Unsettled Objects:
Essence, Variation, and the Same-Object Constraint”

Abstract. This paper argues that familiar debates about de re modality mislocate
the source of essentialist necessity. Essential properties are usually treated as members
of a privileged list of necessary properties, or else as artifacts of a counterpart relation
supplied by context. Both pictures miss a prior constraint on modal thought. To ask
what an object could have been like is not merely to add variation to a description; it
is to vary the object while continuing to make that object the target of the supposition.
I call this the same-object constraint. The constraint is not itself a further necessary
property of the object, since any such property can be used in a modal supposition
only after the object has already been held fixed as the thing whose property it is.
Nor is it merely pragmatic, since failures of the constraint explain why certain modal
questions lose their subject matter rather than merely receive unusual answers. 1
develop an anchoring account: a de re possibility is admissible when the supposition
preserves enough of the actual explanatory route by which the object is available
for modal assessment. This view explains the intuitive asymmetry between small
and radical variations, blocks Chisholm-style sorites arguments without positing sharp
hidden boundaries, and gives a non-conventional treatment of origin, constitution, and
artifacts. The result is a moderate essentialism on which essence is not a catalogue of
modal truths but the structure that makes modal variation about a particular object
possible.

1. Introduction

There is a familiar way of thinking about essence. An object has many properties. Some of
them it has contingently; others it has necessarily. Among the necessary properties, a special
subset somehow reveals what the object is. The table could have been scratched, moved, or
painted. It could not have been a prime number. Perhaps it could not have originated from
wholly different matter. Perhaps Socrates could not have been a poached egg, though he
could have been a philosopher, a sculptor, or a man who never met Plato. On this picture,
essentialism is the project of sorting an object’s properties into the modal boxes: contingent,
necessary but trivial, necessary and essential.

That picture is attractive because it promises to make essence precise. It invites us
to search for a criterion. Is an essential property one that follows from the thing’s kind?
One that figures in a real definition? One that explains the thing’s other necessary proper-
ties? One that is constitutive of its identity? The details differ, but the underlying form
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is stable: first fix the object and the modal space; then mark some necessary properties as
metaphysically privileged.

The form is mistaken. Or so I shall argue. It is not mistaken because essence is unreal,
or because de re necessity is merely a verbal projection, or because all modal claims are
contextual in a deflationary sense. It is mistaken because it reverses the order of dependence.
The question what an object could have been like already presupposes that the object has
been held fixed through a range of variations. That holding fixed is not a neutral pre-modal
operation. It is where much of the work of essentialist necessity is done.

Suppose I ask whether this table could have been made from slightly different planks.
The question is intelligible. Suppose I ask whether it could have been one millimeter shorter.
Again, intelligible. Suppose I ask whether it could have been made yesterday from ice,
designed by another person for another room, melted before dinner, and never stood in any
causal relation to the actual table except for being imagined by me under the phrase “this
table.” At some point we no longer have a daring modal hypothesis about the same object.
We have lost the object. The sentence may still have grammar, and perhaps a context could
be constructed in which it says something determinate. But the original de re question has
come apart. The problem is not that we have located a remote impossible world. It is that
we have ceased to describe a world as a possibility for the object with which we began.

I shall call this requirement the same-object constraint:

Same-Object Constraint: A de re modal supposition concerning an object is
admissible only if the supposition preserves enough of what makes the supposi-
tion about that object, rather than merely about something satisfying a related
description.

The constraint is easy to state and hard to place. If it is treated as a necessary condition
on the object’s existence, it seems to become one more essential property. But that cannot
be right. To ask whether the object must satisfy that condition, we must already be able
to track the object across the supposed alternatives. The condition therefore cannot be the
whole explanation of tracking. If, on the other hand, the constraint is treated as a feature
of our descriptions or interests, essentialism seems to collapse into contextual counterpart
theory. That cannot be right either. Some modal failures are not merely failures to make
a charitable selection of counterparts. They are failures to keep hold of a subject matter.
“Could this knife have been a melody?” is not answered by consulting our conversational
interests in knives and melodies. It is, absent special stage-setting, not a genuine way of
varying the knife.

The aim of this paper is to defend a third view. De re modal thought is anchored. An ob-
ject becomes available as a target of modal assessment through an actual route: perception,
production, naming, causal dependence, kind-involving recognition, institutional introduc-

tion, or some more complex mixture. Such routes are not merely epistemic. They are ways



in which the object is introduced into a practice of explanation and reference. A modal
supposition remains about that object only if it preserves enough of the anchoring route, or
preserves an appropriate explanation of why the route still reaches that object under the
variation. Essence, on this view, is not a list of necessary properties. It is the structure of
non-optional anchors that make de re variation possible.

This claim is compatible with many ordinary essentialist judgments. It may still be true
that a particular person could not have originated from wholly different gametes, that an
artifact could not have originated through an entirely disconnected act of manufacture, or
that a statue could not have existed without any suitably continuous sculptural history. But
the explanation is different from the standard one. Such necessities hold because the relevant
variations would destroy the explanatory route by which the object is available as the very
object in question. The necessities are not primitive entries in a modal inventory. They
mark points at which modal editing loses its target.

The account has three advantages. First, it explains why radical modal variation is not
licensed by iterating small variations. We can move from a table with plank p to a table
with a slightly different plank p’, and from that imagined table to one with p’’, without
thereby showing that the original table could have been made from wholly different matter.
Second, it diagnoses cases in which constitution and coincidence generate conflicting modal
verdicts: a lump and a statue can be coincident without sharing all modal properties because
they are anchored through different explanatory routes. Third, it captures what is right in
Fine’s insistence that essence is prior to modality while avoiding the thought that essence is
a mysterious additional operator delivering lists of real definitions.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 argues that de re modal claims have a structure
that standard possible-worlds paraphrases obscure. Section 3 criticizes list essentialism:
the attempt to understand essence as a privileged subset of necessary properties. Section
4 criticizes a purely contextual counterpart-theoretic alternative. Section 5 develops the
anchoring account. Section 6 applies it to origin, artifacts, and constitution. Section 7
replies to objections. The conclusion returns to the guiding thought: modal variation is
possible only against a background of retained subject matter, and that background is not

metaphysically inert.

2. Modal Variation and Retained Subject Matter

Begin with a simple contrast. The following questions sound ordinary:

1. Could this table have been in the next room?
2. Could this table have had a different finish?

3. Could this table have been repaired with one replacement leg?

The following questions sound strained:



4. Could this table have been an election?

5. Could this table have been a person?

6. Could this table have been built from a cloud by an unrelated carpenter before any of
its actual materials existed?

There are contexts in which philosophers can assign meanings to the strained questions.
Perhaps we ask whether the table could have been constituted by different matter, or whether
the matter now composing it could have composed a person, or whether the word “table”
could have referred to elections. But those are repairs. The unrepaired questions exhibit
a familiar phenomenon: grammatical de re form does not guarantee a stable de re modal
question.

One might think that this is merely a point about intelligibility. Extreme suppositions
are difficult for us to imagine, but metaphysics should not be hostage to imaginative comfort.
That response is too quick. The contrast is not between easy and difficult imagination. It
is between different ways in which a supposition can fail. It may be difficult to imagine a
fourteen-dimensional object, but we can ask whether a particle could have had additional
spatial dimensions if the theory supplies the relevant structure. It may be difficult to imagine
Socrates as a silent farmer, but the supposition is clearly about Socrates. By contrast, “Could
Socrates have been the number seventeen?” does not merely exceed our imaginative powers.
It does not tell us what would make the imagined number a candidate for being Socrates.

De re modal claims thus contain two elements. There is a variation element: the object
is supposed to have, or lack, some feature. And there is a retention element: the supposition
must retain the object as the subject of the variation. The retention element is often invisible
because ordinary modal questions leave it undisturbed. When I ask whether the table could
have been moved, I do not need to say that the table remains an artifact with a suitable
history, a material object, and the thing produced by a certain act of carpentry. Those
features are part of the background against which movement is assessed. But invisibility is
not dispensability. Where retention fails, modal predication loses its target.

The point can be put in terms of modal editing. A de re modal question asks us to
edit the actual situation while preserving enough of it for the edited situation to count as a
possibility for the object. Some edits are obviously admissible: alter the color, the position,
the incidental relations. Some edits are obviously destructive: remove every connection to
the object’s origin, kind, material career, and explanatory role. The hard cases lie between.
But the existence of hard cases should not obscure the structure common to easy and hard
cases alike. Modal editing has a subject-preserving condition.

This structure is obscured by the standard possible-worlds paraphrase:

x could have been F iff there is a possible world w such that x is F in w.

The paraphrase treats transworld identity, or its surrogate, as already settled. If x itself

is present in w, then we can ask what properties it has there. If x is not literally present
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in w, counterpart theory supplies a relation selecting something in w to represent x. Either
way, the paraphrase suppresses the question how the world is given as a possibility for x.
The interesting question is not whether there is some entity in some world satisfying F. It is
whether such an entity is available as x under a subject-preserving supposition.

This is not a merely semantic concern. Consider the classic Chisholm-style sequence. A
table T could have been made with one slightly different molecule, or perhaps one slightly
different plank. Let T'1 be such a possible table. T1, it seems, could have been made with one
further slight difference. Continue the sequence until the final table Tn shares no matter, no
maker, no time of production, and no causal history with T. If possibility is transitive under
such iterated “could have been” reasoning, T could have been wholly different in origin. But
that conclusion is implausible. More importantly, the reasoning equivocates. The second
step asks what T1 could have been like, not what T could have been like. To identify T
through the whole sequence, one must show that each local edit preserves the original subject
matter, not merely that each table is close to its predecessor.

This failure is not like the failure of a mathematical induction because of a hidden sharp
cutoff. It is not that there is a precise plank replacement after which the original table
disappears, though we are ignorant of it. The more plausible diagnosis is that subject-
preservation is not closed under arbitrary iteration. A route can be locally extended while
the connection to the original anchor is progressively attenuated. The permissibility of a
modal edit is therefore path-sensitive. We can assess a single edit from the actual object; we
cannot automatically concatenate admissible edits into an admissible route from the actual
object to a remote endpoint.

The same lesson appears in origin cases. It is natural to say that I could have come from
a slightly different sperm cell, or perhaps from an adjacent egg in some medically unusual
case. It is not natural to say that I could have come from two wholly different parents living
centuries earlier. The difference is not that biological necessity comes with a hidden metric
of gametic distance. The difference is that the actual explanatory route by which I am
picked out as this person - a route involving a particular developmental history, embodied
continuity, social introduction, and biological origin - can survive some variations but not
arbitrary replacement. The farther the variation moves from the route, the more work must
be done to explain why the resulting individual is still me. At some point no such work is
available.

The upshot is that de re modality is not exhausted by a space of worlds plus a designation
of an object. The designation itself has modal conditions of retention. To understand an
object’s possibilities, we must understand what makes a variation a variation of that object.

3. The Failure of List Essentialism

Call “list essentialism” the view that an object’s essence is a privileged subset of its necessary
properties. The list essentialist need not claim that every necessary property is essential.



Being such that 2 + 2 = 4, being self-identical, or being a member of the singleton of x
if x exists are necessary but not plausibly essential. The view is instead that essence can
be understood by first considering what is necessary for x and then selecting the necessary
properties that are constitutive, explanatory, or definitional.

This view faces a familiar Finean objection. It is necessary that Socrates belongs to the
singleton {Socrates}, but belonging to that singleton is not part of Socrates’ essence. If
essence is reduced to necessity, the reduction fails. Fine concludes that essence is prior to
modality: what is necessary for a thing follows, at least in part, from what it is. I accept the
priority thought, but I think the usual discussion understates its significance. The problem is
not only that necessity is too coarse-grained. The deeper problem is that the very attribution
of necessity to an object presupposes a subject-preserving framework. We cannot first gather
all necessary properties of x in a neutral modal space and then identify the essential ones.
The modal space in which x has necessary properties has already been shaped by what counts
as holding x fixed.

To see this, consider an origin essentialist claim:
T could not have originated from wholly different matter.

On the list picture, this claim attributes to T the necessary property of not originating
from wholly different matter. The essence theorist may then ask whether that necessary
property is essential in the privileged sense. But the truth of the modal claim already
depends on how T is tracked through counterfactual situations. If a counterpart relation is
extremely permissive, there will be counterparts of T made from wholly different matter. If
transworld identity is primitive and unconstrained, one might stipulate that T itself appears
in a world with a different origin. If the object is instead anchored by its actual production,
some origin variations are excluded. The modal claim does not float free of the tracking
relation. It is a consequence of it.

The same point applies to trivial necessary properties. Why is being such that 2 + 2 =
4 not essential to Socrates? One answer is that arithmetic truths do not help explain what
Socrates is. That is right but incomplete. The deeper point is that such truths impose no
subject-preserving constraint. They are true in every admissible supposition because they
are true in every supposition whatsoever. They do not contribute to keeping Socrates in
view. Essential properties, by contrast, are not simply necessary across a pre-given range.
They help determine the range by fixing what would count as a supposition about Socrates.

List essentialism therefore faces a circularity. To determine which properties of x are
necessary, we need to know which worlds or situations count as possibilities for x. To know
which possibilities are possibilities for x, we need to know how x is retained through modal
variation. But that retention is precisely what the essentialist list was supposed to explain.
If the list is constructed after retention has been settled, it cannot explain retention. If it



is constructed before retention has been settled, the necessities from which it is drawn are
unavailable.

The list essentialist might reply by distinguishing essence from our means of tracking.
Perhaps objects have primitive identities across worlds, and essential properties are then
read off from those identities. But primitive transworld identity is not enough. Suppose a
theorist says that T is identical with an object in another world made from ice, created by
another person, and existing for only ten minutes. If asked what makes that object T, the
theorist answers: primitive identity. This answer secures a formal relation but empties de re
modality of explanatory discipline. It allows any pattern of modal predication not ruled out
by logic. Origin essentialism becomes a brute restriction on where primitive identity goes.
The account has not explained why some variations preserve T while others do not; it has
merely labeled the acceptable ones.

Nor does haecceitism solve the problem. If T has a thisness that it carries across worlds,
then worlds can differ merely over which qualitative role T occupies. But the question
remains which worlds are genuine possibilities for T rather than haecceitistic recombinations.
If T’s thisness can attach to a cloud, a number, or a person, then essentialist distinctions
disappear. If it cannot, the constraints on attachment must be supplied. Those constraints
are not explained by the bare thisness.

The lesson is not that there are no essential properties. We can still say that being human
is essential to Socrates, that having a certain origin is essential to an organism, or that being
an artifact of a certain broad kind is essential to a table. The point is explanatory. Such
claims are not entries on a list compiled from a neutral modal survey. They articulate the
anchors that make the relevant modal survey about the object. They say, in effect, which
features cannot be edited away while continuing to assess the same thing.

This also explains why essence and necessity come apart in both directions. Some nec-
essary truths fail to be essential because they do not anchor the object. Some essential
truths may not look like ordinary property attributions at all. The essence of a statute,
for instance, may involve a legislative history and a place in a legal order. The essence of
a game may involve rules, practices, and standards of correctness. These are not always
naturally represented as simple monadic properties possessed by an object in every possible
world. They are explanatory routes through which the object is constituted as a target of
modal assessment.

List essentialism distorts this structure by forcing anchors into the form of possessed
properties. The distortion matters. Once anchors are treated as properties on a list, one is
tempted to ask for sharp boundaries: exactly how much material could be replaced, exactly
how different could the maker be, exactly how much institutional continuity is required? But
anchors need not function by supplying sharp thresholds. Their role is to preserve subject

matter in modal editing. That role may be determinate in easy cases, indeterminate in



border cases, and absent in radical cases. Demanding a hidden precise boundary mistakes

the logic of the constraint.

4. Against Pure Contextualism

If list essentialism over-objectifies essence, contextual counterpart theory seems to move too
far in the other direction. On a counterpart approach, de re modal claims are assessed by
selecting counterparts of the actual object in other worlds. The selection relation can vary
with context. In one context, a statue’s counterpart must share sculptural form; in another,
it must share matter; in another, it must share function or origin. This flexibility explains
why modal judgments shift with interests. It also avoids primitive transworld identity.

There is much to like in this approach. It makes explicit that modal predication requires
a relation of representation across possibilities. It handles cases in which different respects
of similarity matter for different questions. It explains why some disputes about what an
object could have been may be verbal or context-sensitive.

But a purely contextual account is too permissive. If any contextually salient similarity
relation can generate a de re modal truth, then it becomes difficult to distinguish between
changing the standards for representing an object and changing the topic. Let a context
select as counterparts of this table all and only objects admired by the same person. Then,
if a sculpture in another world is admired by that person, the table could have been a
sculpture. Let another context select objects mentioned on the same page. Then the table
could have been a theorem. These are not merely surprising essentialist conclusions. They
are abuses of de re form. The selected relation may be salient, but it does not make the
sculpture or theorem a way for this table to be.

The contextualist can respond by restricting admissible counterpart relations. They must
respect sortal, causal, qualitative, or explanatory constraints. But once such restrictions are
introduced, context is no longer doing all the work. There are constraints on what can count
as a genuine counterpart for a given object. The question is what grounds those constraints.
My answer is: the object’s anchors. A counterpart relation is legitimate only if it preserves,
or suitably transforms, the actual route by which the object is available as a target of modal
thought.

This point is sometimes hidden because counterpart theory is most plausible where mul-
tiple legitimate anchors are available. A statue and a lump share matter, but the statue is
anchored by sculptural production while the lump is anchored by material continuity. Con-
text matters because we can attend to either anchor. But the legitimacy of the anchors is
not created by attention alone. It depends on the explanatory structure of the case.

Consider a case of apparent modal conflict. Goliath, the statue, could not have survived
being squashed into a ball. Lumpl, the lump of clay, could have survived being squashed
into a ball. If Goliath is Lumpl, they differ in modal properties, violating Leibniz’s Law.
If they are not identical, we have coincident objects. A contextualist may say that the



sentence “that could have survived squashing” expresses different propositions in different
contexts, depending on whether we use a statue-counterpart or lump-counterpart relation.
That is helpful, but incomplete. Why are those two counterpart relations legitimate while
the “admired by the same person” relation is not? Because the statue and the lump are
anchored differently in the actual situation. The statue is introduced through an artistic
or artifact-making history; the lump through material continuity. These routes support
different modal extensions.

The difference between legitimate and illegitimate counterpart relations is not merely
pragmatic. A speaker can try to stipulate that the table’s counterparts are all elections
causally downstream from it. But unless the stipulation also explains why those elections
are ways for the table to be, the stipulation changes the subject. It may introduce a new
technical use of “counterpart,” but it does not generate ordinary de re possibilities for the
table. Modal discourse is flexible, but not arbitrarily so.

Nor should we identify anchors with sortals alone. Sortals matter: to ask whether this
table could have been a chair may be less strained than asking whether it could have been a
melody, because tables and chairs are artifacts of related kinds. But sortals are not always
decisive. A particular table might have been a desk if its maker had intended it differently;
another, perhaps an altar with a fixed ritual history, may not be so easily reclassified. A
person could not have been a different person merely by satisfying the sortal person. A
statute could remain the same statute through changes in wording if properly amended, but
not through a causally disconnected duplicate enacted elsewhere. Anchors include kind, but
also origin, material history, institutional dependence, and explanatory role.

The best version of counterpart theory can accommodate this by building anchors into
counterpart relations. My disagreement is not with the formal apparatus but with the
metaphysical order of explanation. Counterpart relations are legitimate when they represent
ways of preserving the object’s anchors under variation. Context may select among legitimate
relations, emphasize one anchor over another, or leave some matters indeterminate. It does
not create de re modal space ex nihilo.

This point also explains why some modal disagreements feel substantive. If counterpart
relations were merely contextual parameters, then many debates about origin essentialism,
personal identity, and constitution would dissolve into reminders to specify a context. But
philosophers often disagree about which anchors are genuinely object-preserving. Is bio-
logical origin non-optional for persons? Is material origin non-optional for artifacts? Can
institutional objects survive gaps in recognition? These are not merely questions about which
similarity relation is convenient. They are questions about what the objects are such that
certain variations retain or lose them.

The anchoring account thus occupies a middle position. Against list essentialism, it
denies that essence is a subset of necessary properties read off from a pre-given modal space.

Against pure contextualism, it denies that context alone supplies the relations that make



modal claims de re. De re possibility is constrained by the actual explanatory routes through
which objects are available as modal subjects.

5. The Anchoring Account

I now state the positive view more carefully. An anchor is a feature, relation, history, role,
or explanatory route in virtue of which an object is available as the object it is for purposes
of de re modal assessment. Anchors are not always essences in the traditional sense, because
some anchors may be optional or replaceable. Nor are they merely descriptions under which
we think of the object. They are object-involving structures that make reference, recognition,
explanation, and modal variation possible.

For an ordinary artifact, anchors may include the act of production, the matter used,
the intended function, the maker’s plan, the object’s subsequent career, and the practices
that sustain its kind. For an organism, anchors may include biological origin, developmental
continuity, and embodied life. For an artwork, anchors may include authorship, medium,
historical context, and reception under a practice. For an institutional object, anchors may
include acts of authorization, rules, documents, and social recognition. Different kinds of
objects have different anchoring profiles.

Not every anchor is non-optional. A table can survive refinishing; a person can survive
changes of name; a statute can survive amendment; a melody can survive transposition. The

central notion is rather a non-optional anchor:

Non-Optional Anchor: A feature or explanatory route A is non-optional for ob-
ject x when removing A from a modal supposition leaves no adequate explanation
of why the supposition is still about x.

This definition is deliberately not a modalized property attribution. It does not say: A
is non-optional for x iff x has A in every possible world in which x exists. That would return
us to list essentialism. It says instead that A plays a subject-preserving role. If we remove
A, we must supply some alternative route that keeps x in view. If no such route is available,
the supposition fails as a de re possibility for x.

This explains why some necessities admit of exceptions under enriched descriptions.
Could a particular painting have been produced by a different artist? Ordinarily, no, if
authorship is a non-optional anchor for that artwork. But perhaps a collaborative practice,
delegation, or algorithmic production process makes authorship more complex. In such a
case the question is not whether an exception to a simple necessary property has been dis-
covered. It is whether the actual anchoring route was misdescribed. The modal fact follows
the anchor; the anchor is not inferred from a bare modal generalization.

The anchoring account can be summarized in three theses.

First, de re modal assessment is anchor-relative but not merely context-relative. It is

anchor-relative because what counts as preserving the object depends on the object’s actual

10



anchoring profile. It is not merely context-relative because the profile is not freely supplied
by conversational interest.

Second, admissible variation is constrained by explanatory continuity. A supposition need
not preserve every actual feature of the object. It must preserve enough of the explanation of
how the object is the one under discussion, or provide an intelligible transformation of that
explanation. This is why replacement of one plank may be admissible while replacement
of the entire origin is not. The former can be understood as a variation within the same
production history; the latter removes the history that anchors the artifact.

Third, subject-preservation is not generally transitive. If supposition S1 is an admissible
variation of x, and S2 is an admissible variation of the object as represented in S1, it does
not follow that S2 is an admissible variation of x. Local editing can drift from the original
anchor. This blocks sorites arguments from small differences to radical origin variation.

The third thesis is crucial. Many puzzles in de re modality arise from assuming a closure
principle:

Modal Iteration: If x could have been y-like, and that y-like object could have
been z-like, then x could have been z-like.

The principle is valid for some modal operators under some readings. If it is possible
that possibly p, then perhaps possibly p. But de re modal predicates do not always compose
in that way because the subject can shift. From “T could have been made with plank pl
instead of p” and “a table made with pl could have been made with p2 instead” it does
not follow that T could have been made with p2. The second modal claim may concern the
table in the first supposition under its own local anchor, not the original T under the original
anchor.

This is not an ad hoc restriction. It reflects the two-element structure of de re modality.
Variation can iterate while retention fails to do so. A name or demonstrative in the first step
may be inherited only by courtesy in the second; after enough steps, the courtesy runs out.
The original object has not been gradually transformed into a remote object. Rather, the
modal question has gradually ceased to be about the original object.

One might object that this makes de re modality vague. The objection is partly correct
and partly misleading. It is correct that anchoring may yield indeterminacy in borderline
cases. There may be no fact of the matter whether a table could have originated with exactly
43 percent different matter under specified circumstances. But this is not a defect. Many
metaphysical phenomena have vague boundaries because the practices and explanations
constituting them do. More importantly, vagueness at the boundary does not undermine
determinacy at the core. It is determinate that the table could have been a centimeter to
the left; it is determinate that it could not have been the French Revolution. The absence of
a sharp cutoff between admissible and inadmissible material replacement does not collapse

the distinction.
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Nor does the account make essence epistemic. Anchors are discovered through inquiry
into what the object is, not invented by our inability to imagine alternatives. We can be
wrong about them. We might think authorship is essential to a certain artwork and later
learn that the practice in question individuates works by score rather than performance. We
might think biological origin is essential to persons and later adopt a theory of persons on
which psychological continuity anchors identity more deeply. Such revisions are metaphysical,
not merely psychological. They revise the account of what preserves the object.

Finally, anchors can be hierarchical. Some anchors explain the relevance of others. A
table’s material origin may matter because the table is an artifact produced through a
particular material process. A person’s biological origin may matter because it underwrites
developmental continuity for organisms of our kind. A statute’s wording may matter because
it is part of an authorized legal act. The anchoring account therefore does not require a flat
list. It allows essentialist structure to be explanatory and layered.

6. Applications
6.1 Origin

Origin essentialism is the natural testing ground. Kripkean arguments suggest that a person
could not have originated from wholly different gametes and that an artifact could not
have originated from wholly different matter. Critics press the flexibility of origin: surely
an artifact could have been made from a slightly different piece of wood; surely biological
processes allow some variation. The debate often becomes a search for a precise boundary
between permissible and impermissible origin differences.

The anchoring account changes the question. We should not ask first which origin prop-
erties are necessary. We should ask what role origin plays in anchoring the object. For
organisms like us, origin is not merely an initial event. It is part of the developmental expla-
nation by which the individual organism exists at all. A supposition in which I come from
wholly different gametes removes the developmental route that makes the later person me.
To restore aboutness, one must supply an alternative explanation of why that individual
is still me. Mere qualitative similarity will not suffice, since many possible people could
resemble me.

Small variations are different. Suppose a sperm cell differs in a few molecules, or an
early environment differs slightly. Such variations can preserve the developmental route.
They do not replace the anchor; they perturb it. The resulting individual is available as me
because the actual biological and developmental explanation has been retained in its relevant
structure. The permissibility of such variations does not imply that any finite sequence of
them preserves me, because the route may be progressively abandoned.

Artifacts work similarly but not identically. A table’s origin matters because artifacts
are products of intentional and material histories. A table made by the same craftsperson

according to the same plan from a neighboring plank might be a candidate for being this

12



table under some suppositions. A table made centuries earlier by someone else from different
matter is not, unless the actual case contains an unusual institutional or design-based anchor
that explains the connection. The account predicts flexibility without triviality.

This also explains why origin essentialism feels stronger for some objects than others.
A coin minted under a legal authority may be anchored by institutional acts and material
production. A software object may be anchored by code lineage, functional role, version
control, and deployment history. A naturally occurring rock may be anchored by material
continuity and geological history. There is no single origin principle applying uniformly
across all entities. There are different ways origin can be non-optional because there are

different ways objects are anchored.

6.2 Artifacts and Functions

Artifacts pose a familiar difficulty. Is function essential to an artifact? Could this knife have
been a paperweight? Could this chair have been a sculpture? The answer seems to depend
on how the object is introduced. A mass-produced chair could perhaps have been designed
as a stool; a ceremonial throne could not easily have been a kitchen chair; a Duchamp-like
artwork may be constituted by a shift in artistic context rather than physical production.

The anchoring account predicts this variability. Artifact kinds are not mere shapes. They
involve histories of intention, use, function, and practice. But different artifacts weight these
factors differently. A factory-made hammer may be anchored primarily by production for
hammering within a tool practice. A found-object artwork may be anchored by selection
and placement within an art practice. A child’s improvised toy may be anchored by use and
recognition rather than manufacture.

Thus the question “Could this have been a different kind of artifact?” has no uniform
answer. It asks whether the modal supposition preserves the anchors by which the object is
available as that artifact. In some cases, functional variation is superficial. A table can be
used as a desk without ceasing to be the same table. In other cases, function is constitutive.
A legal document that could not authorize anything would not be the same contract; a tool
whose entire production and recognition as a tool are removed loses the anchor that made
it that tool.

This also avoids a false dichotomy between mind-dependence and objectivity. Artifact
essences depend on intentions and practices, but once a practice and production history are
in place, there are facts about what variations preserve the artifact.

6.3 Constitution

Constitution cases are often taken to force a choice between coincident objects and con-
textualized modal predication. The statue and the lump share a region and matter. The
statue could not survive being squashed; the lump could. Therefore either they are distinct

coincident objects, or “could survive” is context-sensitive.
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The anchoring account offers a diagnosis compatible with either formal treatment. The
statue and the lump are differently anchored. The lump is anchored by material continuity.
The statue is anchored by a sculptural history, form, and perhaps artistic intention. Squash-
ing preserves the lump’s material anchor while destroying the statue’s sculptural anchor.
That is why the modal verdicts diverge.

Whether this requires numerical distinctness is a further question. One may say that there
are two coincident objects because there are two anchoring profiles with different persistence
and modal conditions. Or one may say that a single material thing is represented under
different anchor-sensitive modal files. My account does not settle that dispute by itself. It
does, however, explain why the modal divergence is not a mere linguistic accident. It arises
from real differences in the explanatory routes supporting de re assessment.

This is an advantage. Many discussions of constitution oscillate between ontology and
semantics. The anchoring account separates them. The semantic fact is that modal predi-
cation requires a way of representing the object across possibilities. The metaphysical fact
is that actual objects come with different anchors. The ontological question is how many
objects those anchors require us to count. One may be a pluralist or a more economical
theorist, but either way the modal data have an explanation.

7. Objections
7.1 Is the Account Circular?

The most serious worry is circularity. I have explained admissible de re possibility in terms
of preserving the object under variation. But what is it to preserve the object, if not for the
same object to exist in the supposed situation? And is that not just de re modality again?

The answer is that the account is not reductive in the sense of eliminating all object-
involving notions. It does not analyze de re modality into non-modal, non-objectual facts.
Rather, it identifies a dependence within modal thought: modal predication depends on
subject-preserving anchors. This is not viciously circular because anchors can be specified in
ordinary explanatory terms: production, development, material continuity, legal authoriza-
tion, authorship, use, and so on. These are not themselves claims about all possible worlds
in which the object exists. They are actual-world structures that explain how the object is
available for modal assessment.

Compare an account of assertion that appeals to commitment. Such an account need not
reduce commitment to non-normative behavior in order to be explanatory. It can still illu-
minate assertion by locating its role in a network of norms. Similarly, the anchoring account
illuminates de re modality by locating modal variation in a network of object-preserving
explanations. The view is metaphysically informative even if it is not reductive in an austere

sense.
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7.2 Does the Account Collapse into Finean Essence?

Fine argues that essence is prior to modality. One might think the anchoring account is
merely a restatement of that doctrine. It is not. Fine’s slogan leaves open what essence
is and how it generates modal truths. The anchoring account supplies an answer: essence
consists in non-optional anchors that make de re modal variation possible. This answer
emphasizes the subject-preserving role of essence, the path-sensitivity of modal editing, and
the failure of iteration principles. These are not automatic consequences of Fine’s view.
Moreover, the account explains why some essential truths are awkwardly represented
as real definitions. The essence of a legal institution, artwork, or artifact may include a
historically extended anchoring route rather than a compact definition. To say what such
a thing is may require telling how it is introduced, sustained, recognized, and transformed.
Essence is not always definitional in form; sometimes it is genealogical or institutional. The

anchoring account makes that unsurprising.

7.8 Does the Account Make Essence Too Contextual?

Another worry is that anchors vary with our interests. If I introduce the object as “the thing

Y

I bought yesterday,” one anchor is purchase; if I introduce it as “the table in my office,”
another is location and function. Does the object’s essence shift with introduction?

No. We must distinguish epistemic access from metaphysical anchoring. A description can
introduce an object without revealing its deepest anchors. “The thing I bought yesterday”
may pick out a table, but the purchase is usually not essential to the table. It is a route
by which I refer to the object, not necessarily a route by which the object is constituted as
a modal subject. Conversely, a feature can be metaphysically anchoring even if no speaker
mentions it. Biological origin may matter to my modal profile even when I am introduced
as “the person at the podium.”

Context affects which anchors are salient and which questions we ask. It does not by
itself determine which anchors are non-optional. That determination depends on what the
object is. Of course, what the object is may itself involve practices, intentions, and social
facts. But that is not the same as conversational arbitrariness.

7.4 What About Mathematical and Abstract Objects?

Abstract objects may seem problematic because they lack causal histories. What anchors
the number two, a set, or a proposition? The account should not pretend that all objects
are anchored by production or material continuity. Abstract objects, if there are any, are
anchored differently: by their place in a structure, by definitions, by abstraction principles,
or by roles in a theory. For the number two, being the successor of one or occupying a certain
position in the natural number structure is not one property among others. It is part of what

makes modal variation concerning two intelligible.

15



This yields the right result. Could two have been odd? No, because being even is not
an accidental feature of an independently trackable object. It follows from the structural
anchor by which two is the number it is. Could the symbol “2” have denoted an odd number?
Yes, but that varies the symbol and its use, not the number. The distinction is precisely an

anchoring distinction.

7.5 Does the Account Leave Modal Logic Intact?

Finally, one might worry that denying transitivity for iterated de re possibilities threatens
modal logic. If possibility is not transitive, do we lose S4 or S5?7 The answer is that the
account targets a specific inference involving de re predication and shifted subjects. It does
not deny that modal operators obey whatever principles they obey at the propositional level.
The invalid inference is not simply from possibly possibly p to possibly p. It is from “x could
have been such that y” and “that y-like thing could have been such that z” to “x could have
been z-like.” The failure arises because the subject term is not guaranteed to retain the same
anchor through the iteration.

Formal treatments can represent this by indexing de re modal predication to anchors
or modal files. A formula like Diamond_a F(x) says that x can be F relative to anchor
a. Iteration then requires rules governing whether anchors are preserved, transformed, or
replaced. Nothing in this paper depends on a particular formal system, but the point is clear:
the logic of de re modality contains parameters that ordinary possible-worlds notation often

suppresses.

8. Conclusion

The central thought of this paper is simple: to vary an object modally, one must keep hold
of the object. This requirement is so familiar that it is easy to miss. But once noticed, it
changes the shape of essentialist theory. Essence is not best understood as a privileged list
of necessary properties. Nor is it merely a contextually selected similarity relation. It is the
structure of non-optional anchors that allow modal suppositions to remain about the objects
they vary.

This view preserves the insights of both essentialism and counterpart theory. From es-
sentialism it preserves the idea that objects themselves constrain their possibilities. From
counterpart theory it preserves the idea that de re modality requires representation across
alternatives and that different respects of representation can matter. But it orders these
insights differently. Counterpart relations are legitimate when they preserve anchors; neces-
sary properties are essential when they articulate anchors; context matters by selecting and
emphasizing anchors, not by inventing modal subjects from scratch.

The payoffs are substantial. The view explains why small variations do not accumulate
into radical possibilities, why origin essentialism is flexible without being empty, why artifacts
and institutional objects have historically inflected modal profiles, and why constitution
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cases generate real but anchor-sensitive modal divergence. It also explains why some modal
questions feel defective. They fail not because the answer is hidden deep in modal space, but
because the question no longer supplies a way of making the supposition about the object.

There is a broader moral. Metaphysics often begins with a domain of entities and asks
what properties they have in possible worlds. But de re modal thought is not simply a survey
of worlds. It is an activity of disciplined variation. The discipline lies in the anchors that
keep subject matter in view. To understand what a thing could have been, we must first
understand how it remains the thing whose possibilities are at issue.
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