of Alexander, there seems to be nothing 

against forming the identity x = y.  

 

Granted that the premise of the starting argument expresses an identity, if we 

can further show that this identity is contingent, then the conclusion logically follows. 

But this is not a difficult matter, for the fact that Aristotle was the teacher of Alexander 

the Great is plainly contingent. Surely it might have been the case that Aristotle failed 

to be Alexander’s teacher. It does not violate any law of logic to think of an 

arrangement of circumstances in which, say, Alexander managed to convince his 

parents to receive further fencing training rather than attending the Stagirite’s classes. 

If this were the case, then Aristotle would not be the teacher of Alexander, therefore 

the identity x = y would not be true. The identity x = y is true in the actual world, but 

not in the counterfactual situation spelled out above. Therefore the identity is only 

contingently true, hence not all identities are necessary.  

 

This seems to run smoothly, but apparently it does also run against Kripke’s 

famous thesis that all identities, if true, are necessary [Kripke 1971]. To establish 

whether the fact that `Aristotle’ being equal to `the teacher of Alexander the Great’ 

constitutes a contingent identity contradicts Kripke’s claim requires a close inspection 

of Kripke’s understanding of identities which will occupy the rest of this essay. 
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Kripke’s sets off presenting his claim that all identities, if true, are necessary 

at the very beginning of his “Identity and Necessity” [Kripke 1971, p 163], where he 

gives a formal proof. The proof, slightly edited by me for simplicity, goes as follows.  

 

(1) )(,)(, yxyxyx    

(2) □ xx   

(3) yx   

(4) □ yx   

 

The proof reads like this: take Leibnitz’s law (1) which states that if any two objects 

are identical, then they share all properties, and if they share all properties then they 

are identical. Then accept that (2) an object x, assuming that it exists, is necessarily 

self-identical. This is not too problematic, for how could an object fail to be itself in all 

counterfactual situations? If something of the object changes across possible worlds, 

then the object is no longer itself, it is somehow distinct from itself, in virtue of (1). 

Then consider the identity of x and y (3). Now, since x has the property of being 

necessarily identical to x (2), and since y shares all properties with x (1),  then y is 

necessarily identical to x, hence (4).  

 

All this seems nice and simple, however, the proof does rely on significant 

assumptions. Perhaps the most important one is that the property of `being 

necessarily identical to’ is taken to be a legitimate property admitted by Leibnitz’s law. 

Leibnitz’s law carries all properties which are true of x over to y - which serves the 

purpose in this case. But we may ask if it is really legitimate to allow for the 

“necessity operator” to be transported across from x to y. I would tend to regard 

modality as of a different nature from other natural properties of an object, such as its 

shape, or weight. It is not apparent that necessity is a property of the object itself. 

Perhaps it would be more appropriate to view necessity as a transaction between 

objects. But is this enough? Does necessity connect objects, or rather the concepts 

we form about objects? Hume, for example, thought that necessity is a relation 

between ideas, not between matters of fact.  

 

But I do not want to dwell too much on these issues, for there is a way of 

grasping Kripke’s idea which in a sense transcends the details of the formal proof. 

What Kripke really wants us to see is that, if an object x is truly identical to an object 
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y, then they are one and the same object, and in as much as x = x is a necessary 

truth, so must be x = y, for y just is x. In his own words: 

 

[Formula (4)] says for any object x and object y, if x and y are the same object, 

then it is necessary that x and y are the same object. And this, I think […] amounts 

to something very little different from [(2)] . [Kripke 1971, p164] 

 

Now, it might be tempting to explain away the apparent contradiction - between 

our conclusion that `Aristotle is the teacher of Alexander the Great’ is a contingent 

identity, and Kripke’s thesis that all identities are necessary - by deciding  that we are 

really only asserting the contingent truth of an identity statement, whilst Kripke is 

concerned with the necessity of identities between objects. Kripke himself stresses 

this difference:  

 

[Formula (4)] does not assert of any particular true statement of identity, that is 

necessary. It does not say anything about statements at all. It says for any object x 

and object y, if x and y are the same object, then it is necessary that x and y are 

the same object. [Kripke 1971, p164]  

 

Certainly Mark Sainsbury too seems to find this distinction important [Sainsbury 1999, 

p93], but Kripke himself during the course of the essay looses track of the difference 

and often uses interchangeably necessity of statements and of objects as if they 

constitute the same problem [e.g. Kripke 1971, p171]. For my part, I don’t think in 

this distinction lies the heart of the issue. Our problem is to establish whether it is 

possible for the two items of an identity to come apart, irrespectively of whether we 

think of them as objects in themselves (as in the formal proof) or as terms of a 

statement. 

 

 My thesis is that the identity “Aristotle is the teacher of Alexander the Great” 

is not of the same type of the identities that Kripke has in mind when he claims that 

all identities are necessary if true. I think we can find all the evidence we need to 

defend this thesis in Kripke’s own analysis.  

 

 There are several types of expressions which can fill the gap on either side of 

an identity claim x = y. To use Kripke’s own examples, we may have an identity 

between proper names, such as `Cicero = Tully’, or an identity between two definite 

descriptions, such as `the first Post Master General of the United States = the 
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inventor of the bifocals’, or between a proper name and a definite description, as in 

our case, `Aristotle = the teacher of Alexander the Great’. Kripke considers also 

theoretical identities between natural kinds and their, so to speak, essential structure, 

such as `water  = H20’ or `heat = mean molecular motion’. There may be other 

expressions which enter identities, but the four categories here presented are 

sufficient to bring about the disambiguation we need. I would like to emphasise that, 

of course, these being identity statements, they make use of syntactical expressions 

on each side of the identity symbol. But what we are ultimately concerned with is 

how these expressions arrive at the objects entertained in the identity relation, 

therefore we are tied up with the problem of reference. Ultimately, for Kripke at least, 

identity is a metaphysical relation between objects, and we want to know whether it 

is true, and therefore necessarily true, that the object on the left is identical to the 

object on the right. The problem is that by using language we inescapably arrive at 

the object via a referring expression, and if we want to establish that an identity is 

necessary, we must ensure that the referring expressions on either side of the 

identity keep referring to the same object across all possible worlds, or in all 

counterfactual situations. This is the general idea to guide us through the analysis of 

particular cases. 

 

 Let us start with an identity involving definite descriptions, `the first Post 

Master General of the United States = the inventor of the bifocals’. This identity is 

true in the actual world, for Benjamin Franklin was indeed the first Post Master 

General of the United States, and he also invented the bifocals, but there is no 

difficulty imagining a possible world in which this identity is false, a world in which Mr 

Franklin was so busy with his civil service that he did not bother toying with lenses. 

This is analogous to what we said about the identity between `Aristotle’ and `the 

teacher of Alexander the great’ being able to come apart. But now we should ask: 

why is it the case that `the first Post Master General of the United States = the 

inventor of the bifocals’ is false in some possible world? Because it becomes 

possible for the two sides of the identity to refer to two distinct objects, hence 

invalidating the identity. This is possible precisely when definite descriptions are 

involved, either on one or both sides of the identity. A definite description points to 

the object which in that possible world happens to satisfy the description, and this 

object may vary from possible world to possible world.  To offer a mathematical 

analogy, a definite description works as a variable whose value is context dependent. 

If the variables `the first Post Master General of the United States’ and `the inventor 

of the bifocals’ have the same value in some possible world i.e. they refer to the 
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same object, then the identity is true, but on the contrary if, say, the variable `the 

inventor of the bifocals’ in some other  possible world has a different value, then the 

identity is false. 

 

 In the case of identity between proper names, things are different. To 

continue the mathematical analogy, proper names are not variables, they are fixed 

values, that is to say they designate the same object in all possible worlds. In 

Kripke’s language proper names are `rigid designators’, whilst definite descriptions 

are `non-rigid designators’1. `Cicero = Tully’ is true in the actual world and cannot be 

false in any possible world, for Cicero just is Tully (these are just two names of the 

same person), the two names always point to the same object, hence the identity is 

also necessary. No other object can be referred to by the name of Tully, for any 

object distinct from Tully just would not be Tully. 

 

 This is as much as it is needed to explain away our original apparent 

contradiction. In my understanding of Kripke, the true identities which are also 

necessary are those which involve rigid designators on each side, whilst those which 

involve at least one definite description may happily be contingent. This settles the 

issue of the essay title.  

 

 At any rate, this is not quite the end of Kripke’s analysis. Kripke concedes 

that despite we might accept theoretically his thesis, we might nonetheless still 

continue to have the impression that identities involving rigid designators may come 

apart. Kripke identifies two causes for such appearance of contingency: reference via 

contingent properties and the mixing of notion of necessity and a priori.  

 

 Let us consider first the problem of reference via contingent properties. Let us 

return to the identity `Cicero = Tully’. If we think about it, these two names in and by 

themselves do not do much to inform us about their bearers. How am I supposed to 

decide whether the identity is true simply by inspection of the name syntax? There is 

nothing in the word `Cicero’ or `Tully’ which establishes their identity. Since direct 

acquaintance with the object they refer to is impossible, the only way available to us 

to fix the referent is via a definite description which expresses a property of the 

bearer, sufficient for its identification. For instance, I may fix the reference of Cicero 

                                                
1
 This is true at least for the examples of definite descriptions used in this essay. To be 

precise, not all definite descriptions are non-rigid, e.g. `the positive square root of 81’ is a 
definite description which designates the number 9 rigidly, in all possible worlds. 
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via the definite description `the greatest Roman orator’ and the reference of Tully via 

the definite description `the author of the Philippicae’. Both these descriptions 

express contingent properties of the objects they are associated with. Now, as we 

have seen already, definite descriptions act as variables and their reference depends 

on whoever or whatever happens to fulfil the description in the special circumstance 

under examinations. In this sense it is of course possible that Cicero (=Tully) was 

indeed the greatest Roman orator, but that Cicero (=Tully) did not write the 

Philippicae. This speech might have been written by someone else, say Cassius. Of 

course we wound not say that Cicero = Cassius, rather, Cicero = Tully remains true 

also in such possible world, but the referent of `the author of the Philippicae’ would 

now be Cassius. This is how Kripke settles the issue: 

 

Such examples are not grounds for thinking that identity statements are contingent. 

To take them as such grounds is to misconstrue the relation between a name and 

a description used to fix its reference, to take them to be synonyms. […] in 

speaking of counterfactual situations, when we speak of Cicero, we do not then 

speak of whoever […] would have written such and such works, but rather of 

Cicero, whom we have identified by the contingent property that he is the man who 

in fact, that is, in the actual world, wrote certain works. [Kripke 1971, p 184] 

  

Once more, the identity `Cicero = Tully’ only appears to be contingent because we fix 

the reference of its terms via contingent properties. 

 

 The second challenge to the thesis that all identities (involving rigid 

designators) are necessary is based on the argument that if an identity is necessary 

then it is also known a priori, but it is easy to find examples of identities which are not 

known a priori, therefore they should not be necessary. This conjecture is based on 

the classic understanding that necessary truths are ones which can be established 

rationally a priori, without the aid of experience, whilst contingent truths are 

inherently a posteriori truths. Kripke’s famous contribution is to disentangle the 

notions of necessity from the notion of a priori, and the notion of contingency from 

the notion of a posteriori. The two classes of truth are independent, the former 

belonging to metaphysics, the latter to epistemology. The thought is that when or if I 

come to know the truth of an identity statement has no bearings on the truth of the 

statement itself. To take another celebrated example, consider the identity `Hesperus 

= Phosphorus’, where Hesperus and Phosphorus are two names for the same planet 

which appears respectively as the first light in the sky after sunset and the last light 
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to fade after sunrise. Formerly the two planets were thought to be distinct, hence 

were given different names, but in fact astronomical research has shown them to be 

one and the same planet. Now, the truth of this identity is not one which can be 

established a priori, without access to empirical data. It is a result of astronomical 

measurements. Although for a long time Hesperus and Phosphorus were thought to 

be distinct objects, the metaphysical identity of Hesperus and Phosphorus was true 

nonetheless. There is nothing contradictory in admitting of necessary a posteriori 

truths. The fact that an identity is discovered a posteriori is no grounds for thinking 

that it might not have been true. There are no circumstance in which Hesperus fails 

to be Phosphorus, for they are the one an the same planet. We might be wrong and 

thinking that Phosphorus is a distinct planet, and we might be tempted to say that 

Hesperus is not Phosphorus, but we would be making an epistemological claim, not 

a metaphysical one. 

 

Another vivid example of necessary a posteriori identities is that of theoretical 

identities involving natural kinds, such as `water  = H20’ or `heat  = mean molecular 

motion’. In this case the identity statement establishes the identity of the natural kind 

(on the left hand side) with its essential inner structure (on the right hand side). The 

necessity arises from the fact that the essential inner structure just is what 

constitutes the natural kind. Any other combination of hydrogen and oxygen, or of 

any other elements, just would not result into water, but into something other than 

water. Theoretical identities, as well as proper names identities, also suffer from 

appearance of contingency. For instance `heat = mean molecular motion’ may 

appear to be contingent because the referent of `heat’ can be fixed via the 

contingent property expressed, say, by the definite description `the cause of heat 

sensations in humans’. Since there is a possible world were humans lack sensitivity 

to heat, it may appear in those circumstances that heat fails to be mean molecular 

motion. But it is just an appearance.  

 

 In this essay we have reflected upon Kripke’s thesis that if two objects are 

identical, then it is also necessary that they are identical. This is a persuasive 

metaphysical conclusion, for something just is itself, and cannot logically be different 

from itself in any possible world. When it comes to expressing such identity in a 

statement, the terms of the identity may contain rigid or non-rigid designators, two 

different ways for an expression to pick out its referent in the world. We have clarified 

that for Kripke true identities are necessary only if the terms involved are rigid-

designators. If at least one of the terms is non-rigid, such as in `Aristotle is the 
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teacher of Alexander the Great’, then the identity is contingently true. Identities with 

rigid designators are necessary, but may appear contingent if we fix the reference of 

the terms via a contingent property expressed, for example, by a definite description.
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