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1. A metaphysician's apology

In the first of this series of articles Jerry Fodor set the scene for his discus-
sion of mental representation: "It rained for weeks and we were all so tired
of ontology, but there didn't seem to be much else to do" (1985, p. 76).
Ignoring ontology in favour of the supposedly more exciting game of
mental representations may be justified by the now necessary division of
philosophical labour. But let us not forget that any philosophy of mind
will presuppose an ontological inventory. It is often simply assumed, for
example, that there are mental properties. Assume if you like, but do not
pretend that there is no metaphysical work to be done explaining what
these properties are and what role they play.

This article says something about the state of the art in work on the
metaphysics of properties. "State of the art" suggests an accepted list of
methods by which one obtains results and an accepted list of results
obtained, or, failing this, an accepted list of questions which ought to be
answered by some method or other. Philosophy being what it is, I can find
no consensus in this area of metaphysics. This absence of fixed points has
two connected sources. Although philosophy advertises itself as the
reflective discipline par excellence, it is a familiar fact that philosophers
lose themselves in projects for which they can provide no reflective
description or justification. In the absence of such common reflection the
lack of consensus is no surprise. But even when the focus is changed from
the nitty-gritty of working out the details of a particular theory to critical
reflection on the aims and methods of the theory and back again, there is
no unique route which this interplay takes.

Metaphysics has survived numerous attempted assassinations. Hume's
call for the burning of the books has not been heeded except by his distant
descendants, the logical positivists, whose theatrical derision of meta-
physics raised a few cheap laughs. Now the show is over and serious meta-
physics flourishes once more. But it has not survived unscathed. There are
urgent, unanswered questions about its methods of inquiry.

In this article I shall try to impose some order on some debates that are
currently live within the metaphysics of properties. Along the way I point
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out the issues that need clarifying and the questions that need answering.
Many of these issues and questions are not specific to the metaphysics of
properties, but have a more general application. So this article is as much
about metaphysics, what it is and what it ought to be, as it is about prop-
erties. I have not aimed for impartiality, so some lines of research will be
neglected. I make no excuse for concentrating on the work of one or two
authors. In particular, Armstrong's and Lewis's work on metaphysics has
had an overwhelming influence on subsequent investigations.

2. Metaphysicians in search of a methodology

If, as Quine claims, "science ... differs from common sense only in degree
of methodological sophistication" (1969, p. 129), then metaphysics, in its
current state, belongs firmly on the side of common sense. Some attempts
are made at rendering metaphysics scientifically respectable by borrowing
methodological considerations from the various sciences, but denuded of
their scientific context, it is unclear how to marshal them. Consider
Lewis's metaphysical methodology. Metaphysical theories should not
contain "overabundant primitive predications", "unduly mysterious
ones", or "unduly complicated ones". Nor should they have an "overly
generous ontology" or disagree with "less-than-Moorean commonsensi-
cal opinions".1 None of these methodological maxims has a definite con-
tent because as stated they are more gestures than explicit rules so that
their individual and collective application is indeterminate. The aim of
this section is to try to construct a prospectus for a future methodology of
metaphysics, distilled from current practice.

1. Ontology and ideology2

A metaphysical theory has two parts: the ontology and the ideology. The
ontology consists of the entities which the theory says exist ("entity" is
my catch-all for any kind of thing). The ideology consists of the ideas
which are expressed within the theory using predicates.3 The sorting of
the entities into ontological categories is a matter of ideology; predicates,
such as "... is a set", are used to say to which category an entity belongs.

1 The words are Lewis's (1983b, p. 353).
2 The distinction derives from Quine (1951).
3 In this section I use "predicates" as a general word for predicates proper, sen-

tence operators such as "Necessarily ...", and other devices used in the expression
of ideas.
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2. Economy in metaphysics

Metaphysical theories can be compared with respect to the virtue of econ-
omy. The ontological economy of a theory is measured by the number of
entities within its ontology. The ideological economy of a theory is mea-
sured by the number of primitive, undefined predicates within its ideology.
The more ontologically economical theory is to be preferred because one
should not believe in the existence of entities without good reason. The
matter is different with ideological economy. Here the virtue is that which
prompts the axiomatisation of mathematical theories. One aims to present
a theory with the minimum number of primitive predicates possible
because of the aesthetic elegance of such a theory. It would be foolish to
maintain that ideologically economical theories are easier to grasp. To see
this one only has to try to teach from elegant logic texts. Nevertheless, ideo-
logical economy may also be an epistemic virtue, though I do not know
how to improve on the following remarks. The more ideological econom-
ical a theory is, the more unity the theory has. If a theory has few primitive
predicates then they will be employed time and time again for different pur-
poses. And theoretical unity seems to contribute to understanding.

3. The aims of metaphysics and how they compete

A metaphysical theory has two broad aims. First aim: to describe what
entities there are and the kinds of entity there are. For example, are there
properties, events, processes, possible worlds etc.? Second aim: to pro-
vide fruitful conceptual analyses. For example, can we analyse contexts
of the form "it is a scientific law that/?", "c causes e", "necessarily/?" etc.?

Conceptual analyses improve ideological economy by defining some
predicates in terms of others. Since an analysis may introduce talk of enti-
ties, ideological economy can be purchased at the expense of ontological
economy. For example, one could do without a primitive relational pred-
icate "x is an ancestor of y" by defining it, in Frege's way, using the par-
enthood relation and talk of sets. Another example: one can do without a
primitive modal operator "necessarily/?" by defining it using talk of pos-
sible worlds. Of course, the trade-off can work in reverse: it is possible to
improve ontological economy by beefing up the ideology. Perhaps we can
do without possible worlds, if we are allowed enough primitive modal
operators. Perhaps we can do without meanings, if we are allowed primi-
tive predicates such as "x is meaningful" and "x means the same a s y .

4. Do these trade-offs makes sense?

Ontological economy and ideological economy are justified in different
ways, but they can be traded off against one another. How can this trade-
off itself be justified? Suppose I decide to improve the ideological econ-
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omy of a theory by introducing talk of more entities and thereby beefing
up its ontology. An improvement in ideological economy is justified by
aesthetic elegance and perhaps by its contribution to understanding. But
in making my theory more elegant and by contributing to understanding,
I have created a theory which says more entities exist. But how can I
thereby have reason to believe these entities exist? Aesthetic elegance of
a theory and the way in which a theory contributes to understanding seem
to be one thing, reason to believe in the existence of entities another. The
same problem arises in the reverse direction. If I improve ontological
economy at the expense of ideological economy, say, by having more
primitive predicates, I have made my theory more ugly and less unified.
But how can these manoeuvres constitute a reason for thinking that the
entities I have avoided positing do not exist? What is needed is some way
of connecting the justifications of ideological and ontological economy so
that the trade-offs deal in a common currency. For now the connection
between aesthetic elegance and understanding, on the one hand, and what
exists, on the other, is forged only by Panglossian wishful thinking.

5. Reflective equilibrium

What constrains the development of a metaphysical theory? One con-
straint is the provision of fruitful conceptual analyses of concepts we
employ in our ordinary thought and discourse. Conceptual analyses may
entail a certain ontology and hence are one way to satisfy the aim of
describing what entities there are. We may want to say something about
the entities introduced by a conceptual analysis and this will be further
conceptual and ontological work. For example, we may want to define
modal operators in terms of possible worlds and then define the predicate
"... is a possible world".

Here, as in all philosophical inquiry, we must adopt the method of
reflective equilibrium, balancing the demands of theory against the pres-
ervation of commonsensical beliefs. These beliefs are not sacrosanct. We
may override them if the theoretical benefits of ontological and ideologi-
cal economy are sufficiently great. For example, some of our common-
sense beliefs about modal matters may be rejected for the sake of defining
the predicate "... is a possible world". Lewis (1986c, §1.6) does just this.
He offers the definition "... is a maximal mereological sum of spatiotem-
porally related individuals". But, given the prior definition of modal oper-
ators in terms of possible worlds, his definition leads to the rejection of the
commonsensical beliefs that there might be nothing and that there might
be two disconnected space-times.

The preservation of common-sense beliefs is the preservation of two
things at once: the truth and the content of those beliefs. So rejection may
take two forms: preserve the truth but change the content, or keep the orig-



The Metaphysics of Properties 5

inal content and declare it false (the third option of changing the content
and declaring it false is overkill). On one interpretation of Berkeley
(Kripke, 1982, p.64), he takes the former course by arguing that his meta-
physics does not contradict the common-sense belief in the existence of
external material objects. But he preserves the truth of this belief only by
changing its content, having the common man mean by "external material
object" "an idea produced in me independently of my will".

We have seen how conceptual analyses can lead to ontological claims and
how such analyses are constrained by commonsensical beliefs. Some think
that there is an additional method by which a metaphysical theory settles on
an ontology. We must give an account of the facts that the common man
believes to obtain, that things persist through time and change, that things
resemble one another etc., and in doing so we will describe an ontology.
"Account" is vague and so are the expressions which are used in place of it:
we need an explanation of these facts, we need an analysis of these facts, we
need to know what it is in virtue o/which these facts obtain. Later on I shall
explore whether good sense can be given to these expressions, which makes
the demand something other than the demand for conceptual analyses. If
there is another job to be done, then it may be that some facts which are com-
monly believed to obtain will be rejected for the sake of theoretical benefits.

What emerges from this discussion is that one cannot hope to defend a
metaphysical theory by constructing knock-down arguments against each
of its competitors. There are numerous ways to trade off ideological and
ontological economy and to balance these theoretical benefits against the
preservation of common-sense belief. It is futile to hope that one such theory
will be uniquely coherent. One can only hope to draw up a cost and benefit
scoresheet, it being a very real possibility that there will be ties for first place.

3. Making sense ofOckham 's razor

In this section I want to consider the Ockhamite prohibition against an
overly generous ontology or, as it is usually put, "do not multiply entities
beyond necessity". One's first response to this dictum is to say that there
is what there is and there isn't what there isn't. It is not up to us what there
is or isn't, so if it turns out that there are more things than we would have
liked, then that is not through any profligate fault of ours but rather a brute
fact about the world. This response misses the point of the dictum.
Agreed, we do not create what there is. We try to discover what there is
using Ockham's razor as a principle of discovery.

But what exactly does the principle prescribe? It seems to boil down to
the rather banal exhortation not to believe in the existence of anything
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unless one has a reason to so believe. Can we do any better? For the pur-
poses of this discussion, I assume that the goal of providing conceptual
analyses is properly called an explanatory goal: a conceptual analysis
explains some fact by defining expressions which occur in the sentence
stating the fact. I also assume that the more nebulous aim of providing an
account of common-sense facts is also an explanatory goal. These
assumptions simplify the discussion to follow.

Let us suppose we are given an explanatory goal for a metaphysical the-
ory. The razor has two sorts of application to theories which have this
goal. It can be applied to a single theory or it can be used to compare two
or more theories, each theory having its own distinctive ontology.

First, the application to a single theory. The theory says certain things
exist. Should we accept it? Ockham's razor encourages us to question
whether the explanatory goal of the theory is worth pursuing. Perhaps the
goal is illusory because there is no fact to be explained or perhaps there is
such a fact, but it is not susceptible of explanation. And even if there is a
fact to be explained, the explanation offered by the theory might be bogus.
So we have three ways to argue that the ontology of the given theory need
not be accepted, three ways for there to be no reason to believe in the exist-
ence of some entities. Many have converted this agnosticism into atheism,
converting do not believe/? into believe not-p, with no explicit justification,
but I suppose that here an absence of reasons for the belief that p is itself
a reason for the belief that not-/?. I do not know how I am supposed to react
to the suggestion that there are entities but no reason to believe in them.

Second, the comparison of theories. We suppose that there are two or
more theories each having the same explanatory goal. As before, the razor
encourages us to ask whether the goal is illusory and to question the
explanatory credentials of each theory. But, in addition, the razor can now
be used to select a winner from theories each of which meets a genuine
explanatory goal in a genuinely explanatory way. It says: choose that the-
ory which has the smallest ontology. For there seems to be a clear sense
in which the other theories unnecessarily posit entities: there is another
theory which does the job without them. Furthermore, Ockham's razor is
now being employed in a positive way, enjoining the acceptance of a the-
ory and the rejection of its competitors. So we cannot rest with mere
agnosticism about the ontology of the competitors.

All of this is extremely abstract and so not very helpful for practical
metaphysics. One problem which will loom large in what follows is how
to spell out the notion of explanation as it applies in metaphysics. Earlier,
I complained about the emptiness of the idea of a reason for belief in the
existence of some entity. But replacing this idea with talk of explanation
hardly seems illuminating.
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Moreover, there is a measurement problem. How do we decide which
of some group of theories has the least ontology? In answering this question,
some have distinguished between quantitative and qualitative ontological
economy (for example, Bacon 1995, p. 87 and Lewis 1973, p. 87). On the
cost and benefit scoresheet, we are not to mark down the theory simply
because it says there are more entities, other things being equal. Rather,
what matters is the number ofkinds of entity, not the total number of entities.
But this distinction seems misconceived. First, given a suitably flexible con-
cept of kind, we can reduce the ontological cost in kinds by subsuming the
total number of entities under fewer kinds. Second, even given a robust con-
cept of kind, we can have all the entities we could ever want by choosing
suitable kinds. For example, Lewis's (1986c) multi-purpose ontology
seems to have only two kinds: sets and possibilia (actual and possible par-
ticulars). Third, the putative distinction between qualitative and quantita-
tive economy does not preserve the spirit of Ockham's razor. To believe
in the existence of something we ought to have a reason. Sometimes a reason
to believe that a kind of entity exists brings in its wake a reason to believe
in many entities of that kind. For example, it would be odd to think that
there are only a couple of sets or three possible particulars. But these are
rather special cases. Where we have a kind of the more ordinary type, where
it is possible to think of there being just one entity of that kind, then the
number of entities falling under a kind really does matter to the comparison
of metaphysical theories on grounds of ontological economy.

Unfortunately, there is a grave problem with measuring ontological
economy by the number of entities which a theory says exist. Once we
have infinite numbers of entities we are in trouble. For adding one more
entity to a denumerable infinity of entities does not increase the cardinal-
ity of the number of entities. It is possible to say that a theory with a denu-
merable infinity of entities is more ontologically economical than a theory
with that infinity of entities plus one more, in the sense that the set of enti-
ties posited by the first is a proper subset of the set of entities posited by
the second. But this is a special case, there being no guarantee that the the-
ories have ontologies which stand in such a relation. The problem raised
here is real, for very many metaphysical theories employ, as part of their
constructional apparatus, the iterative hierarchy of ZF set theory and so
posit an enormous number of entities. Indeed, there is a problem with
even asking how many sets there are. At least when we are counting kinds,
the number of kinds is likely to be finite. But counting kinds does not
seem to accord with the spirit of Ockham's razor. So the conclusion must
be that the idea of ontological economy needs urgent attention. For the
rest of the paper I assume that future work will vindicate it.
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4. Naturalistic ideology

The triviality of Ockham's razor can be replaced by something more sub-
stantial by circumscribing the reasons to believe in the existence of an
entity. Perhaps one might give the principle some content by advising
belief in only those entities which are causally efficacious. Such is Arm-
strong's naturalism. What supports such a thesis? Armstrong's appeal to
the Eleatic stranger looks distinctly circular: "But if they are powerless in
the space-time world, then whether they exist or whether they do not will
make no difference to what happens in the space-time world. Are they not
then useless postulations?" (1988, p. 104). We were looking for a reason
to deny that causally inert entities exist. Being told that such entities have
no causes or effects is hardly what we wanted. Armstrong says of causally
inert objects that "we have no good reason to postulate such entities"
(1989a, p. 7). "Having no good reason" bears a metaphysical and an epis-
temic reading. Metaphysical: causally inert entities do no explanatory
work, they "in no way explain anything that happens in the natural world"
(Armstrong 1989a, p. 8). On this reading we are given the content of a rea-
son to deny the existence of an entity (that it does no explanatory work).
Epistemic: we can have no evidence for the existence of causally inert
entities. On this reading a causal constraint is placed on the genesis of rea-
sons, very roughly, in order for someone to have a reason to believe in the
existence of an entity, the entity must be causally connected to the
believer.

The metaphysical version of naturalism is nothing more than a preju-
dice about what counts as philosophical employment. Why should every
entity within the natural world do some causal explanatory work? If the
reply is that that is what one means by "an entity that belongs to the nat-
ural world", then why is there only the natural world? Unless the preju-
dice is supported by epistemological argument, there is no reason to
think that every object must be involved in some causal explanation.
The epistemic version of naturalism is thus more important. But this
version must rely on a lingering faith in a global causal epistemology. I
have yet to see a convincing causal epistemology which works in even a
limited sphere, let alone one which pretends to be universal in its appli-
cation.

So I am not convinced by either form of naturalism. In fact Armstrong
should not be either. Against the epistemic version: he cannot subscribe to
a global causal epistemology for two reasons. First, I take it that nothing
can counterfactually depend on the existence of a necessarily existent object
and so, given the plausible thesis that causation requires counterfactual
dependence, there can be no causal link between a necessary existent and
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a believer.4 Armstrong (1991) seems to believe in necessary existents such
as the null set. Second, Armstrong (1978a, p. xv) admits that his theory of
universals is based on a priori reasoning. If he aspires to imparting knowl-
edge, then it is not knowledge based on any causal interaction.

Against the metaphysical version: Armstrong does not think that the
only type of explanation is causal explanation. He now prefers to think of
his argument for the existence of his universals as an inference to the best
explanation of "the facts of resemblance, talk of sameness of sort and
kind, the application of one predicate to an indefinite and unforeseen mul-
titude of individuals, etc." (1989a, p. 39, fn. 1). It is clear that Armstrong
is not seeking causal explanations of these various circumstances. Meta-
physical explanation, whatever it is, is not causal explanation, but the
involvement of universals in the best metaphysical explanation is sup-
posed to yield a reason to believe in their existence.

5. Ontological categories

Metaphysicians aim to construct a list of extremely general categories of
entity which is complete in the sense that every entity that exists or could
exist falls under one of the categories. Some examples of categories: par-
ticulars, properties, relations, numbers, events, processes, states of affairs,
propositions, abstract entities, concrete entities, physical entities, mental
entities. It may be that an entity falls under more than one category. For
example, the natural number 1 is both a number and is abstract.

Categories can cross-classify. For example, some particulars are abstract,
others concrete, and some particulars and all propositions are abstract.

Metaphysicians often work according to the building block method
which imposes some structure on the categories. A small number of basic
mutually disjoint categories are posited together with a small number of
constructional tools, such as mereology5 and set theory, which generate
new entities from entities falling under the basic categories. For example,
one might think of a process as a suitable temporal sequence of events,
and, in turn, an event as a suitable set of actual and possible space-time
regions.

Let us call the entities constructed by the building block method "con-
structions" and the entities from which they are constructed "constitu-
ents". We should not think that constructions are in any sense fictional.

4 On this point, see Lewis (1986c, p. 111).
5 A formal theory of one kind of part-whole relation introduced to English

speakers under the description "The Calculus of Individuals" by Leonard and
Goodman (1940).
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Mereological sums and sets exist in just the same sense (there's only one)
as their parts and members, respectively. Sometimes "analysis" is used to
name the decomposition of a construction into its constituents. Let us call
this "ontological analysis" to distinguish it from "conceptual analysis".

Why engage in ontological analysis? The building block method seems
to serve the project of reducing the number of categories of entity. Suppose
we begin with actual and possible particulars and mereological sums of
them in one category (possibilia, for short) and sets in another. Then we
could follow Lewis (1986c, p. 53, pp. 69—71) and give an ontological anal-
ysis of a possible world as a certain kind of sum of possibilia and an onto-
logical analysis of a proposition as a set of possible worlds. We have shown
the possible worlds to be among the possibilia and the propositions to be
among the sets. But have we thereby reduced the number of categories or
have we rather shown the categories of possible world and proposition to
be species of the categories of possibilia and set, respectively?

We might instead focus on the number of entities, rather than the num-
ber of categories of entity. For example, if we have some reason to believe
in possibilia and sets, then to show that possible worlds are among the
possibilia and that propositions are among the sets is to show that we do
not need to posit sui generis possible worlds and propositions in addition
to the entities we have already posited. So ontological analysis is a real
gain in ontological economy.

How are ontological and conceptual analysis related? An entity is
assigned to an ontological category using a predicate: "x is a possible
world", "x is a proposition" etc. Ontological analysis obviously serves the
goal of conceptual analysis because the decomposition of a construction
into its constituents will enable one to define the predicate that character-
ises the category to which the construction belongs. For example, the
ontological analysis of a proposition as a set of possible worlds will yield
the definition of "x is a proposition" as "JC is a set of possible worlds". Per-
haps then it is best to reconceive the reduction in the number of ontologi-
cal categories consequent upon ontological analysis as really a reduction
in the number of primitive predicates. This supports my earlier contention
that the reduction of the number of ontological categories is not a matter
of ontological economy.

Given an ontological category, there are four general questions to ask:

(1) What distinguishes the category from others?

(2) Are there any entities in the category?

(3) Which entities are in the category?
(4) What are entities in the category like?

The first and last questions are not always distinct. Suppose, for example,
that we are attempting to characterise the category of abstract entities by


