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Summary

This thesis concerns the relation between the fundamental properties and the powers they confer. The views
considered are introduced in terms of their acceptance or rejection of the quiddistic thesis. Essentially the
quiddistic thesis claims that properties confer the powers they do neither necessarily nor sufficiently.
Quidditism is the view that accepts the quiddistic thesis. The other two views to be considered, the pure powers
view and the grounded view reject the quiddistic thesis. The pure powers view supports its denial of the
quiddistic thesis with the claim that properties consist in conferring the powers they do; the possession of a
property just is the possession of a power. The grounded view, the positive view of this thesis, rejects the idea
that properties are constituted by conferring the causal powers they do. Rather on the grounded view, it is the

natures of the fundamental properties that metaphysically explain why they confer the powers they do.



Introduction

What is the relationship between the fundamental properties and the causal powers they confer? This is the
central question of this thesis. This short introduction is split into two parts. The first will outline this central
question in a little more detail and include a short introduction to the concepts involved. The second part of
this introduction will provide an outline of the thesis and a summary of the central arguments of the coming

chapters.

Three views will be considered: quidditism, the pure powers view and the grounded view. It is the claim of this
thesis that of the views to be discussed, the grounded view presents the best account of the relationship
between properties and powers. The other two views will not be found to be untenable; rather the grounded

view is offered as an attractive alternative following the discussion of the other two views.

What is the relationship between the fundamental properties and the causal powers they confer? This question
will be approached by considering the acceptance or rejection of the following thesis, which will be called the

quiddistic thesis (QT):

QT: QT1: For each fundamental property, P, there is a world, W, distinct from the actual world and such that P

confers different causal powers in W than it does in the actual world. QT2: For each fundamental property P



there exists a world that contains P and a distinct property Q, such that Pand Q confer the very same causal

power(s).!

QT is the conjunction of two theses: QT1 and QT2. QT1 is, basically, the denial that properties confer the
powers they do of necessity. This is because it states that for each fundamental property there is a possible
world in which it confers different powers than it actually does. QT2 is, basically, the denial that the causal
powers a property actually confers are sufficient for its identity. They are not sufficient since there is a world in

which another property also confers the same power(s).

The views that will be discussed in what follows can be divided into quiddistic and anti-quiddistic views
depending on whether they accept or reject QT. As will be seen there is more to the question at hand than

acceptance or rejection of QT; however, the QT provides a helpful way to approach the topic.

It has been said that this thesis is concerned with the relationship between the fundamental properties and the
causal powers they confer. A little can now be said about what this means and why it is the fundamental

properties that are in question.

! This relatively simple formulation of the thesis may need refinement on some views of properties and powers. For
instance, say one thought that what powers a property conferred depended on relations held between universals, and also
that a universal only existed at a world if it was instantiated at some point. On this view there may be a world in which a
property, P, confers different powers than it actually does merely because a contingent event never took place that in the
actual world brings about the instantiation of some very rare property. Since in this non-actual world the rare property is
never instantiated, on the view in question it does not exist at this world. Since it doesn’t exist P cannot be related to it as it
is in the actual world, and so P, on the view under consideration, seemingly confers different powers than it does in the
actual world. It would be possible to re-formulate QT to compare worlds that contain all and only all the same properties to
avoid such an anomalous result. I say anomalous since in the situation just described I think the intuition ought to be that P
in the non-actual world doesn’t really confer different powers (since, for instance, had the contingent even occurred, then
the rare property would have been instantiated). I hope in what follows what is really at issue becomes apparent and that
the simple formulation of QT is fit for purpose.



1.1

The domain of properties in question is the domain of fundamental properties. Fundamental properties are just
those properties whose instantiation requires or admits of no explanation, in a particular sense, in terms of the
instantiation of further properties. Examples of this particular sense are reductive explanations and
supervenience explanations of the instantiation of non-fundamental properties. In the first case, the
instantiation of one property is explained away as being nothing but the instantiation of some other properties.
In the second case, explanation of the instantiation of the supervenient property is attempted by pointing to a
modal relation between its instantiation and the instantiation of further properties. There are very likely other
examples of this form of explanation. The idea is that fundamental properties are not instantiated in virtue of

the instantiation of further properties.?

This definition, such as it is, is only very crude. The aim is to point to the concept of the fundamental properties
that will be in use throughout the thesis. We might also achieve this (quasi-) extensionally, by saying that the
fundamental properties are those properties that would appear in a ‘completed’ physics. The purpose of
restricting ourselves to the fundamental properties will hopefully become apparent at points throughout what

follows. The primary reason is to avoid considerations that miss the heart of the central question.

2 Where the ‘in virtue’ here is the kind that would be applicable in the cases of reductive and supervenient accounts of non-
fundamental properties. So for instance it is specifically not a causal ‘in virtue’. A fundamental particle (say) may well have
one fundamental property in virtue of having had another, for instance (i.e the having of the former causing the having of
the latter).



For instance, consider some property that could have conferred different causal powers than it in fact does.
Perhaps the reason that this is the case is because that property could have been realized, say, by a different set
of ‘lower level’ properties and in virtue of being differently realized that property thereby conferred different
powers. It is not so much that this is an uninteresting state of affairs but rather that in the first instance it raises
questions about the relationship between realized properties and their realizers rather than the relationship
between properties and the causal powers they confer. This is because the answer we have considered to why
that property could have conferred different powers than it in fact does is, in the first instance, causal and not
metaphysical: The property could have conferred different causal powers that it in fact does since it could have

been realized by a different set of properties, and these properties confer different causal powers.

There is surely much to be said about the relationship between the (or more) fundamental properties and other
so-called higher-order properties. Of particular relevance is whether the outcome of the debate at hand affects
this issue. However, this is not the topic of the thesis and will not be considered further. To reiterate, the reason
for restricting discussion to the fundamental properties is to attempt to isolate the issue at hand, i.e. the

metaphysical relation between properties and the causal powers they confer.

I will often just talk of ‘properties’ for ease of expression. Unless it is explicitly stated otherwise, I will mean

throughout fundamental properties.

1.2

3 Of course, it is still metaphysical in the sense just mentioned — that is, as a metaphysical question about the relation
between realized and realizing properties (to use one possible terminology).
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Also of central importance to an understanding of QT is the notion of a causal power. It will be seen in what
follows that exactly what a causal power is may differ depending on the view in question, though we can make

some introductory remarks.

The notion of causal power that we should begin with is what I suggest is a relatively pre-theoretic notion. On
such, causal powers are possessed by particulars, and to say that a particular has a particular causal power is to
say that that particular will (ceteris paribus) behave in a certain way in certain circumstances. The relationship
between powers and conditionals will be considered in chapter 2. Though as a starting point I think it should be
agreed that as we normally understand things, to say of something that is has some power is in some sense to

say something conditional about that thing.

This thesis begins then from the common assumption that properties confer causal powers on their bearers,
where to say that that a particular has some causal power is to say at least that it will behave in a certain way in
certain circumstances. So it is not in debate that properties confer causal powers, only the relation between the

properties and the causal powers conferred.

§1.3

The only views to be considered in what follows are what we could call unified accounts, where a unified
account is unified in so far as it has one position concerning all of the fundamental properties. So no view that
takes something like QT to be true of some fundamental properties and false of others will be considered. Non-

unified accounts do appear to exist in the literature. Brian Ellis’ view presented in his The Philosophy of Nature



and elsewhere is perhaps one such account.* George Molnar’s account presented in his Powers is another.
However, neither view, as I understand them, take something like QT to be varyingly true, since they hold that
the laws of nature are necessary. I say they hold a non-unified account since they hold some properties to be
‘powers’ and others to be ‘categorical’. As is will be seen in chapter 2 this is not an overly easy distinction to
draw so exactly how their positions stand in relation to the arguments of this thesis is not immediately obvious.
No arguments will be given against such accounts and their relation to the arguments of this thesis will not be

considered and so in this respect they prima facie lie outside the scope of this thesis.

A summary of the main arguments of the following chapters will now be given. This will serve to introduce the

positions that will be considered and to outline the structure of the thesis.

As said above, the views to be considered can be divided into two groups — quiddistic and anti-quiddistic views.
Quidditism is the view that accepts QT. The two anti-quiddistic views to be considered, the pure powers view
and the grounded view are not defined in terms of their denial of QT. Both views reject QT but as it will be
seen they have a substantially different understanding of the relationship between properties and the causal

powers they confer.

4 See also (Ellis and Lierse 1994).
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2.1

Chapter 1 considers quidditism. Quidditism is the view that holds QT. Quidditism will be seen to fall quite
naturally out of a metaphysical picture on which properties can be thought of as distinct entities with primitive
trans-world identity and which holds to a combinatorial theory of possibility. Two such views, roughly
representing the views of David Armstrong and David Lewis are briefly discussed in this regard. Crudely, for
Lewis, since what powers a property confers depends on the contingent pattern of instantiation of properties in
this and other worlds, what powers a property confers are neither necessary nor sufficient for its identity;
hence QT. Crudely again, for Armstrong, what powers a property confers depends on the higher-order states of
affairs consisting in the holding of necessitation relations among universals. Since these higher order states of
affairs are contingent — universals might have been otherwise related to one another, what powers a property

confers are neither necessary nor sufficient for its identity; hence QT.

After an introduction to the view and a consideration of the apparently counterintuitive consequences of
quidditism, the bulk of this chapter is devoted to a consideration of an argument by David Lewis. In ‘Ramseyan
Humility’ Lewis argues that quidditism leads to ‘humility’, where humility is the thesis that we are
irredeemably ignorant of the intrinsic nature of the world. Very briefly, Lewis argues that since all of our
evidence would be the same in some worlds in which different fundamental properties play the roles described
in physical theory, we cannot know in the actual world which properties play which roles. Lewis’ argument is

outlined and it is then argued that it possesses more force than it has been taken to have in the literature.

Two lines of criticism of Lewis” argument from the literature are considered. The first of these will be called the
reference-fixing response and holds roughly that the humility argument fails since we can know which

properties play which roles; the actual players of the roles. However, Lewis’ conclusion will be shown to be a

11



natural extension of a restriction on what it takes to knowingly think/talk about entities that is imposed on
subjects by the wider position often called two-dimensionalism. As such, the reference fixing response must
appreciate that is at odds with this wider philosophical position. Consideration of the relation between Lewis’
argument and two dimensionalism will also make clearer what exactly the ignorance involved in humility is

supposed be.

The second response considered will be called the response from scepticism and it argues that the humility
argument is just a species of external world scepticism and as such standard responses to scepticism can meet
Lewis’ argument (at least to whatever extent they meet standard sceptical arguments). It will be argued that the
response from scepticism is misguided — the humility argument is not in fact a standard sceptical argument and

so standard responses to scepticism are not applicable.

The primary conclusion of chapter 1 is that criticisms of Lewis’ argument for humility have failed to fully
appreciate the force of the argument. It is not claimed that quidditism must lead to humility, but it is hoped that

by placing the argument in a wider context it is clearer what a rejection of the argument involves.

2.2

Chapter 2 presents the pure powers view and considers an argument against the view. The pure powers view
rejects QT by rejecting both QT1 and QT2 — on the pure powers view properties confer the causal powers they
do of necessity and conferring the causal powers they do is sufficient for their identity. What is distinctive of

the pure powers view is that it holds the constitution thesis. The constitution thesis is the thesis that properties

are constituted by conferring the causal powers they do, and so for a particular to possess a property just is for it

12



to possess a power/powers. What is seemingly attractive about the pure powers view is that the constitution
thesis provides a prima facie account of why QT is false. If it is constitutive of a property that it confer the
powers it does then this explains why a property could not have conferred different powers and why no other

property could have conferred the same powers.

But what are powers? It was said above that our intuitive notion of power takes it at the very least to be such
that to say a particular has some power is to predicate something conditional of it — it is to say something about
how that thing will or might behave. However, it will be seen that extant pure powers views wish for the
possession of a power by a particular to be a more substantial state of affairs than the mere obtaining of a
counterfactual conditional. For the pure powers view powers are perfectly real, perfectly ‘actual’. The task for
the pure powers view then becomes providing an account of ‘powers’, and in particular in providing an account
of powers that distinguishes them from the properties of other views. Without this the constitution thesis

ceases to be a substantial thesis, and, importantly, ceases to provide an account of why QT is false.

The suggested interpretation of the pure powers view, drawing on the view argued for by Alexander Bird in his
Nature’s Metaphysics is then as follows. To say that properties are constituted by their conferring the causal
powers they do is to say that properties are constituted by the relations they stand in to the other properties,
where it is these relations that determine how their instances interact. A helpful way of understanding the view
is in comparison with Armstrong’s view of the laws of nature (Armstrong 1983). Armstrong holds that certain
necessitation relations hold among universals such that the holding of these relations necessitates the behaviour
of their instances. For a simplified example: if the necessitation relation holds between universals F and G, this
necessitates that all instances of F are instances of G. For Armstrong it is the obtaining of these relations among
universals that determines what powers their instances posses. The pure powers view as it is to be understood

here holds that rather than these relations being contingent relations among the properties, standing in the
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relations they do to one another is constitutive of the properties. What it is to be some property is to stand in

the relations it does to other properties.

This interpretation of the pure powers view is shown to be consistent with extant views and meets the
challenge of substantiating the constitution claim. Additionally it also meets the important challenge of proving
for an account of why QT is false. If to be a particular property is just to stand in the relations it does to other
properties where these relations determine the behaviour of the instances of the properties, then it follows that
both QT1 and QT2 are false: A property could not have conferred different powers since this would require
standing in different relations to other properties and a property could not have stood in different relations
since standing in the relations it does is constitutive of it. So QT1 is false. And for any property, a distinct
property could not have conferred the causal powers it does since to do this it would have to stand in the very

same relations to other properties and thereby, ex hypothesi, would not be a distinct property. So QT2 is false.

It will then be argued that the pure powers view thus understood is open to an argument that will be called the
regress of identity. Since properties are constituted by their standing in the relations they do to one another, the
identity of any property is seemingly dependent on the identity of the properties it is related to. Yet since the
same is true for these other properties — they are dependent on further properties for their identity — it is argued
that no property can get its identity fixed. This argument is identified by Bird and in the form just sketched is
attributed to E.J Lowe, among others. Bird argues that the pure powers theory can respond to this challenge.
Bird draws upon graph theory to show that the members of a set of entities can be individuated by the relations

that hold between them, and argues that this is what is required in the property case.
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However, it is argued that in cases in which the identity of all of the members of some set of entities is
relationally determined there are in fact two distinct worries about individuation that emerge. There is the
identity regress argument sketched above and then there is a distinct problem that I will call the identical
essences argument. The identical essences arguments claims that if, ex hypothesi, the identity of some entities is
to be determined by relational facts, for any two such entities if the relational facts supposed to determine their
identity are identical then they are identical, i.e not genuinely distinct. Through a series of simple cases it is
hoped to be shown that these are in indeed two distinct problems. It is then argued that Bird’s response
drawing on graph theory is in fact a response to the identical essences problem and not to the identity regress

argument he has identified.

If successful the argument of Chapter 2 shows that the identity regress argument is in want of a response from
the pure powers view. It is suggested that the principle behind the identity regress argument has some intuitive
force, however no independent support is given for this principle. That said, it is a claim of this thesis that since
the grounded view, to be outlined in Chapter 3 does not face the identity regress argument it should, all things
being equal, be preferred. It will additionally be claimed in Chapter 3 that all things are not equal; in fact, the

grounded view is preferable to the pure powers view for other reasons also.

2.3

In Chapter 3 the grounded view, the positive view of this thesis, is outlined. The grounded view rejects QT by

rejecting both QT1 and QT2, and it also rejects the constitution thesis: Properties confer the powers they do
] g ) P P y

necessarily and, for any property, no other property could have conferred the powers it does — however,
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properties are not constituted by conferring the causal powers they do; the possession of a property is not the

possession of a power>.

Whilst this appears to represent a coherent set of claims, it is not a set of claims that appears to have received
very prominent attention in the literature. John Heil and Charlie Martin have both articulated a position on
which they claim that properties are at once both ‘categorical’ and ‘dispositional’, yet it will be briefly shown
that this is quite a different view from the grounded view. It will then be argued that there appears to be an
assumption made by at least some philosophers in this area that any view that denies both QT1 and QT2 must
accept the constitution thesis. This I call the constitution assumption. Consideration of the constitution
assumption reveals that there appears to be at least two motivations behind it that correspond to the denial of
QT1 and QT2. Firstly there is a worry about necessity: If it isn’t part of the essence of a property that it confers
the powers it does, then what can account for the fact that it confers these powers of necessity? Secondly there
is a worry about sufficiency: If there is anything else to the identity of a property besides conferring the powers

it does then what could prevent two properties from conferring the same powers?

These motivations behind the constitution assumption are then taken to provide a challenge for any view that
denies QT1 and QT2 and yet does not hold constitution thesis. The grounded view must then attempt to
provide an account that can support its denial of QT1 and QT?2. The thesis is this. The intrinsic natures of
properties metaphysically explain why they confer the causal powers they do. By way of comparison with the
other views discussed: On one version of quidditism, it is the contingent ‘necessitation’ relations among

properties that determine how their instances will behave and so, therefore, what causal powers they confer.

> Where ‘possession of a power’ is understood either as consisting in the mere obtaining of a conditional, or in the more
robust sense adopted by the pure powers view.
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On the pure powers view this picture is altered — these relations are no longer contingent since they are
constitutive of the identities of the properties. On the grounded view, the picture is different again. These
relations that hold among properties hold of necessity, yet they are not constitutive of the identity of the
properties. Rather, it is the natures of the properties that determine how they are related. Specifically, the
natures of the properties metaphysically explain why they are related as they are, and therefore it is the nature

of a property that metaphysically explains why it confers the causal powers it does.®

It is the holding of this metaphysically explanatory relation between a property and the powers it confers that
the grounded view wishes to use in support of its denial of QT. It is therefore necessary to say something
substantial about this notion of a metaphysical explanatory relation that holds between properties and powers.
After first comparing this notion to that of the notion of ontological dependence discussed by Kit Fine (1995)
and Jonathon Lowe (1998) as an anti-symmetrical relation that cannot be characterised modally, it is argued
that this relation is a relation with which we are very familiar. Specifically it is the relation that our ordinary
understanding takes to hold between the properties encountered in perception of medium sized objects and the
powers they confer. Our supposed familiarity with, or the obtaining of such a relation at the medium sized level
is specifically is not supposed to represent an argument for this relation’s obtaining at the fundamental level.
Rather what its being provided is elucidation of a notion. It is the aim to show that this metaphysically
explanatory relation invoked by the grounded view at the fundamental level is not some opaque, ad hoc
relation crafted to suit the needs of a theory. Rather it is to be shown that the relation is not ad hoc, it is one we
already take to hold between properties and the causal powers they confer and neither is it opaque — it is a

relation that we already understand.

¢ This way of comparing the views perhaps requires a particular view of properties on which it is relations among property
types that determine the behaviour of the instances. Whilst it not to be discussed in this thesis, as far I can determine, the
grounded view is compatible with the order of explanation being reversed; that is, the grounded view is prima facie
compatible with a trope-style or universals-style view of properties. Whether the same is true of the pure powers view is
not something that will be discussed here.

17



Now, it is to be pointed out that there are fundamental differences between our knowledge of such an
explanatory relation on the one hand as encountered in perception and on the other being postulated to old
between entities named by physical theory. It seems that we can perhaps have a certain kind of knowledge of
the relation between the properties of medium sized objects and the powers they confer that we can never have
about the fundamental properties. It is perhaps somewhat perspicuous to us why roundness is related to rolling
as it is (or so it may seem to us, at least). It will never, perhaps necessarily, be perspicuous to us why positive
charge, say, is related as it is to the powers it confers. Yet it is to be argued that this presents no block to us
understanding that the same relation holds at this fundamental level, despite the fact that we can have no
knowledge of the nature of positive charge other than as whatever explains the causal powers that positive

charge confers. Or at least this is the claim.

Finally in Chapter 3, how the holding of this explanatory relation between fundamental properties and the

causal powers they confer provides support for the grounded view’s denial of QT1 and QT?2 is considered.

18



Chapter 1: Quidditism.

Introduction

In this chapter quidditism will be introduced. Quidditism is the view that accepts the Quiddistic Thesis (QT).

QT: QT1: For each fundamental property, P, there is a world, W, distinct from the actual world and such that P
confers different causal powers in W than it does in the actual world. QT2: For each fundamental property P
there exists a world that contains P and a distinct property Q, such that P and Q confer the very same causal

power(s).

Although the argument of this thesis is that an anti-quiddistic view, the grounded view, is the most plausible of
the views considered, the purpose of this chapter is not to provide an argument against quidditism. Quidditism,
as it will shortly be seen, has what some find to be implausible consequences. However, its proponents don’t
find them implausible - or else they find the alternatives more implausible — and no argument that quidditism

in inconsistent seems forthcoming.

The purpose of this chapter is rather to consider and defend an argument of David Lewis’ for an epistemological

consequence of quidditism; namely that if quidditism is true then there is a sense in which we are irredeemably
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ignorant of the intrinsic nature of the world. Whether humility of the sort Lewis’ argument reaches would be
an acceptable consequence of quidditism will not be considered here, though an attempt is made to make clear

exactly what the epistemological position of humility is, as Lewis construes it.

The primary purpose of this chapter is to argue that Lewis’ argument is stronger than has been supposed in the
literature and in particular that its conclusion follows from quidditism together with a popular version of two
dimensional semantics. Therefore one who holds to both must accept Lewis’ conclusion of humility, and any
rejection of Lewis’ argument must appreciate that this has wider philosophical repercussions. Additionally it
will be suggested that a principal argument for quidditism requires two dimensionalism and so Lewis’

conclusion is of wider relevance than may initially be supposed.

In section 2, two broad ways in which quidditism could be developed are briefly outlined. This will serve to
clarify the view and to set it in a wider philosophical context. Whilst this will also serve to show that there are
different possible versions of quidditism, the discussion of quidditism in this chapter and the next concerns

quidditism in general; concerns, that is to say, any view that holds QT.

Quidditism has, it will be seen in section 3, some perhaps quite counterintuitive consequences. However, these
provide, for quidditism’s proponents at the very least, insufficient reason for rejecting the view. After
quidditism has been introduced the remainder of this chapter will be spent on considerations raised by an

argument presented by David Lewis, in ‘Ramseyan Humility’. In ‘Ramseyan Humility’ Lewis argues that
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quidditism leads to humility toward the intrinsic nature of the world. That is, if quidditism is true then there is

a sense in which we must remain irredeemably ignorant of the fundamental properties.

Lewis accepts quidditism and he accepts the consequence of humility. However, where Lewis’ argument has
been considered in the philosophical literature it has been found wanting; quidditism, Lewis’ critics argue, does
not lead to humility. They argue this for what I identify as two reasons. The first I call the ‘reference fixing
response’ and the second, the ‘response from scepticism’. It is argued that the reference fixing response is not as

straightforward as it has been assumed to be. It is argued that the response from scepticism fails.

Discussion of the reference fixing response reveals Lewis’ argument to have in the background a much wider
philosophical picture: what is often called two-dimensionalism. Two-dimensionalism purports to account for
apparent cases of the necessary a posteriori and contingent a priori without countenancing any necessary a
posteriori or contingent a priori truths. Through a relatively brief consideration of the two dimensionalist
project it will be seen that the way Lewis reaches humility from quidditism is a standard feature of the two
dimensionalist picture. The reference fixing response then must face the possibility of standing at odds with two
dimensionalism. Whilst this may be a perfectly acceptable consequence for some philosophers, it should be

made explicit.

Discussion of the reference fixing response provides some necessary background for considering the response
from scepticism. It will be shown that the humility argument differs from a standard sceptical argument.
Standard sceptical arguments work by highlighting possible ways in which certain target beliefs might actually

be false, ways that the subject cannot rule out. However, the humility argument suggests not only that we
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cannot know which properties confer which powers, but we cannot have beliefs about which properties confer

which powers. If this is the case then there is nothing to be salvaged by a standard response to scepticism.

Further, if the response from scepticism looks to the reference fixing response for the relevant beliefs it
becomes redundant. For any such beliefs we might have about which properties confer which causal powers
could not, in actuality, be false — for they are about whatever actually confers any given power. Without beliefs
that could for all one can tell be false, talk of scepticism is misplaced. Whether we have any such belief turns on

the success of the reference fixing response.

Finally in, section 7, it will be briefly argued that a principle argument for quidditism requires two
dimensionalism. As such, philosophers attracted to quidditism by this argument must take Lewis’ argument and

its conclusion seriously.

2. Quidditism.

In this section, quidditism will be considered in a little more detail. Quidditism is the view about the

relationship between properties and the causal powers they confer that holds QT. However, quidditism is non-
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committal in at least two respects. Firstly, it is open to differing views about the nature of properties.” Secondly
it is open to what exactly a causal power is and what a property’s conferring of a causal power consists in. Two
quiddistic views will now be briefly outlined. This will serve to help position quidditism in a wider
philosophical framework. The remainder of the chapter will not turn on which version of quidditism one has in

mind.

It is open for proponents of quidditism to take quite different views on what it is involved in a property
conferring causal powers and so on what exactly differs between the actual world and worlds of the kinds
suggested in QT. The details of any given account will most likely depend on what account the view has of the
nature of properties (whether they are universals, tropes or classes of some kind, for instances) and the views’

account of the laws of nature.

Appeal to an account of the laws of nature is important for quidditism since, given QT, the mere existence of
whatever properties exist at a world does not entail that they confer any particular causal powers (since they
confer different powers in different worlds). Something else is required in addition to the fact of which

properties exist for it to be the case that the properties confer the causal powers they do.

David Lewis holds what is often referred to as a ‘regularity’ theory of the laws of nature. For Lewis, what make
it the case that, at a world, a property confers a particular causal power just depends on where and when that

property and other properties are instantiated. An alternative view is offered by David Armstrong, who takes

7 Though not I will assume as to their existence. Additionally, this formulation of QT is not compatible with ‘properties’
quantifying over ‘particularized-properties’ such as tropes, if these are taken to be world-bound entities. If on such a theory
there are resemblance classes that are not world bound then ‘properties’ can quantify over them.
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what we might think of as a more ‘robust’ picture of the laws of nature. For Armstrong the laws of nature are
contingent relations among universals that govern the behaviour of their instances.® On this picture, it is the

relations among universals that can be seen as determining the causal powers conferred by a property.

Say, with Lewis, one thinks that the laws of nature at a particular world are just the best possible generalization
of the overall pattern of instantiation of the properties (where ‘best’ for Lewis is an ‘unexcelled combination of
simplicity and strength’).® On this picture then one might take the laws to specify the causal powers conferred
by a property.!° So, a property’s conferring a particular causal power at a world depends just on its pattern of
instantiation at that world. For a property to confer a different causal power in two worlds is just for its pattern
of instantiation in the two worlds to be such that it figures in a different way in the best generalization of the
overall pattern of instantiation of properties. A property’s conferring a different causal power consists in

nothing more substantial than the way its instantiation is best generalized.

This model of the laws of nature is perhaps clearer on considerations of what Lewis calls the thesis of ‘Human

supervenience’.

Humean supervenience is named in honour of the great denier of necessary connections. It is the

doctrine that all there is to the world is a vast mosaic of particular matters of fact, just one little thing

8 See (Armstrong 1983)

9 See (Lewis 1986, p.xi). See also (Lewis 1973) and ‘Postscript C: A Subjectivist’s Guide to Objective Chance’, in (Lewis 1986)
10 An alternative understanding of powers on Lewis’ view might well take it to be the counterfactual conditionals the
possession of properties entails. On such a view, what powers a property confers would depend on the pattern of
instantiation of properties at both the actual and counterfactual worlds. On either construal, quidditism emerges. The
picture on which powers a property confers is to be read off the laws of nature is described since it fits better with the talk
of ‘roles’ played by properties used in the discussion of ‘Ramseyan Humility’ below.
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and then another...We have geometry: a system of external relations of spatial temporal distance
between points. Maybe points of spacetime itself, maybe point-sized bits of matter or aether or fields,
maybe both. And at those points we have local qualities perfectly natural intrinsic properties which
need nothing bigger than a point at which to be instantiated. For short: we have an arrangement of

qualities. And that is all... All else supervenes on that. (Lewis 1986b, p.x)

The laws of nature for Lewis, supervene on the ‘Humean mosaic’ — a ‘mosaic’ formed by the instantiation of
perfectly natural properties across space-time.!! The laws of nature are just the best (‘simplest and strongest’)
generalizations about this mosaic. It has just been said that a detailed quidditism will make reference to the laws
of nature to account for what it is for a property to confer a causal power, since, given QT, the existence of
properties does not entail that they confer any particular causal power. The answer Lewis’ model of the laws
gives us is that it is the pattern of instantiation of the properties that determines what causal powers properties
confer. In one world the instantiation of properties across space-time makes up one mosaic for which one set of
generalizations is best, and in another world the instantiation of properties makes up a mosaic for which a

different set generalizations is best.

On the other hand, Armstrong exemplifies a philosopher with a more ‘robust’ picture of the laws of nature.
Armstrong believes that regularity theories, such as Lewis’, miss out an essential feature of laws that is not
captured by any form generalization. Armstrong’s contention is that the laws must somehow ‘necessitate’ or

‘compel’ and that this is missing from Lewis’ picture.!?

11 For Lewis’ account of natural properties see (Lewis 1983Db).
12 See (Armstrong 1983)
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Armstrong holds that the laws of nature are the holding of irreducible relations between universals; specifically,
a particular kind of necessitation relation the function of which is to compel, on the instantiation of one
universal, the instantiation of another. So for instance ‘N(F, G)’ can be taken to symbolize the obtaining of the
necessitation relation between the universals F and G and this higher-order state-of-affairs’ obtaining

necessitates that all F’s are G’s.13

So, on Armstrong’s account, for the instantiation of a property to confer a particular causal power would be for
it to be a universal that stood in the appropriate relations to other universals. On this model, quidditism’s
position that the instantiation of properties only confer causal powers contingently amounts to the claim that
for any universal, it might not have been related to the universals it is actuality related to by the necessitation
relation. So whilst the relation, N, between the universals F and G is a kind of ‘necessitation’ relation — in so far
as it ‘necessitates’, given instances of F, instances of G — it does not itself hold with necessity.! So, given the
existence at a world of the properties F and G, the ‘higher-order’ state-of-affairs N(F, G), if it obtains, only
obtains contingently. On this model then, the fact that a particular property confers a particular causal power

consists in the property’s contingent relations to other properties.

Motivation for holding quidditism is as I understand it, broadly Humean. How much of what would now be
thought of as Humean views is to be found in Hume or to what extent such views are faithful to Hume’s
thinking is something I will not consider. ‘Humean’ as it is now used applies to views that deny necessary

connections of various sorts — particularly causal connections. Somewhat crudely, the motivation for quidditism

13 Higher order in so far as it is a state-of-affairs composed of universals and no particulars.

14T put ‘necessitates’ in inverted commas out of sympathy to Lewis’ (1983b) observation (and of course argument) doubting
the necessitating credentials of Armstrong’s relation: ‘But I say N deserves the name of necessitation only if, somehow, it
really can enter into the requisite necessary connections. It can’t enter into them just by bearing a name, any more than one
can have mighty biceps just by being called ‘Armstrong’.’
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comes from the Humean intuition that anything could have followed from anything else, and that anything

could coexist with anything else. Bread might not have nourished, fire might not have consumed.

Accordingly, both Lewis and Armstrong hold a ‘combinatorial’ theory of possibility. A combinatorial theory of
possibility works by generating possibilities out of other possibilities. By taking some possible state of affairs (for
instance the state of the actual world) and re-combining its distinct parts one creates a distinct possibility. In

Lewis’ terms:

Possibility is governed by a combinatorial principle. We can take apart the distinct elements of a
possibility and rearrange some or all of them. We can replace on element of a possibility with an
element of another. When we do, since there is no necessary connection between distinct existences,

the result will be a possibility. (Lewis, forthcoming).

We can see how, on Lewis’ account of the laws of nature, this leads to the holding of QT. For Lewis, particular
instances of properties are distinct elements so they are freely re-combinable. The actual pattern of
instantiation of properties could then be rearranged so that this new possibility would be subject to different
laws (i.e. different (simplest, strongest) generalizations would hold). Since the laws differ the causal powers
conferred could differ. The simplest way to see this (and to anticipate Lewis’ argument for Humility below) is to
imagine rearranging the actual ‘mosaic’ so that, for two properties, the locations of their instances are all

swapped. On Lewis’ model, these two properties would then also swap the causal powers they conferred.

15 See Lewis (1986a), section 1.8. See also (Armstrong 1989).
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Similarly for Armstrong, universals are constituents of higher order states that can be freely recombined to
create new possibilities. So, as has already been said, the necessitation relations that obtain between universals,

only obtain contingently.

Quidditism is the view about the relationship between properties and the powers they confer that holds QT. As
is clear from the above, what exactly acceptance of QT amounts to will depend on one’s other commitments.

However, the consideration of quidditism in his chapter concern any view that endorses QT.

The first criticism to be considered is that quidditism has fairly immediate counter-intuitive consequences.
Although it can be agreed that perhaps this is indeed the case, it will be suggested that it itself it is insufficient
grounds for rejecting the view. Then, in section 4, an argument of Lewis’ will be presented that purports to
show that if quidditism is true then we must remain forever ignorant of the intrinsic nature of the world. Some

replies and counter-replies to Lewis’ argument will then be considered.

3. Argument from Implausibility

In his book, Nature’s Metaphysics, Alexander Bird considers the apparently counter-intuitive consequences of

quidditism and draws an analogy with the counter-intuitive consequences faced by haecceitism.

Chisholm (1967) finds haecceitism’s consequences implausible. Haecceitism is the thesis that individuals have
primitive trans-world identity. As Lewis (1986a) describes it, haecceitism is the view that two worlds can be
qualitatively identical (throughout their history) yet differ in their de-re description.
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In his thought experiment Chisholm imagines series of worlds in which Noah and Adam (of bible fame)
exchange properties. In one world they exchange one property, in the next another, until we end with a world
in which the Adam of that world has all of the properties of the Noah of this world and vice versa. These
worlds would differ merely haeceitistically, as we have defined it. So there are two qualitatively identical
worlds that are allegedly distinct possibilities. This is the consequence that Chisholm finds unacceptable. As
Chisholm sees it one is faced with a choice of either denying that individuals have transworld identity, or with

taking individuals to have essential properties.

A parallel apparent dilemma for quidditism falls straight out of our statement of the position. Quidditism
countenances worlds that differ merely quiddistically. For example we can consider the world in which two
fundamental properties play reverse causal roles. One such world might be a world in which the property that
actually plays the positive charge role and the property that plays the gravitational mass role, play the reverse
roles (i.e. the two properties confer the opposite causal powers). Bird considers several such worlds and voices

the following conclusion, in line with the parallel with Chisholm’s judgment against haecceitism.

The world we is one where charge has all the causal or nomic roles associated with gravitational mass,
including proportionality with inertial mass, while gravitational mass has the causal/nomic roles of
charge. We can also describe a world wr like the actual world except that the roles of gravitational mass
and inertial mass have been swapped. Consequently we can also describe a world wy like the actual

world except that the roles of charge and inertial mass have been swapped.

The worlds we , wr, and wy are analogues for properties of Chisholm’s final world with every property

of Adam and Noah swapped. Just as Chisholm wants to say about Noah and Adam, if anything exists
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which seems to fit our description of we, then it is just the actual world plus a decision to swap the
names ‘gravitational mass’ and ‘charge’; similarly if anything exists which seems to fit our description

of wg , then it is just the actual world plus a decision to swap the names ‘inertial mass’ and ‘charge’...

Just as we should reject haecceitism we should reject quidditism, which we may do by allowing both

particulars and properties to have essential properties. (Bird 2007, p.75)

The suggestion is then that quidditism takes as distinct possibilities, possibilities that are not in fact genuinely

distinct -- and that therefore quidditism must be false.

I think it ought to be agreed that this is an all too quick an argument against quidditism. It is the position of the
quidditism that these various worlds do present genuine possibilities. It seems an insufficient argument against
quidditism to simply state that they are not genuine possibilities. Quidditism may admit that these are perhaps
rather counterintuitive consequences of their view but hold that that is far from grounds for rejecting it. They
will argue that that these are consequences of their combinatorialism for which they have independent

motivation and argument.

This is not to say that unease with these consequences ought to be dismissed. However, in themselves 