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1 “Abundant” theories of properties

In the first part of the course we’ll be considering
some arguments for the existence of properties which
have this feature: if they’re good arguments, they
should be enough to establish not just that there are
some properties but that there are very many proper-
ties, most of which are complex, in a sense we’ll make
precise.

(i) Arguments for the existence of properties
We’ll start by thinking about this simple argu-
ment for the existence of properties: something
is red, therefore something has the property of
being red, therefore there is at least one prop-
erty. Then we’ll consider some more complicated
arguments in a similar vein defended by George
Bealer. We’ll also ask what a disbeliever in prop-
erties should say about the semantic status of
sentences like ‘something has the property of be-
ing red’.

* Bealer (1993)
* Jackson (1977)
– George Bealer has an elaborately worked

out theory of complex properties: it’s ex-
plained in Bealer and Mönnich (1989) and
developed in more depth in Bealer (1982).

– Quine’s ‘On What There Is’ (1948) is indis-
pensible background reading. van Inwagen
(1998) is a very clear introduction to the
nature of metaphysics. For more of Quine’s
views on properties, see his ‘Logic and the
Reification of Universals’ (1953b).

– Yablo (MS) espouses fictionalism about all
sorts of “Platonic entities”, properties in-
cluded.

(ii) Arguments against the existence of com-
plex properties
I’ll expound this argument: the theory of com-
plex properties posits an enormous array of en-
tities that the theory of simple properties does
without; nevertheless the latter can explain ev-
erything that happens just as well as the for-
mer; therefore the latter is probably true if either

is.
* Armstrong (1978b, chapters 13, 14)
– Ramsey (1925) and following him, Mellor

(1991), defend the view that there are no
complex properties. Oliver (1992) replies
to their main argument; Mellor (1992) is a
rejoinder.

– Lewis (1986a) has some interesting argu-
ments against complex properties (provided
that they aren’t conceived simply as set-
theoretic constructs out of their instances
or their constituents). There are replies to
this article by Armstrong (1986), Forrest
(1986), Bigelow and Pargetter, and a re-
joinder by Lewis (1986b).

(iii) More arguments for the existence of com-
plex properties
We’ll look at Armstrong’s arguments for the ex-
istence of conjunctive properties, the most inter-
esting of which is this: it’s possible that every
property is conjunctive, therefore there are ac-
tually conjunctive properties.

* Armstrong (1978b, chapter 15). (Also look
at pp. 67–68).

– Mellor (1991, p. 265) dismisses the “infinite
complexity” argument as question-begging.
Lewis (1986a) thinks pretty highly of it.

2 “Sparse” theories of properties

In the second part of the course we will consider some
more arguments for the existence of properties. These
arguments will be ones one could comfortably em-
brace while believing that there are only a few, simple
properties.

(i) The “one over many” argument
Armstrong’s A Theory of Universals is probably
the most important book on the metaphysics of
properties written in the last 50 years. It’s defi-
nitely worth spending a couple of weeks trying to
see how the argument for the existence of prop-
erties is supposed to work.

* Armstrong (1978a, pp. 1–76, 102–116)
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* Armstrong (1978b, chapters 18, 19)
– Devitt (1980) argues vigorously that the

“problem of the one over many” is a pseu-
doproblem; Armstrong (1980) responds.

– The “relation regress” argument is intro-
duced by Bradley (1897, chapter 3) as an
argument against the reality of properties.
Russell (1911) uses it to argue for the exis-
tence of universals (relations if not proper-
ties) and against Resemblance Nominalism;
this argument is also given in Russell (1967,
chapter 9), reprinted in Mellor and Oliver
(1997). (Note that in his later work (1989,
chapter 3, section 10), Armstrong repudi-
ates the argument.)

(ii) The “ultimate primitives” argument
According to a standard version of the theory of
properties, the predicate ‘instantiates’ has a very
special status that marks it out from all, or al-
most all, other predicates: it’s primitive not just
in the sense that we don’t now have an analysis
of it, but that it’s in principle not a candidate for
analysis. If we knew how to argue for this claim,
we’d have the makings of a strong argument for
the existence of properties. First, though, we
need to work out what the claim means, and
how such claims are to be evaluated.

* Lewis (1983).
– Alex Oliver’s introduction to the meta-

physics of properties (1996) is relevant to
this section, as well as the preceding and
following ones.

– Sider (1995) argues that Armstrong-style
universals can’t do the “work” Lewis wants
them to do, because of troubles with the
analysis of degrees of naturalness of classes.

(iii) The “truthmaker” argument
The truthmaker principle: pIf φ, there is an x
such that necessarily, if x exists then φq. The
later Armstrong believes this schema and makes
it the cornerstone of the argument for the exis-
tence of properties. This makes everything much
clearer than it used to be in the early Armstrong.
But is there any reason to believe the truthmaker
principle? And if it is true, does it really give
us any reason to believe in properties? (Note:
there will be a talk by David Lewis on this topic
in N.Y.U. on the 17th of November.)

* Armstrong (1997, chapters 3 and 8)
– Fox (1987) argues that the truthmaker

principle is correctly stated as the schema
above, rather than as a semantic claim.

– Lewis (1992) contains some reflections on
the difference between Armstrongian meta-
physics and the ordinary (Quinean?) sort.

– Parsons (1999) argues for a non-standard
truthmaker principle and its compatibility
with nominalism.

– Rodriguez-Pereyra (2000) gets into detail
about how the argument from the truth-
maker principle to the existence of univer-
sals is supposed to go.

3 Competitors to the theory of properties

The arguments for the existence of properties that we
looked at in part 2 are all arguments by elimination:
they depend on establishing that some theory accord-
ing to which properties exist is superior (in some re-
spect) to any theory according to which no properties
exist. In the third part of the course we will give close
attention to these competitor theories.

(i) Trope Nominalism
Tropes are “particularised properties”: a Trope
Nominalist might believe in such entities as this
electron’s negative charge and that electron’s neg-
ative charge, but not in the property of negative
charge that is allegedly shared by both electrons.
The view has ancient credentials; in this century
it has been reinvented many times and developed
in many different directions.

* We’ll probably read Campbell (1981).
– Other fairly accessible presentations of

trope theory include Williams (1952), Ba-
con (1995), and Simons (1994).

– Daly (1997) criticises Campbell’s argu-
ments for trope theory.

– Early Armstrong (1978a, chapter 8) was
hostile to trope theory; later Armstrong
(1989, chapters 4 and 6) is quite sympa-
thetic. Both books contain interesting ar-
guments against the view, based on the
Trope Nominalist’s need to take certain ax-
ioms as basic which a Realist can explain.

(ii) “Ostrich” Nominalism
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I use this label (taken from Armstrong) for the
epistemological view that the question of ulti-
mate primitives (introduced above) is to be an-
swered a posteriori, perhaps by doing physics. If
this is correct, we should expect to come up with
a quite different answer to the question from the
one we’d arrive at using only a priori methods.

(iii) Resemblance and Class Nominalism
These are views we will already have discussed
when we were reading Armstrong. Now we’ll
consider them in more depth, to see how they
match up to the theory of universals when con-
sidered as answers to the question of ultimate
primitives. I’ll be defending a view that’s like
Primitive Natural Class Nominalism, only with
plural terms (for which see Boolos) in place of
classes.

– Resemblance Nominalism is developed by
Price (1962, chapter 1). The “problem
of imperfect community” is introduced by
Goodman (1951, ch. 5, sect. 3) as an objec-
tion to a proposal of Carnap’s.

– Talk of ‘natural classes’ is introduced, with
a psychologistic slant, by Quinton (1957).

– Sider (1996) argues that the existence of
competing set-theoretic reductions of or-
dered pairs raises trouble for the primitive
natural class nominalist.

– Boolos (1984) defends the intelligibility
of irreducibly plural reference and plural
quantification. Hazen (1993) disagrees.

4 Other topics

Which of these other topics we’ll discuss will depend
on what people choose to present on.

(i) Competing views about the essences of
properties
Philosophers who agree that there is such a thing
as the property of being an electron can dis-
agree about what it is like, especially in modal
respects. Some say that this very property could
have existed even if the world had been very dif-
ferent, with physical laws different from those of
the actual world. Others say that it is essential
to electronhood that it feature in some or all of
the laws that it actually features in. On the op-
posite spectrum, there is the view that electron-

hood is not even necessarily a property. Which
of these positions is correct?

– Shoemaker (1980), Swoyer (1982), and El-
lis and Lierse (1994) all defend versions of
“dispositional essentialism”.

– Blackburn (1990) is a short piece which mo-
tivates the view and raises a problem for it.
There is an interesting response to this ar-
ticle by Holton (1999).

– Armstrong (1997, chapters 9 and 10)
presents a very minimal view of the essences
of properties.

(ii) Realism versus anti-realism about the
essences of properties.
Certain philosophers think that predicates like
‘essentially human’ are vague and context-
sensitive to a high degree. If so, we should ex-
pect that many disagreements about matters of
essence are only apparent: really both partic-
ipants are right, and all that’s going on is that
they are understanding the key notion of essence
in different ways. Could the disagreements about
the essences of properties described in the pre-
vious section be like that? Is there anything
special about properties which could make talk
about their essences less liable to vagueness and
context-sensitivity than talk about the essences
of particulars?

– Heller (1998)
– Black (2000)
– Part 4 of Lewis’s (1986c) is indispensable

background reading on this issue. Lewis ar-
gument against “linguistic ersatzism” (sec-
tion 3.1) relies on a strongly realist view of
the essences of properties.

(iii) The status of the distinction between par-
ticulars and universals
Ramsey argued (assuming a metaphysics of
facts) that there is no fundamental metaphysical
distinction between universals and particulars: if
there is any distinction to be drawn at all, it is no
more than the de facto distinction between en-
tities which are constituents of many facts and
entities which are constituents of relatively few
facts. Fraser MacBride is a modern apostle of
this view.

– Ramsey (1925)
– MacBride (1999b,a)
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(iv) Non-symmetric relations
If there are non-symmetric relations, they are
problematic. It’s hard to find a reasonable-
seeming choice of ultimate primitive for perspic-
uously representing the facts about the instanti-
ation of non-symmetric relations. Maybe there
are also problems explaining how non-symmetric
relations enter as constituents into states of af-
fairs. What can we do about these problems?

– Williamson (1987)
– Fine (MS)
– Dorr (MS)

(v) Particulars as bundles of universals
Some say that a particular like a book or a person
is no more than the “bundle” of its properties.
What do they mean? Are they right?

– Black (1952) is a really cool paper that
comes up a lot in the debate.

– Russell (1948, part 2, chapter 3) argues for
the bundle theory.

– Armstrong (1978a, chapter 9) and
Van Cleve (1985) contain many objec-
tions to the view.

– Hawthorne (1995) defends it. Zimmerman
(1997) continues the debate.

(vi) Other views of properties
These are some treatments of the metaphysics of
properties which have been influential but which
didn’t seem to fit naturally into the structure of
the parts 1–3 of this course. Any of them would
be a good topic for a presentation.

– Frege. ‘Function and Concept’, ‘Concept
and Object’ and ‘The Thought’ all bear on
the issues discussed in this course.

– Contemporary “Fregean platonists” think
that there can be entities which exist as
a matter of conceptual necessity. One
recent exposition of this kind of view
is Stephen Schiffer’s ‘Language-created,
language-independent entities’.

– Putnam’s ‘On Properties’ (1975)
– . . . ?
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